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Unreliable Aristocracy in Marino Faliero plays
and Eine Nacht in Venedig

Teruaki J. I. TORIGOE

Abstract

I have taken up three Marino Faliero plays—Marino Faliero, Doge of Venice (1821), a verse drama by
George Gordon Byron, Marino Faliero (1829), another verse drama by Casimir Delavigne, and Marino
Faliero (1835), an opera by Gaetano Donizetti & Emanule Bidera—and compared them with Eine Nacht in
Venedig (1883), an operetta by Johann Strauss and F. Zell & Richard Genée. My purpose has been to show
the internal relationship among these four works. While their titles indicate the obvious connection among
the first three works, the connection is not so apparent with regard to the Strauss operetta.

The internal connection of the four plays derives ultimately from the fact that they all depict the old
Venice that had been under aristocratic rule, after the fall of the republic (1797), from a critical viewpoint.
The element that directly unites these works concerns the fact that all of them deal with a relationship
among an old aristocrat, his young wife, and the aristocrat’s nephew.

The historical Doge Faliero, enraged at the lightness of the punishment given to a nobleman who
scribbled about a suspected adultery committed by his young wife, united with some Venetian citizens
who shared his hate of the city’s aristocrats, planned the extermination of the noblemen, but was detected
and executed. In taking this incidence as the theme, Byron emphasized the innocence of the dogaressa
regarding the relationship with the doge’s nephew, and thus wrote a play that denounced the Venetian
aristocrats whose degeneracy produced the scribbler and let him escape without due punishment.

While using the same Marino Faliero incident, Delavigne and Donizetti=Bidera put it into the
background, and focused instead on the development involving the illicit love between the dogaressa and
the doge’s nephew, the nephew’s death in a duel, the dogaressa’s confession and remorse of her adultery,
and the final pardon given to the dogaressa by her husband. They produced a melodrama radically
different from Byron’s earlier work.

Donizetti=Bidera’s Marino Faliero, which is presented with masterly music, easily prevents the audience
from noticing its possibility of becoming a comedy. The Marino Faliero story as presented by Delavigne
and Donizetti=Bidera has, in fact, a great danger of transforming itself into a comedy, because an old
potentate whose young wife is cuckolded by his young relative is a situation typically staged in a comedy.
There are other elements that can make a comedy out of this opera. The doge’s rage, which is caused by
the unsatisfactory punishment imposed on the nobleman who publicly scribbled about the dogaressa’s
adultery and which incites him to the aborted massacre of the noblemen, is actually ungrounded and very
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much risible, since the derisive nobleman wrote nothing but the truth. The doge also keeps trusting his
nephew until the adultery is revealed by his wife.

Whereas Strauss=Zell & Genée, of course, did not write an operetta on the theme of the Marino Faliero
incident, they did write in Eine Nacht in Venedig about an old Venetian potentate whose young wife is
cuckolded by his young nephew. Strauss=Zell & Genée, in a sense, produced a real comedy out of the
comical situation lying dangerously hidden in the Marino Faliero plays presented by Delavigne and
Donizetti=Bidera. In addition, the three senators in the Strauss operetta, one of whom is made a cuckold,
can be taken as representing the entire Venetian noblemen, and they are all dishonorable fools enthusiastic
about silly state politics.

Seen from the viewpoint of the effectiveness of criticism on the old aristocratic regime of Venice, the
oblique attack made in Eine Nacht in Venedig can be more damaging in totally ridiculing the Venetian
noblemen than the direct attack attempted by Byron.

Byron’s Marino Faliero and Strauss=Zell & Genée’s Eine Nacht were both written after the crumbling of
the proud aristocratic state, the Serenissima Republic of Venice, which disappeared without exhibiting any
will to resist Napoleon who demanded the dissolution of the aristocratic regime. It was evident that there
had been something wrong with the old Venetian system of government. Both Byron and Strauss=Zell
& Genée detected degeneracy in the Venetian noblemen who monopolized the state government; the
difference was in the way they criticized it, the one frontal and the other sideways.

p=

Egidio Saracino, Invito all’ascolto di Gaetano Donizetti, Milano: Mursia, 1984, p. 167.

2 Casimir Delavigne, Thédtre de Casimir Delavigne: Marino Faliero; Lous XI; Les enfants d’Edouard;
Don Juan d’Autriche, Paris: Charpentier, 1852, pp. 5-6. (L FTOBIHOEHIZT XTI DD b D,
Delavigne £ 7R3 %8B, LT, EOFEMO5IH L HIF

3 J.J. McGann, ed., Lord Byron, The Complete Poetical Works, Vol. IV, Oxford: Clarendon Pr., 1986, pp.
42829, (LLTOFIHOHIZTRTIDORD S Do Byron &7R7)

Byron, p. 428.

5  Byron, p. 380.

Marino Faliero: Tragedia lirica in tre atti di Giovanni Emanuele Bidera & musica di Gaetano
Donizetti (libretto), Milano: Casa per Edizioni Popolari, 1934, pp. 30-1. (LLFO5IHOEIZT T
DD L D, Donizetti=Bidera & 757")

7  Gaetano Donizetti, Marin Faliero, DVD, Teatro Regio di Parma, 5 June, 2002, Milano: Hardy Classic,
2006.

8  Delavigne, pp. 85-7.

9 Delavigne, p. 95.

10 Donizetti=Bidera, pp. 6-7.

11 Delavigne=Bidera p. 7.

12 Delavigne=Bidera, p. 9; p. 13.

13 Delavigne=Bidera, p. 96.

14 Delavigne=Bidera, p. 98.

17



15
16
17
18

Donizetti=Bidera, p. 9.
Delavigne, p. 22.

Johann Strauss, Eine Nacht in Venedig: Operette in Drei Akten, Stuttgart: Reclam, 1999, p. 43.

Eine Nacht in Venedig, p. 79.

18





