Cosi Themes
Fidelity, Infidelity and Love
According to Mozart’s Cosi Fan Tutte, the issue of fidelity is depicted to be an ideal that is never achieved. Since ‘women are like that’ – the interpretation of ‘Cosi Fan Tutte’, Mozart encourages the belief that men should simply accept that women are indeed disloyal in relationships. Nowra illustrates this same idea about women and infidelity through Lewis and Lucy’s relationship. While Lucy is ‘sleeping with Lewis, she is also ‘having sex’ with Nick. When Lewis discovers Lucy’s betrayal, she waves aside his shock, defending that ‘it is not as if we’re married’. The revelation does indeed prove that Cosi Fan Tutte is correct in stating that ‘woman’s constancy is like the Arabian Phoenix. Everyone swears it exists, but no one has seen it’.  

Although the women in both Cosi Fan Tutte and Cosi are shown to be unfaithful, so are the men. While the men in Cosi Fan Tutte do not actively participate in adultery, they do fabricate their departure to the war and disguise themselves as ‘Albanians’. Their deception is also a betrayal to their wives. Meanwhile, Don Alfonso manipulates everyone. As seen in Cosi, Lewis is unfaithful to Lucy as he kisses Julie during rehearsals. Julie later reveals that she has a girlfriend who she would prefer to be with, confirming that both men and women are unfaithful in relationships, not simply women.
In the 1970’s, when the Vietnam War was occurring and there were a number of corrupt political systems throughout the world, the notion of love and fidelity was considered to be of less importance than ‘bread, a shelter, equality, health, procreation and money’.

Love is not just the central theme of the opera, but also the central theme of Cosi. The particular aspect of love that is the focus of both musical and play is fidelity: the notion of faithfulness, commitment and loyalty. The play explores many aspects of the theme of love and fidelity, and the characters present slightly different perspectives, by giving us opinions on what love is; whether fidelity is important or even possible; and what love actually means to them. Some of the characters are firm about their positions from start to finish, and others change their mind or develop differing perspectives along the way. Not only each character, but also each scene offers a new interpretation of this theme. In this way, Nowra’s play considers the ideas of love and fidelity, without necessarily offering definitive opinions. Instead Cosi presents a variety of social values and perspectives associated with love and fidelity.

For example Nick and Lucy view love as an indulgence. They believe that other social and political issues are much more important than love. Although Nick and Lucy are having a relationship, it seems to have more to do with shared politics and sex than it does with love. When she admits her affair to Lewis, she justifies it by saying that ‘it’s only a fling. It doesn’t mean anything...I have sex with him and sleep with you’. Although the play, through Lucy and Nick, strongly presents an argument for the fact that love should be secondary to basic human needs, at the same time it supports the notion that love is a universal experience to which we can all relate. 

The concept of free love is another side of love that Cosi explores. Free love is a philosophy of individual’s rights to freedom in how they choose to engage in romantic relationships, as opposed to relationships that are regulated by convention or imposed by society. (Explored through Doug and Nick)

Quotes:

· ‘It’s only a fling, it doesn’t mean anything. I have sex with him and sleep with you’

· ‘Lucy’s not possessive about you, and I’m not possessive about her’

· ‘You want to remain true to your lovers. It’s an old fashion concept, granted’

· ‘A woman’s constancy is like the Arabian Phoenix. Everyone swears that it exists, but they have never actually seen it’

· ‘Love is not so important nowadays’

· ‘Without love, the world wouldn’t mean that much’

· ‘Imagine life without love’

· Love is an ‘emotional indulgence for the privileged few’
· ‘Love is the last gasp of bourgeois romanticism’

· ‘Love is hallucinating without drugs’

· ‘I’ve always thought love was being stupid and foolish’

· ‘Love is what you feel when you don’t have enough emotion left to hate’

· ‘After bread, a shelter, equality, health, procreation, money, comes maybe love’

Possible Paragraphs:

· The importance of love in the eyes of people who represent the younger generation, such as Lucy and Nick. They believe that love takes a back seat to politics and the Vietnam War.
· The ability of Lewis to alter his perceptions towards love. At the beginning he believes that love is not so important nowadays, however he quickly changes this view whilst in the asylum.

· Love seen through the eyes of Roy, whose life has been so devoid and bereft of any form of love, that he believes that ‘love is what you feel when you don’t have enough emotion left to hate’.

· How Cosi challenges the idea in Cosi Fan Tutte that it is woman that are unfaithful. Whilst Lucy does cheat on Lewis with Nick, because she believes that it is right; that society allows it, Lewis also shares a kiss with Julie.

· The importance of love in an age of tension and resentment (Vietnam War). Cosi identifies the need to love and enjoy friendship.

Sanity and Insanity
The line between sanity and insanity is explored through the juxtaposition of the patients and society. In the 1970’s, those who behaved abnormally (be it because of a mental/physical illness o drug and alcohol related problems) were declared to be ‘insane’ and were placed in mental institutions that were shunned from society. As we now know with scientific developments, these environments often failed to assist the patients. The use of electric shock therapy (used by Roy as a joke) frequently led to sever long term negative effects upon patients.

While the patients were viewed as ‘madmen’ from outsiders, Lewis soon discovers that they are in many ways, ordinary people capable of normal things. Although each patient is in some way inflicted with a mental illness, all possess interesting opinions and beliefs on different matters. For example, despite Doug’s pyromania, he is able to make observations on the events surrounding Paris in 1968. It was perhaps society’s abandonment of these people that so few were able to appreciate them as ordinary humans. Instead, many adopted a sense of fear and patronisation towards the ‘insane’.
 In many ways Cosi also proposes the idea that ‘madness’ is not always a simple psychological or psychiatric diagnosis, but sometimes a matter of perspective or judgement. This definition of madness as subjective is supported by the play’s refusal to define the psychological or psychiatric conditions of any of the patients in the institution. Instead they are presented as people who indulge in extremes of normal behaviour. This illustrates the ideas that human behaviour is a spectrum, and that mental stability is not a black and white issue.

Examples of patients blurring the line between sanity and insanity:

· Julie is rational: She is not mentally ill and only has a drug problem (shoes how people in the time Cosi was at, did not know how to deal with drug/alcohol related problems.)

· Ruth, who after leaving the mental institution, becomes a ‘time and motion expert’, where her obsessive compulsive disorder is an asset.

· Zac’s eccentricity helps him to become a successful musician.

· Nick and Lucy also blur the line between sanity and insanity. 

Quotes:

· ‘Mad actors are bad enough, but madmen’

· ‘He [Roy] has down periods like a lot of people, but he’s your support, your natural energiser’

· ‘You’ll discover...that they are just like normal people’

· ‘They are normal people who have done extraordinary things, thought extraordinary thoughts’

· ‘What if someone forgets to take their medication’ (Lewis is fearful of their insanity at the start)

· ‘In here you miss out on a lot of changes in society’s morals’
· ‘Why can’t I ever say no? Just leave. They’re mad. Its madness’

· ‘I knew she had gone mad, but she was still my grandmother’

· ‘They still scare you?’

· ‘Only mad people in this day and age would do a work about love and infidelity. They’re definitely mad.’

· ‘Not only are they nuts, but they’re right wing nuts’

· ‘There’s no such thing as divine madness, madness is just madness’

· ‘Too much time with the loonies, Lewis’

Possible Paragraphs:

· Society’s perception of sanity and insanity, as shown through Lucy and Nick, who think madness, is objective rather than subjective.

· Lewis’ view of sanity and insanity, which shifts during his time in the asylum, where he realises that sometimes the sane can be insane and vice- a-versa.

· Characters, such as Ruth and Zac, who challenge society’s perception of sane and insane. After spending time in the asylum, they go on to enter professions where their eccentricities are considered an asset.
Reality and Illusion

The question of what is real or an illusion is weaved through the patient’s state of mentality. As shown through Ruth who struggles to pretend having a real coffee on stage, it is difficult for some to grasp the difference between reality and illusion, even if it is clear to everyone else. For others, they may willingly refuse the truth and succumb to an illusion. Lewis deluded himself into believing that Lucy was faithful, when all signs such as Nick residing in the same home and Nick and Lucy spending time together, indicated that Lucy was in fact, blatantly disloyal. Reality and illusion is also explored through the character of Roy. Roy uses illusions to cope with the childhood that he had, which involved him ‘being farmed out to foster parents who, realising what a nut case they had on their hands, put him back, and quick smart’. Roy created an illusion of a childhood that was full of ‘tea parties, dances...circus performers’ and somewhere along the line, he began to actually believe that his illusion was a reality.
The theme of reality and illusion is embedded in the plays narrative: the rehearsal and performance of the opera. Theatre is, in a sense, and ultimate illusion, creating characters and lives and inviting an audience to participate in the realisation of this illusion. Together the patients and Lewis engage in the collective building of an illusory world, the world of Cosi Fan Tutte. The play endorses the view that imagination can be liberating and empowering. As Justin says, the intention of Lewis working with the patients in the theatre is to ‘bring them out of their shells’, and one way to do this is to allow them to create their own reality, where normal restrictions to not apply: this new reality is the opera. The play within a play aspect of Cosi is a reminder to the audience that we are watching an illusion, a representation of reality.


One of the reasons that rehearsing a performance makes some sense to the patients is that they are all familiar with the notion of creating new realities for themselves. The residents of the asylum each have ways of altering their own realities, or constructing new ones that are more bearable – and these strategies tend to reflect the behaviours that have landed the patients in the institution. The characters each have their own illusion, their own escape from the everyday world.

Quotes:

· ‘I aim for the stars Jerry, is that such a bad thing’
· ‘An illusion of reality. A real illusion in other words’

· ‘Look, Henry, you’re a failure, as a human being and as a lawyer. Cosi offers you a chance to do something successful at least once in your dismal life’

· ‘This theatre could have been ringing with the music of the spheres’

· ‘Zac likes them [drugs] because everything passes like he’s in a dream or limbo’

· ‘I can handle something being an illusion or real, but not at the same time’

· ‘Drugs make me feel sort of living’

· ‘The more real it is, the more real it is’
· ‘I can’t stand real things. If I could put up with reality I wouldn’t be in here’

· ‘I had a dream Jerry... a world that was as far removed from this depressing asylum as possible’

· ‘A world that was like my childhood: tea parties, dances in our ballroom, circus performers...’

· ‘That’s the world I wanted Cosi Fan Tutte to capture...recapture’

· ‘He hasn’t got any parents, he’s an orphan’

· ‘He spent most of his life in orphanages, being farmed out to foster parents who realising what a nut case they had on their hands, put him back, quick smart’

· ‘Came right out of their shells. They blossomed. Blossomed’

· ‘We’ll be like Jerry Lewis and Dean Martin’

Possible Paragraphs:

· Ruth: and her confusion between reality and illusion, she cannot distinguish between the two, which frustrates the others.

· Roy: and his use of illusion to shelter himself from the harsh reality of his ‘depressing life’. Also how he is deluded in believing that Cosi Fan Tutte will get the patients anywhere in their lives. He claims that this is a chance for them to ‘do something successful’ in their life, when in reality it is not.

· Lewis: and the illusion that he created that Lucy was faithful to him. The illusion of fidelity is also explored and shattered, as many of the characters are proven to be unfaithful.

· The illusion of ‘bringing them out of their shells’ through the world of theatre, whilst good intentioned ( makes the patients feel accomplished) they are still diagnosed with a mental illness and they are still shunned from society.
· The dangers involved with illusions, which Nowra alludes to through Lewis’ monologue at the end, which shows how ultimately it is reality that prevails. Roy continues to pass between institutions and Henry dies.
Learning, Growth and Self-Development

One of the key ideas explored through Cosi, is learning, growth and self-development. For example, Lewis’ experience with the patient’s does as Justin predicted, teach him more about life than his entire university education. At the beginning, Lewis is only interested in earning some money and alike other outsiders, views them as madmen, and is worried about what may occur if ‘someone [forgot] to take their medication’. Lewis is also unsure about what exactly he is supposed to be doing in the asylum. Rather than making decisions, he tends to try to please other people by agreeing to whatever they want him to do. Even his political beliefs appear to simply be based on those of Nick and Lucy. However as he works with the patients, he develops a new perspective and insight into certain matters and himself. When Nick and Lucy denounce him for doing a play about love, by declaring that ‘only mad people in this day and age would do a work about love and infidelity’, Lewis is able to realise that love and friendship is more important than politics. He learns about the importance of friendship and instead of attending the moratorium, he helps the patients prepare for their performance with an additional rehearsal.
 Lewis also finds strength lat in the play, which he was devoid of to begin with . At the start, he is overwhelmed by the patients and their seemingly ‘crazy’ behaviour. However when Henry threatens to leave, Lewis physically stands up to him, finally showing strength and leadership.
Quotes:
· ‘What if someone forgets to take their medication’

· ‘Do you think we should be doing something like this? In these days, you know, the Vietnam War’.

· ‘Love is not so important nowadays’

· ‘Why can’t I ever say no? Just leave. They’re mad. It’s madness...’

· ‘Best education...you couldn’t learn this at university’

· ‘I want others to contribute, it makes them feel part of the show’
· ‘This comes first’

· ‘Working with these people has changed you’

· ‘It’s about important things like love and fidelity’

· ‘This is an unusual position for me’

· ‘Doing a play about love and fidelity while thousands of Vietnamese are being killed by American troops’

· ‘This comes first’

Possible Paragraphs:
· The moral stance that Lewis develops towards the mentally ill.
· His ability to relinquish his friends to support the patients.

· Lewis puts himself in a strange and foreign position, and somehow seems to thrive in that position. This is evident in his growth as a person.

· Lewis’ develops the understanding that there is a blurred line between sanity and insanity.

· Lewis’ growth with regards to the importance of love and friendship. At the start he shares the same view as Lucy and Nick, of love not being ‘so important nowadays’.

Politics and Empowerment

There is tension in Cosi between the political and social values of the theatre. This is most clearly presented through the differences between Lewis and Nick’s priorities. Although Nick is a director too, he gives his political activities priority. Lewis on the other hand, once he begins to work with the patients, approaches theatre on the levels of entertainment, illusion, and the value it can bring to performers lives. His work is a form of drama therapy: the use of dramatic arts to help individuals work through problems, increase self-confidence and develop or improve personal and social skills. Lewis also values theatre for its transformative powers, then, but in a more domestic sense than Nick.
Use of Humour (Black Comedy)
In order to lighten the various points and messages that Nowra is trying to send in Cosi, he uses humour. 
· A hero suffering from verbal diarrhoea? ‟ (Doug about Henry) Adds ironic humour. Shows humanity within the patients and stops the play becoming too serious.
· There will be no real trouble: no carving knife against the throat. Ironically there is trouble and Cherry uses a carving knife against Doug.

Comedy is used as a mask of fun, wit and bravura, and it is used as a form of relief from the serious topics of mental illness explored in Cosi.

Humour also takes the form of the characters uninhibited directness, as they are quite direct and abrupt in their dialogue. For example, Doug often calls Lewis a ‘poofter’.

Humour is a largely used technique in Cosi as it has an effect of humanising the characters and we laugh with the patients not at them, we stop seeing them in a stereotypical way, instead we see them as real people but people with real problems. Some of the types of humour used includes vulgar humour e.g. “DOUG: poofter”, one-liners e.g. “JUSTIN: Where would the world be without social workers? DOUG: In tip top condition”, and running jokes e.g. “CHERRY: go burn a cat”. 
Cosi is an example of black comedy, a theatrical form that allows serious or sensitive issues to be presented in a comical context. In a black comedy, the audience is encouraged to laugh at things that are not normally considered humorous. Examples of ‘serious’ issues that are dealt with in black comedy include misfortunes, confusions, danger and even death. However, black comedy is not usually graphic, shocking or confronting; these are elements of other theatrical styles. Black comedies are not about ‘making fun’ of anyone or anything (serious issues), but by exploring meaningful issues in accessible and entertaining ways.
Often in black comedy the juxtaposition (placing different things beside each other) of the serious content with the amusing context helps the audience become more aware of the underlying serious issue. For example, in Cosi, one of the amusing recurring lines is ‘go burn a cat’. This insult is based on the incident Doug describes when he ‘accidentally’ burnt his mother’s house. The incident itself is not amusing if taken out of context. Pyromania, a condition in which individuals have a fascination with fire and difficulty controlling their impulses to start fires, is dangerous and serious. But within the context of the play, Doug’s story is entertaining and amusing. It is punctuated by comical observations such as ‘there’s no such thing as grace under pressure for a burning cat’, and the audience is encouraged to laugh at the story while empathising with Lewis’ discomfort and sense of apprehension about working with Doug.

Another aspect of a black comedy is that the central characters rarely grow or change along their journey. Whilst Lucy accusingly says to Lewis that ‘working with these people has changed you’; there is not much evidence of this. His final monologue gives no hint of how his life has changed as a result of his experiences with the opera. He has come out of his shell, and gained some confidence in himself, but he has not significantly changed. Similarly, some of the patients grow subtly throughout the play – for example, the shy, reluctant Henry of the first scene becomes a loyal and active cast member who even sings. In his final monologue, Lewis hints that the only ones who have actually made any progress with their lives are two of the minor characters: Ruth, who has left the institution to ‘become a time and motion expert’, turning her obsessions into a useful and productive talent; and Zac, who starts several bands, playing the music he enjoyed more than Mozart all along. 

Structure
Cosi, like Mozart’s Cosi Fan Tutte, is structured in two acts, which are further divided into scenes. The scenes in the first act average about 12 pages of dialogue, and those in the second act are slightly shorter. The play is roughly divided in half by the two acts (often the place for and interval), with the second act slightly shorter than the first. The scenes all take place in chronological order. 
All of the scenes occur within the theatre, and this, combined with the naturalistic chronology, contributes to the sense of long term routine and confinement that characterises many of the patient’s experiences in the institution. As Cherry and Julie both note, one of the most exciting things about the opera is that it gets the patients out of their wards and gives them a change of scenery, a focus and a purpose to their everyday reality. Cherry is excited about eating lunch in the theatre instead of the ward, and Julie similarly finds that rehearsing the opera gives her an escape from the ward, and something to distract her from the mundaneness of being in the institution. 
