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The Construction of Space-temporality 
through Melancholy and Forms of Desire

Abstract: Starting from a plurivalent theoretical analysis of the Greek term nostos (both as a return 
to an identity of self, and as a formula for approaching the modern concept of nostalgia), this paper aims 
to follow the modality in which a literary thinking changes and it is sucombate by a more spatial cinematic 
thinking. More precisely, from the description of a singular affect (in the case of Thomas Mann’s narrative, 
Death in Venice, the representation of a nostalgic reality fluctuates into a dilute, synaesthetic exposure (in 
the case of 1971 Luchino Visconti’s film, Morte a Venezia). 

The purpose of this research paper is, therefore, to expand the analysis of Visconti’s cinematic intuitionism. 
The perspective changes through assembly, activating not the need for a fixed point of observation, but, on 
the contrary, distinct ways in which the sequences outline their own truth in relation to the eternal precondition 
(both at Mann and Visconti) of death tragedy.
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Melancholy, key-concept not only on a 
philosophical/psychological level, but also on 
a literary level, represents one of the central 
points in the whole italian cinematic history, 
whereas Luchino Visconti leads to the ultimate 
experiment the experience of living through a 
constant melancholic state. Starting from the 
need to distinguish the presence of melancholy 
in the Visconti’s film Morte a Venezia, we have 
to take into consideration highlighting both 
rendering mechanisms of space and time. On 
this premise we can perceive time and space as 
being irreversible, fact which makes the subject’s 
attempt to find an integrating space to fail. 
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At this point a conceptual delimitation is required. The act of keeping in memory a 
certain familiar space and time usually represents the trigger element of melancholy, 
understanding this as the attachment for a space of affect (nostos). What is innovative 
at the level of creating a melancholic state for both Mann and Visconti implies that a 
specific familiar space has not existed until the point of perceiving it. In other words, 
the referent has not existed beforehand, that nostos no longer sends to a specific 
referential moment, is a longing for something the subject has not met previously. In 
these conditions, only the suffering (algia) triggered by the final disappearance of the 
subject from that specific place is preserved in terms we already know. Doubling the 
reference follows this particular cross: the melancholic time occurs in the point where 
the subject concludes that space does not belong to it – regardless of past, present 
or future. That tomorrow the subject is waiting for is coming not as a future, but 
as a past. Space and time no longer belong to anyone, the time of the subject being 
captured in that moment of existence is just but a flashing decision to be present, to 
exist together as a part of it. 

Between cinema and literature

Examining the relationship between literature and film, Șlovski arrives at the 
conclusion that “cinema took the subject from literature, which, moving into the 
film immediately underwent a profound change” (Șlovski 133), an argument that 
give us place to debate upon the importance of cinema in shaping the ongoing 
literature from this cultural moment, one which is transposing on cinematic lens a 
very defined literary option. Dumitru Carabăț in De la cuvânt la imagine, advancing 
Șlovski’s ideas, highlights that Șlovki’s intuitionism provides that taking the subject 
from literature is the base for a cinema in which “the poetic importance is amplified” 
(Carabăț 27). Thereby, overcoming the barriers of style that literature imposes, the 
cinematic language reinforces a composite way of rendering reality, namely a very 
specific semiotic tone. In a paper signed by Ismael Gavilán, quoting in his turn Jean 
Mitry an explanation about this new type of transposing aesthetically the reality is 
given: “regarding the semiotics of cinema, Jean Mitry explains in most of his works 
that cinema is not only an art, but a «kind of language, a ‘visual event’ loaded with 
meaning” (Gavilán 137). 

The transformation of Thomas Mann’s novella Death in Venice by Visconti is one 
of the most outstanding examples of reinterpreting through active critical lens a 
universal theme. What Visconti puts to work here is not an one-to-one overlapping 
of the literary discourse, but what makes it important is that Visconti translates on 
the screen all the secondary speeches, which, undoubtedly, are not to be central on a 
literary level of discourse, but which can find a way of existence in the cinema grid. 

Firstly, even though both Thomas Mann’s novella and Visconti’s film are centered 
on emphasizing the concepts of beauty and art as they were understood by Plato 
and afterwards by Nietzsche, in the spirit of modern relativism, the second discourse, 
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namely the one of Visconti produces certain ruptures, certain escape lines – in terms of 
Deleuze. Those are prefigured even from the beginning of the film when the tendence 
is to begin with a sharp iconic image, rather than presenting all the indecisions that 
undergo Aschenbach’s subconscious. The stakes of such an act are in sight: the 
human subject created by Luchino Visconti in his adaptation of Mann’s work is from 
the beginning a distorted subject, rather than a subject looking for a psychic balance. 
Aschenbach is therefore a schizoid subject in the moment when he arrives in Venice. 

What is able to capture Visconti is, however, something that is only prefigured 
in Mann’s novella, namely that the subject of Aschenbach is forced to come in 
relation with another virtual ego, and this action is amplified by the presence 
of Tadgio, therefore the perpetual virtuality of an Alter. Recalibrated in another 
environment, Aschenbach is positioned in front of a materialist and a vitalist Tadgio, 
an individuality that although it might appear as temporary in the space of Venice 
as Aschenbach it is perceived as an individuality firmly located, firmly embedded 
in the italian space. The two nomadic subjects become through the indirect relation 
of one to another multifaceted subjects, changed by the spectral vitality created in 
the fissure of non-communication. In this way, it is in terms of Ismael Gavilán “the 
struggle between the Apollonian force and the Dionysian (the destructive and, at the 
same time, vital force, which now intoxicates him)” (Gavilán 140). 

Coming back to the discussion upon the modification of the initial scene of 
Mann’s novella, the slow journey across the sea where Venetian space is imaginated 
like a space of self-reconciliation is far from being the only dislocation aspect to be 
discussed. Another highly important aspect of the cinematic thought is the complex 
montage produced by the fluid combination of all forms of art. Having been presented 
this theoretical direction we render visible the importance of music in Visconti’s film.

Firstly, the decision to portrait Aschenbach as a musician and no longer as a writer 
embodies an aesthetical option which is not a secondary issue in the lines of these 
arguments. Mann’s specific interest in music is shown in most of his works, not only 
in Death in Venice, but also in other works, most importantly in The Magic Mountain, 
but as well in Doctor Faustus. The presence of a musical side in the construction of 
the named melancholy state can be discussed almost like a perpetual presence which 
accompanies the two nomadic subjects. Mahler’s music incorporated in the scenes 
claims to be an integrated specific language which entitles the human subject to 
change within these fluctuations or to act sometimes according to what music reveals. 
In other words, critics speak about a stylization of the resources: “in turn, the music 
of Mahler’s adagietto from his fifth symphony, as well as the fragments of his third 
symphony, constitute another “protagonist”, which provides a non-verbal language, 
weaving a dense plot that evokes the narrative of the novel” (Gavilán 140). Though 
the critic may be creditable in most of his terms, the concept of a dense plot in the case 
of Death in Venice is too vague introduced in the logic of his argument. It is rather the 
opposite: what the receiver encounters both at Mann and Visconti is far from being 
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a dense plot, but the illusion of a density. Or, this illusion of a vast territory that 
demands to be explored is the result of the state of alienation. Doubling the plot, is not 
only an alienation of the central character, but a progressive alienation of the subjects 
that move along Aschenbach and, thirdly, the disintegration of Venice caused by a 
factual epidemic environment. What is to be called the density of plot is, in fact, a 
subjectively perception of the strangeness of the event: all of Visconti’s characters are 
atypical, whether is the case of a strangeness of an appolinic beauty, or the repellent 
presence of Another; moreover, all of them present maniacal fantasies, dislocated 
and schizoid forms of imagination. The psyche of these appearances is revealed in an 
integrating synthesis of music as a distinct entity and the image of the affect produced 
by music denotes affective complications of the psyche, dominated by fantasies and 
irrational forms of desire. Thus, far from being a rejection of reality, enters the subject 
in the conditions of a universalistic thinking. 

Luchino Visconti demonstrates the way in which the emanations of such 
environment in the ending scene of the film. Although the novella of Thomas Mann 
suggests a clear death of Aschenbach, the scene is somehow changed by the director’s 
option. After highlighting the beauty of Tadgio with clear references to various 
sculptures of David by Donatello and Michelangelo, Visconti blurs to the last degree 
the last image of Tadgio as he is engulfed by the waves of the sea. It is the revelation 
of the bond which existed all the time between Aschenbach and Tadgio: when the 
Alter disappears, the Subject is unable to continue to exist, because of the unbearable 
placing into the world without the newly force that kept him active. The complex 
no longer behaves like an open wound, as Freud would have said, but provokes the 
death of the Subject. If this discontinuity, it was up to a certain point regenerative 
and with an amplifier symbolistic, the end of such discontinuity emerge to a total 
destruction. 

The logic of space

Gilles Deleuze in Cinema II. Time – image, referring to the nodal point of Visconti’s 
cinema, proposes as a specific element of the italian director that sensual revelation 
of the unity of Nature and Man. Moving forward with the prefigured theoretical 
direction, we will say that the aesthetic strategy at Visconti is even more authentic, 
while there is a dual way of construction: not only from the space to the individual, 
but also from the individual emanations towards those of the collective space, in our 
specific context, the Venetian place.

To visually support a certain state of instability – we can name it even a paranoid 
instability –, the cinematic lens reveals an altered reality. The hysterical and sick 
laugh of the strangers whom Aschenbach encounters is presented using Visconti’s 
frequently used method, the incisive close-up upon characters, combined with a red 
light which is in contrast with the rest of the frame. This schema functiones within 
the logic of the need for deconstruction of a solid, clear space. If what Visconti realize 
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is the deformation of the common space, a reevaluation of it, this is due to a well-
conceived space poetics. 

All this fluidization Visconti puts to work functions as a mechanism for gaining 
an affect from the spectator. The state of alienation is actually produced by spaces. 
It is like an unnamed state – from the melancholy pattern – intercepts the space of 
cinematic reality to the point where it is changed. Thus, we can discuss about a space 
created within/through melancholy. The melancholy does not cover the space, but 
rethinks it, remodelates it. Hence, it is easy to see in melancholy one of the factors 
that presses even more the pedal of a general disease state. There is, in fact, a physical 
illness, namely one of the epidemic, which evolves in direct proportion to a mental 
illness. Spatial disintegration reflects the Aschenbach’s psychic insecurity as we 
mentioned already before.

 The film suggests that the bond created between the people and the environment 
in which they find themselves existing is more relevant as there is an impossibility to 
transform it, while there is a direct connection between the state of the individuals 
and the urban milieu. As the state of alienation increases, the more the environment 
fluctuates from an illusory exotic, restorative space that keeps the human subject in 
balance to an objectively correlative of anxiety and madness. In this point we can 
refer to Roland Barthes’s conceptualization from A lover’s discourse where he points 
out that: “such a voice is about to vanish, as the exhausted being is about to die: 
fatigue is infinity: what never manages to end. That brief, momentary voice, almost 
ungracious in its rarity, that almost nothing of the loved and distant voice, becomes 
in me a sort of monstrous cork” (Barthes 114). This monstrous voice belongs to 
every individual engulfed by the Venetian space and the first disgraceful apparition, 
the one of the transvestite men on the ship to Venice equals to the preamble of a 
reductive path of the subject, rather than with a modifier one. Hence, if the reality 
has another consistence than in other places, is no less true that the foundation of 
this reality is perhaps as fragile or even more fragile than anywhere else, and this is 
not because of a necessary predisposition to fragility, but because is a place invested 
from the beginning with certain beliefs of metamorphosis. The only thing is that the 
dreamt metamorphosis and the belief in stability is nothing but an irrational thought 
subjected to an imaginary perception. 

Thus, Visconti creates from the interior of the italian neo-realism what is best 
known under the name of an optical-drama to which we can also mention a clear 
sound-drama. In fact, it is almost impossible to credit which is the most relevant in the 
equation of Visconti, whereas both render visible what is invisible from a unilateral 
literary perspective. It is undoubtedly that Visconti modifies the terms of the literary 
in order to illustrates the double positioning of drama. Death in Venice is a modification 
of visual in relation to other forms of media or like Deleuze would say: “The action-
image disappears in favour of the purely visual image of what a character is, and the 
sound image of what he says” (Deleuze 13). Moreover, the optical and sound-drama 
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is not there to reduce the importance of action but to create an aggregate of images, 
a super-tone assembly. (“A purely optical and sound situation does not extend into 
action, any more than it is induced by an action […] It is a matter of something too 
powerful, or too unjust, but sometimes also too beautiful, and which henceforth 
outstrips our sensory-motor capacities”) (Deleuze 18).

Another notable aspect is that in the film it is never a complete approach between 
the two nomadic characters subjected to the fluidization of the scenary and the 
powerful impression of such an act is created within the space. The restaurant scene 
is, therefore, one of the most relevant scenes constructed to show this pressure of 
distance between Tadgio and Aschenbach. Having followed the discussion to this 
point we emphasize that the uncanny produced in the cleave of the distance is a 
hidden desire to be together not in an erotic relation, but in a bond that can create a 
truth about the world through activating an overlapping meditation of what is real 
and what is true for the human subject placed in a world which does not contain him 
anymore, where the rationality has never been the guarantee of survival. 

Something is coming too late

Visconti’s cinema joins to the belief that the visible images combined with the 
sound images make possible a virtuality of affects. In fact, those images produce 
sensitive reminiscenses 

or cultural references recognizable in both the excess of visible, of pictorial, but also 
in admitting that something (impossible to name) always escapes the real, remains 
viewless. Therefore, a demultiplication of images is produced. A constant hypothesis 
of metamorphosis is required in order to capture the referential. Cezar Gheorghe, 
when referring to a possible perspective in Visconti’s film, infers that the Venetian 
reality is almost the space of a ritualic scattering of the world. “To this temporality of 
dissolution and to this perpetual «too late» adds an artistic dimension. Here Visconti 
meets Proust. Any Paradise is a lost Paradise, because you can not look at it, you can 
not return to it until it has passed, but to whom we can have access only through an 
apprenticeship (apprentisage), an artistic search (la recherce)” (Gheorghe 203).

With the impression of this vision, where we encounter a disappearance of a world, 
we can approach Morte a Venezia with another viscontian film, Il Gattopardo. But the 
hero in this case, Fabrizio Salina is exactly the opposite of lapsed von Aschenbach. 
Salina, unlike Aschenbach is in itself a veridic force of nature, spiritually balanced and 
capable of confronting with an authoritarian and patriarchal existence. He is aware 
that he is no longer part of the configuring world and refuses to integrate himself in 
this time that is no longer his own, to which he does not belong to anymore. 

That feeling of «too late» is lucidly internalized, because Salina perceive the futility 
such an act would imply. The film suggests that what is important for the cinematic 
reality is, in fact, the science of its own tragedy. It is a philosophy of decline and 
condemnation – for a dated world – to disappearance in history. 
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In comparison, Gustav von Aschenbach no longer preserves this serenity in 
face of tragedy, he searches almost desperately to fit into this new world, therefore 
as it becomes more and more present in the life of Venice, he gets into his role of 
observer of this reality. But what he does not realize is that, though, he is dismayed 
by the ridiculous presence of various ‘strangers’ (the gondolier, the musicians) he is 
just a stranger himself. He stands aside and sees the unsettling of the senses taken 
in possession by the apparently growing state of sickness, without realizing that, in 
turn, he is also taken in possession of a sense of an ideal of beauty that no longer 
comes from a place of intellect, what is taking him under possession has the exact 
attribute as for the other ‘strangers’. 

For that matter, is necessary to retain the term Roland Barthes uses: ‘the vague and 
void subject’. In fact, what we perceive as a subject is actually only ‘the gesture’ made 
by that subject. We do not recognize the subject as a whole, but only the gestures 
that make sense in the notion of a subject, infidels gestures captured by camera 
movements: “the subject is a fake ‘carving’, […] the meaning is put in the gesture and 
in the coordination of these gestures” (Barthes 116). Aschenbach remains a subject 
only in terms of accepting the fact that his gestures aquires a certain meaning and only 
in a certain space. He exists for the spectator only as a spectrum in this space, since 
its previous evolution remains unknown. To explain this paradoxical positioning of 
the perception of a subject that feels in itself like a ‘half-subject’, Deleuze, quoting 
Bergson, implies that: “two different self, one, conscious of his own freedom, is 
distributed in an independent viewer of a scene that the other self would interpret in 
a mechanical way. […]It is rather an oscillation of the subject between two points of 
view, a ‘go-round’ of the spirit ... a ‘to-be-with’ ” (Deleuze 110).

The uncanny – insight into psychoanalysis

Jung, following Freud, makes the distinction between ‘fantastic’ thinking 
and ‘guided’ thinking, in fact, a re-theorization of what his predecessor called 
‘primary’/‘secondary’ processes. The activity of the primary processes, equivalent 
to ‘fantastic’ thinking, is unconscious. The time and space categories are ignored. In 
this way, the primary processes are the expression of the pulsational activity of the 
self, and are characterized by outflowing desires, and governed by the principle of 
pleasure. In opposition, the secondary process is governed by the principle of reality; 
it is verbal and logical. There is to say that this principle of reality is the one that 
forms the basis of thought and is the way self uses to articulate itself. 

What is important for Jung, – and that is also the starting point for an analysis of 
Aschenbach psychic – is that there is no reason for ‘fantastic’ thinking to pose a threat 
to the integrity of the self. He argues that, on the contrary, self has more to gain from 
such connection. Therefore, the two types of thoughts would be made to co-exist as 
separate, but equally balanced perspectives – although the ‘fantastic’ is closer to the 
archetypal structures of the psychic. 
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This theoretical exposure was necessary to launch a ‘close-reading’ on the central 
dialogue between Aschenbach and his friend, Alfred. The discussion about the 
categories of art is the pretext to follow the fluidity in which the two consciousness 
moves. The reason why Aschenbach has come to Venice is to persevere in finding 
the right, rational and pure form of expression: “the creation of art and beauty is a 
spiritual act”. On the contrary, Alfred says that “beauty belongs to the senses and also 
that evil is a necessity, a food of genius”. 

The dispute set up between apolinic and dionysiac concepts, opens Aschenbach’s 
reflection on the world that contains him. Venice no longer meets (or never has met) 
the requirements for creating a pure art, it is even a space of gradual degradation. 
It is noticeable that a systematic change occurs in his mechanism of thinking. 
The only attribute that should have brought him closer to a rational Venice is the 
paradoxal boy named Tadgio. This nordic model that encapsulate the Idea of 
beauty, the rational resources of spirit should have placed Aschenbach in the light 
of an apolinic inspiration. What is more for observation, the image of Tadgio become 
more and more present as the italian space decays and is definitively captured by 
the sick state. Placing a nordic pattern in an exotic, fluid and, final, uncanny space 
gives to Visconti the premise to investigate the overturning of concepts, and even 
more important, marks the moment when psychic ambiguity can be exploited by 
the cinematic ambiguity. In fact, what Visconti does here is to create an affect that – 
impossible to reproduce through literary methods – permits the spectator to be put 
in a state of remarking, without fully capturing, the state of melancholy caused by 
the impossibility of canceling senses, nor the individually and very strong sensations 
(those which no longer comes from a wisdom scheme, as Aschenbach would have 
desired). 

Practically, the revelation that occurs in the case of Aschenbach can be explainable 
using Freudian concepts. After the almost unconscious acceptance of the fact that 
this new world deciphers his true repressed psychic, Aschenbach lives, in Freud 
terms, “under the threat of a triple danger: the outside world, the libido of the self 
and the severity of superego” (Freud 153). Going further with the analysis, what 
Tadgio makes Aschenbach realize it is not only the announced death of a certain 
world, but also his own death. Aschenbach’s death means the inability to belong to a 
space, to always find yourself in the middle, in an undefined state that can not sustain 
the spirit. Accepting the eros instincts plays a more complex role in Aschenbach’s 
conscious: it is, on the other side, the nevrotic acceptance of an end. “The mechanism 
of fear of death might be that: the ego is discharged to a considerable extent by its 
narcissistic libido” (Freud 155). This situation is a strong representation of the state of 
anguish, the primary fear which lead us to nostalgia after a self never totally fulfilled 
(or in other words towards a nostalgia for a ‘non-negotiable’ – in terms of stability 
– individually psychology), but also a nostalgia for a collective space where self is 
integrated. Such conditions are created “when the incorporation of the individual 
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takes place in a human settlement that has aquired the character of a ‘psychological 
settlement’ ” (Freud 161).

In this point, the analysis of the human nature as seen by Visconti has brought 
us to tackle with a common place in the critical exegesis regarding the Aschenbach 
– Tadgio relationship, a problematic that needs to be put in the centre again and 
rediscussed in terms of what is homoeroticism. We consider that to emphasize the 
pedal of the so-called obvious homoerotic relationship has been for a long time 
overwrought and by these means the critical discourse has been captured by an idea 
that was too often spoken in regards with Thomas Mann’s text also. 

The distinction that requires explanation is that of oedipial homoeroticism, on 
one side, and that of a ‘narcissistic’ homoeroticism, on the other side. First, as a 
singular variant of sexual identity, has been overlapped over the finality of Mann and 
Visconti’s way of depicting a psychological reality. What needs to be observed is that 
in our case, the oedipial homoeroticism remains in subtext, there is only an outline 
of such direction, but what is important here is the other component of what Jung 
defines as the ‘narcissistic’ homoeroticism. It derives from narcissistic disturbances 
of personality and reflects the compulsional desire to be in control of the situation 
(while the sexual component remains subsidiary). This second category it is believed 
to be even more psychologically problematic than the first one. Aschenbach leaves his 
maternal space (one that is never presented in Visconti’s adaptation) to investigate 
his creative capabilities outside a familiar, common space, precisely to prove himself 
that the tendencies of the superego can be kept under control.

The most relevant discovery, subject to be analyzed through Visconti’s lens, is 
exactly the final transformation of Aschenbach. Spiritual/corporal aspects can not be 
cropped and set aside, because those are mixed, coexisting and coequal. The scene of 
slow melting of Aschenbach’s mask, under a transverse light of sunset, while from 
Tadgio remains a simple fluid contour disappearing into the aquatic environment, 
announces the final split with spatial limits. This motif of oppositions – face and mask 
– is more rigorous than thought. The antagonisms that are containing one another, far 
from disturbing the course of time, guarantees the time. This discourse that initially 
had the aim to maintain the opposition life – death has now abandoned to a game 
of construction – destruction. After Aschenbach’s desire to integrate to a new space 
and another age has lost its strength and came out the caricature characteristic, we 
are dealing with the event of accepting all manifest incompatibilities and also the 
absurd of the situation. At once, “the lack of freedom of the individual who is part 
of a crowd” (Freud 195) has been broken, whilst the so brutally proposed symbol 
of homoeroticism from the beginning emerges into a symbol of liberation from any 
constraints of unconscious and instinctive sexuality. 

The real potential of such an interpretation is possible only by suppressing the 
common place and by receiving an autonomous reality, that of cinematic time. We 
discuss about a “complex metamorphosis of image, the reality that has been re-
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signified inside the frame becomes an autonomous ontological reality” (Gheorghe 
146). The transitions within this world are a decision to show a new psychic reality: 
“the film makes decisions about colours, is ordering itself, and in this conception, 
changes in image become another type of movement, a ‘decision’ to move away, to 
show another perspective on an event” (Gheorghe 147).

In Morte a Venezia, undoubtedly, we discuss the cinematic imagery in terms of an 
always ‘recyclable’ product, came to illustrate what has already been perceived or 
thought, a case of reevaluation of images, so a return to the status of the image of a 
vivid reality is constantly necessary. Therefore, from this flowing and disintegration 
of certain statuses it is what is to be called the power of Visconti’s cinema. 

Conclusions
To conclude, Luchino Visconti’s adaptation of the novella of Thomas Mann 

Death in Venice place into question the way which is demand to integrate a cinematic 
thinking into a literary thinking without disturbing the final purpose. The most 
important function in the human subject’s evolution returns to the images, as far as 
they are prefigured to illustrate that resonance (sometimes distorted and alienated) 
between the exterior space and the singularity of the psyche. The cinematic image 
is, therefore, capable of activating an active thinking not only in the relation between 
the image and the receiver, but also in the relation between the optical-drama and his 
own characters. It is a multiplication of signification and exposure images which are 
not in the control of a literary thinking. In this way, it is not wrong to admit that the 
literary becomes a secondary discourse, while the sliding in time-image is equal to a 
diversification of subject’s senses.
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