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THE WORK: 

COSÌ FAN TUTTE
An opera in two acts, sung in Italian
Music by Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart
Libretto by Lorenzo Da Ponte
First performed January 26, 1790
at the Burgtheater, Vienna, Austria

PRODUCTION
David Robertson, Conductor
Phelim McDermott, Production
Tom Pye, Set Designer
Laura Hopkins, Costume Designer
Paule Constable, Lighting Designer

STARRING
Amanda Majeski
FIORDILIGI (soprano)

Serena Malfi
DORABELLA (mezzo-soprano)

Kelli O’Hara
DESPINA (soprano)

Ben Bliss
FERRANDO (tenor)

Adam Plachetka
GUGLIELMO (bass)

Christopher Maltman
DON ALFONSO (bass)

Co-production of the Metropolitan 
Opera and English National Opera
In collaboration with Improbable

Production a gift of Mr. William R. Miller, 
in memory of Irene D. Miller, and the 
Trust of Joseph Padula

Additional funding from The Walter and 
Leonore Annenberg Endowment Fund

WHAT TO E XPEC T FROM COSÌ  FAN TUT TE

ON THE SURFACE, MOZART’S COSÌ FAN TUTTE HAS ALL THE MARKINGS OF A TYPICAL COMIC 

opera: tender lovers, a crafty maidservant, deceptions and pranks, trials and confessions, 

and a wedding at the conclusion. But on closer study, Così fan tutte is a paradox. It explores 

depths of emotion previously untapped in opera buffa while moving between high farce and 

profound beauty. That the work could be both accused of irony, cynicism, and triviality and 

celebrated for communicating deep emotional truth and philosophical import is a testament 

to this opera’s complex identity. Written barely two years before Mozart’s early death, Così 

fan tutte stands as his final, multi-layered statement in the Italian opera buffa genre. Amid 

the opera’s quick-fire comedy and ravishing melodies, the drama offers an examination of the 

battle between love and reason and a closer understanding of human fallibility.

This new Met production, previously presented at the English National Opera, is by the inven-

tive director Phelim McDermott, whose work in opera ranges from Philip Glass’s Satyagraha 

to The Enchanted Island, an original Baroque pastiche opera. In Così fan tutte, McDermott 

transforms the opera’s original setting but maintains its characters’ isolation: The drama unfolds 

in a surprisingly closed environment in which the characters’ only seeming occupation is the 

business of love. McDermott re-imagines this world amid a Coney Island–inspired sideshow, 

where “that kind of fantasy would be believable.” McDermott explains that he portrays “an 

idea of being away from home … The fairground and the sideshow [are] this magical place in 

which the rules are not quite the same as they are in everyday, ordinary life.” Mozart’s topsy-

turvy world of masks and disguises finds its match in McDermott’s carnivalesque production.

This guide is intended to help your students appreciate Così fan tutte as one of the most 

extraordinary operas of Mozart’s Vienna. The following pages include biographical infor-

mation on the composer, a short essay discussing the libretto’s web of source materials, 

age-appropriate plot summaries, and a guided listening exercise. The activities and informa-

tion in this guide are intended to offer students tools for creatively engaging Così fan tutte 

before, during, and after the Final Dress Rehearsal performance. By inviting students to make 

connections between the opera, other classroom subjects, and their own life experiences, it 

will help students develop the confidence to engage with music and other performing arts 

even after they leave the theater itself.
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ABOUT THE ME TROPOLITAN OPER A HOUSE

The Metropolitan Opera is a vibrant home for the most creative and talented singers, conduc-

tors, composers, musicians, stage directors, designers, visual artists, choreographers, and 

dancers from around the world.

The Metropolitan Opera was founded in 1883, with its first opera house built on Broadway 

and 39th Street by a group of wealthy businessmen who wanted their own theater. In the 

company’s early years, the management changed course several times, first performing 

everything in Italian (even Carmen and Lohengrin), then everything in German (even Aida and 

Faust), before finally settling into a policy of performing most works in their original language.

Almost from the beginning, it was clear that the opera house on 39th Street did not have 

adequate stage facilities. But it was not until the Met joined with other New York institutions 

in forming Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts that a new home became possible. The 

new Metropolitan Opera House, which opened at Lincoln Center in September of 1966, was 

equipped with the finest technical facilities of the day.

Each season the Met stages more than 200 opera performances in New York. More than 800,000 

people attend the performances in the opera house during the season, and millions more 

experience the Met through new media distribution initiatives and state-of-the-art technology.

Photo: Johnathan Tichler/
Metropolitan Opera
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A GUIDE TO COSÌ  FAN TUT TE

This guide includes several sections with 
a variety of background material on Così 
fan tutte.

• The Source, The Story, and Who’s 
Who in Così fan tutte

• A Timeline: The historical context 
of the opera’s story and composition

• A Closer Look: A brief article 
highlighting an important aspect of 
Mozart’s Così fan tutte

• Guided Listening: A series of 
musical excerpts with questions and a 
roadmap to possible student responses

• Student Critique: A performance 
activity, highlighting specific aspects 
of this production; and topics for 
wrap-up discussion following students’ 
attendance

• Further Resources: 
Recommendations for additional study, 
both online and in print

• Glossary: Common musical terms 
found in this guide and in the concert hall

The materials in this guide will focus on several aspects of Così fan tutte:

• The literary sources of the opera’s plot and language

• Mozart’s musical language the treatment of stylistic conventions

• Creative choices made by the artists of the Metropolitan Opera for this production

• The opera as a unified work of art, involving the efforts of composer, librettist, and Met 

artists

This guide is intended to cultivate students’ interest in Così fan tutte, whether or not they 

have any prior acquaintance with opera. It includes materials for students with a wide range 

of musical backgrounds, and seeks to encourage them to think about opera—and the 

performing arts as a whole – as a medium of both entertainment and creative expression.

 Martin Smith/English 
National Opera
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The sisters Fiordiligi and Dorabella are happily engaged to Guglielmo and Ferrando, respectively. Don Alfonso 

doesn’t think the women will stay faithful, and he convinces the men to test the sisters by disguising themselves 

and trying to seduce them. With the help of the sisters’ maid Despina, the disguised men are introduced to the 

women, but the sisters quickly reject them. The men pretend that they are so upset by this rejection that they take 

poison. After an elaborate “cure,” the sisters still reject the men’s advances but begin to have feelings for them.

Despina coaches the women on how to flirt, and the sisters decide that they may as well amuse themselves with 

the strangers. Don Alfonso encourages them to go walking together, and first Dorabella, and then later Fiordiligi, 

fall prey to the charms of the disguised men. Don Alfonso makes arrangements for a double wedding, but at the 

last moment, Ferrando and Guglielmo return without their disguises and confront the women. The day’s tricks 

and failures are revealed, and the original couples are reunited. 

Martin Smith/English 
National Opera

THE S TORY

SUMM A RY
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Mozart’s collaboration in the late 1780s with the Italian poet and librettist Lorenzo Da Ponte resulted in three comic operas that 

many critics view as the foundation of the modern repertoire: Le Nozze di Figaro, Don Giovanni, and Così fan tutte. Of these 

works, only Così fan tutte is not based on a distinct predecessor. Instead, its plot was drawn from a hodgepodge of Classical and 

more recent literary material that all dealt with the trope of the testing of a lover’s fidelity. Da Ponte’s chief sources include Ovid’s 

Metamorphoses—which features the Cephalus and Procris story, in which Cephalus is tricked into seducing his own wife while 

in disguise—and an interlude from Boccaccio’s Decameron in which a merchant proposes a bet to demonstrate that his wife is 

faithful. Further sources included Ariosto’s Renaissance epic Orlando Furioso, contemporary French dramas by Pierre Marivaux, 

and previous Viennese comic operas in Italian. Da Ponte’s skill in weaving together his story from such diverse sources was such 

that he succeeded in not only crafting a dramatically satisfying narrative—rife with the tensions of class, gender, and sexuality 

that galvanized the opera buffa genre—but more importantly, in creating a text whose combination of irony and wistfulness 

called forth an excess of musical beauty from the composer.

THE SOURCE:  A N ORIGIN A L L IBRE T TO BY LORENZO DA PONTE

Martin Smith/English 
National Opera
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Act I

The sisters Fiordiligi and Dorabella are engaged to be married to Guglielmo 

and Ferrando, respectively. One day, while the two men are boasting of 

their lovers’ virtue, their friend, the philosopher Don Alfonso, provokes 

them into accepting a bet. According to Don Alfonso, the women will not 

be able to remain faithful to their fiancés, even for just a single day. Don 

Alfonso makes plans for the men to pretend to be called away; they will 

then return in disguise and attempt to seduce the women.

Alfonso interrupts the women and pretends to be distressed when he relays 

the news that their fiancés have been called away to war. When the men 

arrive, the women are overcome with misery as they say goodbye to their 

lovers. Now left on their own, the sisters engage in elaborate displays of 

anguish before their maid Despina. Despina, however, can’t believe the 

ladies are making such a fuss. According to her, women should have a much 

more casual approach to love. Don Alfonso arrives and bribes Despina 

to help him in his plans. Guglielmo and Ferrando return, now dressed in 

elaborate disguises, and immediately try to woo the sisters. The ladies, 

however, strongly reject their attempts. Don Alfonso has more tricks up 

his sleeve, and has the men pretend to take poison in their grief at being 

rejected. Despina (herself in disguise as a doctor) concocts an elaborate 

cure, and when the men have been restored to health, the ladies continue 

to reject the men’s romantic overtures but find their resolve weakening.

S Y NOPSIS

Martin Smith/English 
National Opera
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VOICE TYPE

Since the early 19th century, singing 
voices have usually been classified in six 
basic types, three male and three female, 
according to their range:

SOPRANO
the highest-pitched type of human voice, 
normally possessed only by women and boys

MEZZO-SOPRANO
the female voice whose range lies between 
the soprano and the contralto (Italian 

“mezzo”=middle, medium)

CONTRALTO
the lowest female voice, also called an alto

COUNTERTENOR
a male singing voice whose vocal range is 
equivalent to that of a contralto, mezzo-
soprano, or (less frequently) a soprano, 
usually through the use of falsetto

TENOR
the highest naturally occurring voice type in 
adult males

BARITONE
the male voice lying below the tenor and 
above the bass

BASS
the lowest male voice

Act II

Despina advances Don Alfonso’s plans by instructing her mistresses in 

how to flirt, and the ladies agree that they might amuse themselves with 

the visitors. Don Alfonso encourages them to have a walk in the garden, 

where the men are waiting for them. Once they are paired off (the women 

have unknowingly chosen each other’s fiancés as the preferred objects 

of their affections) and on their own, Dorabella quickly succumbs to the 

disguised Guglielmo’s seduction, but Fiordiligi holds out and succeeds 

in refusing Ferrando. The men meet to compare notes, and Ferrando is 

dismayed by Dorabella’s betrayal. Meanwhile, Fiordiligi, knowing that 

she has fallen in love with the disguised Ferrando after all, decides to 

disguise herself as a man and go off to the battlefield in search of her 

fiancé. Before she can leave, though, Ferrando enters, and after resisting 

weakly once more, she agrees to be with him. 

Don Alfonso arranges a quick wedding for the wrongly paired couples, and 

just when the ceremony is about to begin, a military flourish announces 

the return of the original lovers. The disguised Ferrando and Guglielmo 

escape, and shortly afterwards return in their original appearances. While 

the women are paralyzed with terror, the day’s betrayals and disguises 

are revealed. The original couples reunite and reconcile, facing marriage 

with revised expectations and a new sense of reason.
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WHO’ S  WHO IN COSÌ  FAN TUT TE

Character Pronunciation Guide Voice 
Type

The Lowdown

Fiordiligi A young lady, engaged 
to Guglielmo

fyor-dih-LEE-gee soprano
The more serious of the two sisters, 
Fiordiligi is willing to go to extraordinary 
lengths to resist falling prey to seduction.

Dorabella Sister to Fiordiligi, 
engaged to Ferrando

dor-ah-BEL-lah soprano
Dorabella is more frivolous than her 
sister and is the first to notice the charms 
of the mysterious visitors.

Ferrando A young man, engaged 
to Dorabella

fair-RAHN-doe tenor
Ferrando is furious with his fiancée and 
jealous of his friend when he learns of 
Dorabella’s change in loyalty. 

Guglielmo A young man, engaged 
to Fiordiligi

goo-LYEHL-moe bass
While in disguise, Guglielmo finds 
success in wooing Dorabella, but his 
time to gloat is brief. 

Despina Maidservant to the two 
sisters

des-PEE-nah soprano

Worldly, wise, and crafty, Despina 
jumps at the opportunity to teach her 
mistresses a lesson about men’s true 
nature.

Don Alfonso An old philosopher DON ahl-FON-zoe bass
Don Alfonso is a cynic when it comes to 
love, and orchestrates an elaborate ruse 
designed to prove his point.
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TIMELINE

The Roman poet Ovid writes his Metamorphoses, which includes the tale of 

Cephalus and Procris, an interlude describing an Athenian prince who, while 

in disguise, tests the fidelity of his wife. The story of Cephalus and Procris 

(who does indeed succumb to the seduction of her disguised husband) 

is an important source of the plot of Così fan tutte, and Metamorphoses 

serves as the inspiration for many other plots and characters across operatic 

history, including Orpheus and Eurydice, Ariadne, Daphne, and Apollo and 

Hyacinth—this last duo coincidentally serving as the topic of Mozart’s very 

first full-length dramatic composition.

Giovanni Boccaccio writes the Decameron, a collection of 100 stories and 

a masterpiece of early Italian literature in the vernacular. In one story, the 

merchant Bernabò Lomellin proposes a bet to demonstrate that his wife 

is so faithful that she can withstand the seduction of one of his colleagues. 

The story serves as another early source of the plot of Così fan tutte.

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart is born on January 27, one of the two surviving 

children of Leopold Mozart, a composer in the service of the court of 

the Prince-Archbishop of Salzburg, Austria. Leopold is responsible for 

the education of his children, instructing them not only in music but in 

literature, mathematics, foreign languages, and dancing, as well as moral 

and theological instruction.

By the age of five, Mozart is composing his first simple instrumental works. 

Within a year, he and his sister perform for the Empress Maria Theresa at the 

Hofburg, Vienna’s imperial palace. Mozart’s growing renown as a keyboard 

prodigy and composer propel the family on a series of tours throughout 

Europe for the following 11 years, entertaining heads of state and members 

of the nobility. During these tours, Mozart is exposed to operatic musical 

styles across Europe, and by the age of nine, he is amusing audiences by 

improvising arias and mimicking popular operatic styles.

Mozart completes his first full-length dramatic work, Apollo et Hyacinthus, 

based on a Latin text drawn from Ovid.

Mozart’s Singspiel Bastien und Bastienne premieres at the home of Dr. Franz 

Anton Mesmer, the founder of a popular “magnetism therapy”—which is 

later roundly mocked in Così fan tutte.

Mozart in 1789

Late 1st 
century 
BC

1756

mid–14th 
century

1761

1767

1768
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Mozart relocates from Salzburg to Vienna, seeking to make his living as an independent composer 

and performer in the culturally rich Habsburg capital, rather than solely under contract to a wealthy 

patron or the church.

Mozart completes Le Nozze di Figaro, the first of his collaborations with Da Ponte. It premieres at the 

Burgtheater, Joseph II’s court theater, on May 1.

Don Giovanni, the second of Mozart’s collaborations with Da Ponte, premieres at the National Theater 

in Prague on October 29. Its premiere in Vienna at the Burgtheater follows on May 7.

Little is known of Da Ponte and Mozart’s work developing Così fan tutte, but record exists of Da Ponte 

originally offering the text to Mozart’s rival Antonio Salieri. Salieri composed two musical numbers 

to Da Ponte’s libretto, then titled La Scuola Degli Amanti (The School for Lovers), before abandoning 

the project. By December 31, Mozart’s setting of the text was in rehearsal at his home. According to 

Mozart’s widow, Salieri would later become jealous over Mozart’s success with the work.

Così fan tutte premieres on January 26 in Vienna at the Burgtheater. After only five performances, all 

Viennese theaters close in commemoration of the death of Emperor Joseph II, and Così is not revived 

until the summer, when it receives five further performances.

Mozart falls ill on November 22 and dies on December 5, likely from rheumatic fever.

A production of Così fan tutte in Stuttgart alters the story so that Ferrando and Guglielmo seduce their 

original partners, which allows the women to be faithful to their fiancés—a change that presumably 

made the opera less objectionable to the moral sensibilities of the audience. Over the next century, 

the opera will repeatedly be subjected to revisions and plot alterations that aim to eliminate the 

opera’s supposed immorality.

1787

1789

1791

1790

1858

1786

1781
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A CLOSER LOOK

DA PONTE’S  L ITER A RY TOOLKIT
In crafting his libretto for Così fan tutte, Lorenzo Da Ponte drew on a wide variety of sources ranging from Classical literature 

through 18th-century contemporary works. Da Ponte’s use of these sources includes not only general references to plots and 

situations, but occasionally outright—and unattributed—quotation. The texts he cites number among the foundational texts 

of Western culture, although some authors will be less familiar than others to students. The following list describes a few of the 

literary forbears of Da Ponte’s libretto for Così fan tutte.

Ovid

A Roman poet of the late 1st century BCE, Ovid ranks among the finest writers of Latin poetry. His 15-book-long Metamorphoses 

(Transformations) is a collection of Greek and Roman myths, written in the meter and style of epic poetry. It is thus stylistically 

related to such works as Homer’s Odyssey and Virgil’s Aeneid.

Boccaccio

Giovanni Boccaccio (1313–1375) was a 14th-century Italian writer and early Renaissance humanist. Boccaccio’s works elevated 

vernacular poetry for the first time to the esteemed level of Classical Latin literature. His collection of short stories in the Decameron 

(Ten Days, the period of time in which the stories occur) explores tales of fortune, vice, and love that are alternatively comic and 

tragic, and is a masterpiece of Italian poetry. Echoes of Boccaccio can be found in the works of Chaucer, Shakespeare, Molière, 

and many others.

Ariosto

Ludovico Ariosto (1474–1533) was an Italian Renaissance poet; his masterpiece is Orlando furioso, an epic chivalric romance 

featuring countless characters and interwoven story lines. Its style includes not only comedy and tragedy but also fantasy, with 

its sprawling cast that includes an orc and a hippogriff, and one episode featuring a trip to the moon. Ariosto composed his 

poetry using the rhyme scheme that Boccaccio is credited with inventing. Orlando furioso is one of the most influential works 

in European literature. 

Sannazaro

Jacopo Sannazaro (1458–1530) is best known for his pastoral romance Arcadia. In it, Sannazaro depicts an idealized rural world 

inhabited by lovesick shepherds. Sannazaro’s idea of a lost Arcadian world is represented throughout the literature of the next 

several centuries.

Shakespeare

William Shakespeare (1564–1616) stands as one of the greatest dramatists of all time. His plays depict the complete range of 

human behavior, using a vocabulary of unparalleled scope and originality. While his plots are often drawn from previous sources 

(such as Ovid, Boccaccio, and more), Shakespeare’s works display endless invention. His plays were widely disseminated after his 

death both in English and in translations. Today, Shakespeare has been translated into over 100 languages, including Esperanto 

and Klingon.

Metastasio

Pietro Antonio Domenico Trapassi (1698–1782; now known by his pen name, Metastasio) was one of the most well-known opera 

librettists of any age. Metastasio wrote in the genre of opera seria—Italian serious operas based on tragic, heroic, or Classical 

subjects. His output includes 27 opera seria librettos and a number of smaller-scale works, which have been set by more than 400 

composers and translated into English, French, Spanish, German, and Greek. His stories hearken back to the style and function 

of ancient Greek drama, with simple but direct language and an underlying intention of inspiring moral behavior. 

Marivaux

Pierre Carlet de Chamblain de Marivaux (1688–1763) wrote comedic French dramas and novels that explored the psychology of 

love. Marivaux took care in depicting the emotional realism of his characters. They also engage in quick and witty wordplay, in 

a style that is known as “marivaudage,” based on the author’s name.
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“ SOAV E S I A IL  V ENTO”

The Guided Listening Activities are designed to introduce students to a selection of 

memorable moments from the opera. They include information on what is happening 

dramatically, a description of the musical style, and a roadmap of musical features 

to listen for. Guided Listening Activities can be used by students and teachers of 

varying levels of musical experience.

GUIDED L IS TENING

IN PREPARATION

For this activity, teachers will need 
access to a recording of Così fan tutte    
and the libretto. 

Don Alfonso has already put his plan in motion. Ferrando and Guglielmo depart from Fiordiligi and Dorabella, ostensibly to go off to war. The women 
react with high drama, proclaiming that their grief at their lovers’ departure will surely cause their deaths. Immediately following such grandiose 
statements, the terzettino (a brief ensemble for three singers) “Soave sia il vento” brings the action to a full stop. It is a gentle prayer for the men’s safety, 
written in a gentle, lyrical style.

What to listen for:

• How the orchestra provides a gentle backdrop to the text
• The evocative setting of certain words
• The homophonic text setting

(00:00)  The orchestra introduces the number and sets the tone. Against sustained chords in the lower strings, the violins proceed with an  
  undulating figure in parallel thirds. The effect is one of gentle, swaying breezes.

(00:08) The orchestral accompaniment continues in the same style as the three voices enter, singing the same text in the same rhythm (“may  
  the wind be gentle, may the waves be tranquil”). This style of text setting is called “homophony”—meaning that all of the vocal parts  
  move together. This first phrase of the ensemble displays a pleasing balance, with the first half displaying a gentle melodic ascent, and  
  the second half moving back downwards.

(00:26)  The second phrase (setting the text “and may every element respond kindly to our desires”) contains a small internal   
  melodic repetition, and then ends on a dominant chord, as is typical in Mozart’s style.

(00:51)  The text now repeats from the top, but with new music. The voices continue in a homophonic style, although for the first  
  time in the number, the undulating sixteenth-note accompaniment in the orchestra falls away.
 
(01:09)  The voices now proceed with a repeat of the second half of the text, and for the first time, they move away from a  
  homophonic style. The two upper voices trade a brief melodic pattern against a spare accompaniment with the other voices and   
  orchestra. Note the lengthy setting of “desir.” The undulating sixteenth notes return at this very moment, and the harmony   
  rests on a dissonant chord: specifically, a diminished seventh chord, one of the most unstable chords in all of music. After   
  the over-arching consonance and sweetness of the harmonies thus far, it is worth noting that dissonance first intrudes on the word for  
  desire—which just happens to be a powerful force for disruption in this opera.

(01:58)  In the high point of the ensemble, the female voices sustain a high note while Don Alfonso repeats a line of text far below.  
  His melody is jagged and chromatic, and in a striking contrast of musical style to anything heard thus far in the number. It serves as a  
  hint that Don Alfonso’s aims and interests are not the same as those of Fiordiligi and Dorabella.

(02:16)  The undulating sixteenth notes of the opening return as the voices once again join in homophony, repeating the final line of test (“to  
  our desires”) several times as the ensemble comes to a gentle conclusion.
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“COME SCOGLIO”

The men, now in disguise, have just been introduced to Fiordiligi and Dorabella, and immediately lavish them with praise. The women react with shock and 
high disgust, and are even more outraged when Don Alfonso welcomes the “strangers” as his dear friends. In turn, the men claim that Love has driven them 
to meet Fiordiligi and Dorabella. Fiordiligi responds with “Come scoglio,” a showpiece aria in which she rejects the men and proclaims her immutability in 
the face of such insult.

What to listen for: 
 
• The wide range and vocal leaps in Fiordiligi’s melodies
• The three contrasting musical sections of the aria
• Fiordiligi’s virtuosic ornamentation 

(00:00) The orchestra enters with a forte chord, followed by a rising dotted figure, and then a trilled arpeggio, all before the voice enters. The quick  
  succession of these three disparate gestures creates an atmosphere of slight imbalance, matching the turbulence of Fiordiligi’s emotions.

(00:05) Fiordiligi enters, slowly intoning her first line of text, “As a rock remains unmoved.” She proceeds slowly and deliberately: she even pauses  
  at the halfway point while the orchestra plays a variation of its rising dotted figure from a moment before. Fiordiligi’s melody is an example  
  of word painting—the ponderous quality of her music pictorially reflects the meaning of her text.

(00:20) Fiordiligi proceeds with her next line of text, “against the winds and the storm,” and her melody, while still maintaining the slow impulse of  
  the preceding music, now becomes more disjunct. It is based on large leaps and spans a large range: more than two octaves! Fiordiligi  
  ends her line with a brief solo flourish, closing with a fermata (a pause, in which a note is drawn out beyond its normal duration).

(00:40) A new section begins. In contrast to the Andante first section, the tempo is now a brisk Allegro. Fiordiligi moves through her next lines  
  much faster, and begins to include melismas in her text setting. This style is in contrast to the preceding slow introduction, in which her text  
  was set strictly syllabically.

(01:14)  The orchestra introduces a new gesture with a staccato, falling melody, played unison. When Fiordiligi enters, she repeats this melody as  
  she states, “only death alone.” As she continues “will change my heart’s affection,” she returns to a slower style of declamation,   
  again employing the wide leaps and range she first displayed in the slower introductory section of the aria.

(01:50)  As Fiordilgi repeats her text, she engages in some of her most virtuosic and ornamented singing thus far, extending into her  
  highest range.

(02:11)  The orchestra has now completed a brief interlude, and Fiordiligi begins her text again from the top (“Come scoglio”). Her music, however,  
  is entirely different. This music has a recitative-like quality, with the voice proceeding in a semi-rhythmic style without accompaniment,  
  punctuated by occasional chords in the orchestra.

(02:31)  It is not until Fiordiligi continues on with “così ognor quest’alma è forte” (“this spirit is still strong in faith and love”) that we hear  
  a repeat of the music from the beginning of the section. The Allegro tempo resumes, and orchestra and voice continue in a more melodic  
  style – until the end of the phrase, when the texture once again devolves into something close to recitative.

(03:04)  With another shift in tempo (even faster), the third section of the aria begins. Fiordiligi begins a new section of text, enjoining the 
  men to respect her example of constancy. Correspondingly, her music has a quality of strong resolve—but also of near hysteria, as she  
  careens into ever more virtuosic figuration. The aria closes with this musical expression of Fiordiligi’s high dudgeon.
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By this time, Fiordiligi and Dorabella’s extreme reactions to the two strangers have convinced Ferrando and Guglielmo that they will soon win their bet 
with Don Alfonso. Alfonso has more tricks planned, however. This excerpt is a portion of Mozart’s Finale to Act I, an extended musical number for a vocal 
ensemble. As was typical in Mozart’s opera buffas, the Finale is organized several parts, moves through different keys, includes characters entering and 
exiting, and incrementally ratchets up the dramatic tension.

What to listen for: 

• The contrast of musical styles within the Finale
• The seamless transition between scenes, forming an extended musical number
• Mozart’s strategic use of characters’ entrances to increase the drama

(00:00) As the curtain rises on the Finale, Fiordiligi and Dorabella are in a garden. The orchestra plays an introduction. The strings play a gentle  
  melody with a running accompaniment. When the woodwinds take over at (00:13), their music is jauntier, with rapid scales. The strings  
  then return with sighing figures, and exchange places a few times more with the woodwinds. Note the entrance of the French horns close  
  to the end of the introduction at (00:39). In music, French horns are sometimes used to accompany texts and situations that involve  
  infidelity—a subtle allusion to the historical use of horns to visually represent the cuckold.  

(00:45) The women enter with the melody from the strings, singing of their torment-filled lives. In the world of serious opera at the time, their  
  expressions would have been so hackneyed as to be almost comical. Continue to keep an ear out for the French horns.

(01:23)  A contrasting section begins, now in the key of the dominant. We’ll call the preceding section A, and this new section B.

(02:12)  The text repeats from the top, with a repeat of the music as well. The musical structure of the number is thus ABA, at this time a very  
  conventional structure for operatic numbers. What do you think it means that the sisters express themselves in such an unimaginative  
  manner? Their music is very beautiful, but is it deeply felt? Put another way, does depth of emotion always inspire originality?

(02:49)  Coinciding with the final note of the sisters’ duet, the tempo speeds up dramatically. All of a sudden, we are now in the minor  
  mode and the atmosphere is distinctly threatening. Ferrando and Guglielmo enter, threatening to take poison, while Don Alfonso begs  
  them to relent. Note the string tremolos, sharp accents, and rapid scales in the orchestral accompaniment.

(03:12)  The women are suitably distressed. As they sing “Stars! Was that a poison?” their music is halting, almost as if they can barely catch their  
  breath from fright. At the same time, the orchestra accompanies their music with syncopated figures, making the situation seem rather  
  off-balance.

(03:24)  Against angrily swirling strings, the sisters comment on their fear. The men respond by accusing them of heartlessness.

(03:50)  The strings plays a rapid dotted figure, perhaps meant to represent a heartbeat. The voices enter, all singing together for the  
  first time. The following section is dark and foreboding, complete with string tremolos (as the voices state “I tremble”), diminished seventh  
  chords, and rapid-fire triplet figures in the accompaniment. When the ensemble sings “I cannot utter a word,” the voices are halting and  
  hesitant.

(04:26)  Without pause, the key changes again, now to Eb major, quite a distance from the previous key of g minor (from one sharp to  
  three flats). Don Alfonso tells the women to show the men some pity, and they call for their maid Despina.

(04:55)  Despina enters in response to her mistresses’ call, now bringing the number of characters on stage up to 6. Don Alfonso  
  explains the situation to Despina, who recommends that her mistresses help keep the men comfortable. She and Don Alfonso will leave to  
  find a doctor.

(05:46)  The women are practically immobilized with indecision, while the men laugh to themselves at the situation.

(06:12)  A new section begins, marked by rapid key shifts. The women continue to question what they should do. As their music moves through  
  several minor keys, the women seem to begin softening towards the strangers, even going so far to check their pulses. “Poor things,” they  
  say. “If they died, I would weep.” The men notice their shifting attitudes, singing their own music in the minor mode.

(07:48)  Another sudden shift occurs with a grand, G-major chord in the orchestra. Don Alfonso and Despina return, with the maid in  
  disguise as a doctor. The ensemble finale will continue through more shifts and increasing tension until the Act closes on a distinctly  
  dramatic note.

A N E XCERP T FROM THE AC T I  F IN A LE (“A H CHE TUT TA IN UN MOMENTO”)
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 S TUDENT CRIT IQUE

IN PREPARATION

For this activity, students will need the 
My Highs & Lows reproducible handout 
found in the back of this guide.

COMMON CORE STANDARDS AND 
COSÌ FAN TUTTE
CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.9-12.1
Initiate and participate effectively in 
a range of collaborative discussions 
(one-on-one, in groups, and 
teacher-led) with diverse partners 
on grades 9–12 topics, texts, and 
issues, building on others’ ideas and 
expressing their own clearly and 
persuasively. 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.SL.9-12.1d
Respond thoughtfully to diverse 
perspectives; synthesize comments, 
claims, and evidence made on all sides 
of an issue; resolve contradictions 
when possible; and determine what 
additional information or research is 
required to deepen the investigation or 
complete the task.

Watching and listening to a performance is a unique experience that takes 

students beyond the printed page to an immersion in images, sound, inter-

pretation, technology, drama, skill, and craft.  Performance activities help 

students analyze different aspects of the experience and engage critically 

with the performance. They will consider the creative choices that have been 

made for the particular production they are watching and examine different 

aspects of the performance.

The Student Critique activity incorporates a reproducible sheet. Students 

should bring this activity sheet to the final dress rehearsal and fill it out during 

intermission and/or after the final curtain. The activity directs attention to 

details of the production that might otherwise go unnoticed.

The activity sheet is called My Highs & Lows. It serves to guide students 

toward a consistent set of objective observations, as well as to help them 

articulate their own opinions. It is designed to enrich the students’ under-

standing of the art form as a whole. The ratings system encourages students 

to express their critique:  use these ratings to spark discussions that require 

careful, critical thinking. 

The My Highs & Lows handout can be found at the back of this guide. 

ENCOUR AGING S TUDENT RE SPONSE IN
AT TENDING THE FIN A L DRE SS REHE A RSA L
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Start the class with an open discussion of the Met performance. What did students like? What didn’t they? Did 

anything surprise them? What would they like to see or hear again? What would they have done differently? 

The discussion offers an opportunity to apply the notes on students’ My Highs & Lows sheet, as well as their 

thoughts about the visual design of the Met production—in short, to see themselves as Così fan tutte experts. 

From its title, Così fan tutte—which could be translated as “thus do all women” or more colloquially, “women 

are all like that,” it’s obvious that the opera has a point to make about the essential character of women. Like 

any work of this type, the opera thus deals with generalizations and stereotypes, many of which may be 

uncomfortable for today’s audiences. But in another light, the opera is less a problematic (though comic) 

battle between the sexes than an experiment studying human nature. As such, the opera reflects a distinctly 

Enlightenment-era interest concerned with the philosophical study of humanity—a notion supported by the 

opera’s subtitle, La Scuola degli Amanti (The School for Lovers). It is this precarious balance between situations 

played for laughs and scenes that hint at a deeper philosophical import that is the inimitable feature of Così 

fan tutte, Mozart’s final opera buffa.

To help your students probe the various facets of comedy and philosophy in Così fan tutte, feel free to draw 

on the following questions: 

• What are the most comic moments in the opera? What is the most ridiculous situation the characters find 

themselves in?

• What are some stereotypes that you can identify in the opera?

• Do any scenes make you feel uncomfortable? What do you think about the men’s decision to put their 

fiancées’ love to the test? Is all fair in love and war?

• Does the music seem to match what the story tells you, or do you feel they are at odds?

• Don Alfonso is an enigmatic figure. What do you think his motivations are? Does he have a point to make?

• Who is guilty in this opera? Is anyone blameless?

• Is the ultimate point of the opera a comic one or a serious one? What are the most memorable musical 

moments of the opera? Does this music support or undermine your conclusions?

To conclude the discussion, raise the point that the Met’s production of Così fan tutte shifts the setting nearly 

two centuries forward from the time period of the opera. Ask students whether this change makes them 

consider the story more seriously or less. With characters that are attired similarly to figures students have 

seen in movies, on stage, or even in family photographs, does the opera seem to ask important questions and 

deal with real situations, or is it all a comic farce? Students may address this question in a group discussion or 

as a written homework assignment.

ENCOUR AGING S TUDENT RE SPONSE IN
AT TENDING THE FIN A L DRE SS REHE A RSA L

FOLLOW- UP DISCUSSION
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FURTHER RESOURCES 

IN  PRINT 

ONLINE

Brown, Bruce Alan. W.A. Mozart: Così fan tutte. Cambridge Opera Handbooks. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995.

An in-depth study of Mozart’s masterpiece. With extensive musical examples and detailed analyses, this book is intended for a schol-

arly audience, but is nevertheless a good source for those who wish to delve into the music, history, and creation of Mozart’s work.

Cairns, David. Mozart and His Operas. Berkley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2006.

An engaging and accessible biography of Mozart using his operas as a guide through his developing musical style.

Gay, Peter. Mozart. Penguin Lives. New York: Penguin, 1999.

An engaging and approachable biography of Mozart.

Solman, Joseph, ed. Mozartiana: Two Centuries of Notes, Quotes, and Anecdotes about Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. New York: Walker 

& Company, 1990.

A charming collection of stories from Mozart’s life, plus numerous quotes by and about the great composer.

Acocella, Joan. “Nights at the Opera: The life of the man who put words to Mozart.” The New Yorker (January 8, 2007). 

(http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2007/01/08/nights-at-the-opera)

An excellent overview of Lorenzo Da Ponte’s colorful life. Your students may particularly enjoy learning that Da Ponte 

spent his last years in New York and New Jersey!

Amadeus. Directed by Miloš Forman. Orion Pictures, 1984. Available on DVD, and streaming on various online platforms

Winner of eight Academy Awards, this feature film about Mozart’s years in Vienna is a must-see for Mozart fans. Although 

much of the plot—such as the enmity between Mozart and Viennese court composer Antonio Salieri—is fictional, the 

characters and places are all based in fact, and the movie offers an engaging introduction to both Mozart’s life and late-

eighteenth century Viennese society in general.

The Metropolitan Opera. “Così fan tutte: New Production” (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sbdM6sOijKE).

Watch a preview of Phelim McDermott's new production of Mozart's "Così fan tutte," conducted by David Robertson and 

starring Kelli O'Hara and Christopher Maltman.
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ONLINE

act/scene
Acts and scenes are ways of categorizing sections of operas. An act is a large-scale division of an opera, 

and each opera will typically include from two to five acts. Acts can be subdivided into scenes, which 

are often differentiated by a change in setting or characters. 

adagio
Literally “at ease,” adagio is a tempo marking that indicates a slow speed. An adagio tempo marking 

indicates that the performer should play in a slow and leisurely style.

allegro
Italian for “cheerful” or “joyful,” Allegro is the most common tempo marking in Western music, indicating 

a moderately fast to quick speed. 

aria
A song for solo voice accompanied by orchestra. In opera, arias mostly appear during a pause in dramatic 

action when a character is reflecting musically on his or her emotions. Most arias are lyrical, with a 

tune that can be hummed, and many arias include musical repetition. For example, the earliest arias 

in opera consist of music sung with different stanzas of text (strophic arias). Another type of aria, da 

capo arias, became common by the eighteenth century and feature the return of the opening music 

and text after a contrasting middle section. Nineteenth-century Italian arias often feature a two-part 

form that showcases an intensification of emotion from the first section (the cantabile) to the second 

section (the cabaletta).

articulation
The smoothness or hardness with which a note is begun and ended. Articulation is a way of indicating 

the degree to which each note connects to the next, and can be seen while watching the bow of a 

stringed instrument player. A note can be attacked sharply and made short, or it can flow smoothly 

into the next note. 

baritone
Literally “deep sounding,” a baritone is what a typical male voice sounds like—the term refers to a male 

singer with a low but not extremely low vocal range. A baritone will sing notes that are higher than 

those sung by a bass and lower than those sung by a tenor. Uncommon until the nineteenth century, 

baritone roles have grown in popularity in opera since the works of Verdi, who often reserved the 

voice type for villains.

baroque
A period of music history lasting from approximately 1600 to 1750. The beginning of the Baroque period 

coincides with the invention of opera as a genre, and its end coincides with the death of the composer 

Johann Sebastian Bach. The Baroque period saw the rise of modern tonality, an expansion of performing 

forces, and increased ornamentation. The term “baroque” means bizarre or exaggerated, and was 

used by critics in the Eighteenth century critics who preferred a simpler and less-ornamented style.

GLOSSARY
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bass
The lowest sounding line in music. Bass also refers to the lowest singing range for the male voice. Opera 

composers often choose a bass voice to sing one of two opposite types of roles: comic characters or dramatic 

and serious characters. For example, Mozart and Rossini wrote comic parts for bass voice, using musical 

repetition and low register for comic effect. Wagner and Mozart wrote serious parts for bass voice, focusing 

on the gravity that a low register can contribute to the overall musical texture.

bel canto
Referring to the Italian vocal style of the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, bel canto singing empha-

sizes lyricism and ornamentation in order to showcase the beauty of the singer’s voice. Its focus on lyrical 

embellishment directly contrasts with a contemporary Germanic focus on a weighty, dramatic style. Bel canto 

singing is most closely associated with the music of Gioachino Rossini, Vincenzo Bellini, and Gaetano Donizetti. 

cadenza
An ornamented musical elaboration played in a free style by a soloist to display his or her virtuosity. Cadenzas 

are typically improvised—that is, created by a performer on the spot—though they can also be written out 

in advance. They most frequently occur near the end of a piece, at a point of harmonic tension when the 

piece is about to conclude. 

chorus
 A section of an opera in which a large group of singers performs together, typically with orchestral accompa-

niment. Most choruses include at least four different vocal lines, in registers from low to high, with multiple 

singers per part. The singers are typically from a particular group of people who play a certain role on 

stage—soldiers, peasants, prisoners, and so on. Choruses may offer a moral or commentary on the plot, or 

participate in the dramatic action. 

Classical
A period of music history lasting from approximately 1750 to 1830, bordered by the earlier Baroque period 

and the later Romantic period. Contrasting with the ornamentation common to the preceding Baroque 

period, Classical music is characterized by simple and elegant melodies, regular harmonic accompaniment, 

and contrasts between melodic themes. The composers most closely associated with the Classical period 

include Joseph Haydn, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, and Ludwig van Beethoven.

coloratura
A rapid and elaborate ornamentation by a solo singer, particularly common in operas of the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries. Requiring vocal agility and a wide and high range, coloratura showcases the virtuosity 

of a singer by featuring repeating melodic figures, rapid scales, trills, and other embellishments.

conductor
The person who directs the orchestra, setting the tempo, giving interpretive directions to the musicians, 

and generally holding all the musical elements of a performance together. In orchestra performance, the 

conductor typically stands on a podium in front of the players and uses a baton to communicate the meter 

and tempo, and his or her non-baton hand to indicate dynamics, phrasing, and articulation to the musicians. 

The gestures of a conductor can be likened to a non-verbal language that the musicians understand.
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contralto
A deep female voice, with a vocal range that extends lower than that of a mezzo-soprano. Contraltos are 

known for having a very wide range and for the power and depth of sound with which they can sing. As is the 

case for roles for basses, many of the earliest roles in opera for contraltos are comic roles, though nineteenth-

century composers also wrote dramatic roles for female singers with a lower range.

crescendo
A gradual raising of volume in music achieved by increasing the dynamic level. When music crescendos, 

the performers begin at a softer dynamic level and become incrementally louder. One of the most famous 

types of crescendos in opera, the Rossini crescendo, includes an increase in volume together with repeating 

melodic and rhythmic phrases, higher instrumental registers, and the gradual addition of instruments in 

order to create a particularly dramatic effect.

diminuendo
A gradual lowering of volume in music achieved by decreasing the dynamic level. During a diminuendo, the 

performers begin at a louder dynamic level and become incrementally softer. 

dynamics
A musical trait pertaining to loudness and softness. During the eighteenth century, composers began indicating 

their desired intensity of volume in music by writing words such as piano (soft) and forte (loud) into the 

musical score. Dynamics encompass a spectrum from pianissimo (very soft) to piano (soft) to mezzo piano 

(moderately soft), all the way up to fortissimo (very loud). Music can shift to another dynamic level either 

suddenly or gradually, through a crescendo or diminuendo.

ensemble
A musical piece for two or more soloists, accompanied by orchestra. Types of ensembles include duets (for 

two soloists), trios (for three soloists), and quartets (for four soloists). Sometimes singers will respond directly 

to one another during an ensemble. At other times, singers will each sing to themselves as if the other singers 

were not on stage. In ensembles, multiple characters may simultaneously express very different emotions 

from one another.

finale
The last portion of an act, a finale consists of several musical sections that accompany an escalating dramatic 

tension. Finales frequently consist of multiple ensembles with different numbers of characters. When it 

occurs at the end of an early act in the opera, a finale may create a messy situation—and the resolution of 

this situation will only happen in subsequent acts. One type of finale common in comic operas, a chain finale, 

features characters entering or exiting from the stage to create unexpected combinations of characters, in 

turn increasing the opera’s dramatic tension.

forte
Meaning “loud” or “strong” in Italian, forte is a dynamic level in music that indicates a loud volume. Adding 

the suffix “-issimo” to a word serves as an intensifier—since forte means “loud,” fortissimo means “very loud.”
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harmony
The simultaneous sounding of pitches to produce chords, and the relationship between different chords as they succeed 

one another. Throughout much of Western music, systems of rules govern these progressions to help create our sense 

of musical tension, expectation, and conclusion. Tonal harmony is based on progressions of chords in relationship to a 

tonic (or home) key. In the 19th century, as composers sought novel sounds to reflect the originality of their invention, 

they began to employ chords and progressions of greater dissonance and greater distance from the home key. As such 

dissonances moved beyond mere sound effects into the musical structure itself, the traditional theory of tonal harmony 

began to become insufficient as a way to understand and describe musical structure. 

intermission
A break between acts of an opera. At the beginning of an intermission, the curtain will fall (that is, close) on stage, 

and the lights in the auditorium, called the house lights, will become brighter. Intermissions provide audiences with a 

chance to walk around, talk with one another, and reflect on what they have seen and what could happen next. The 

break in the performance may also correspond with a change of time or scene in the story of the opera—the next act 

may take place hours or months later, or be set in a different location. Usually lights will dim and a bell may sound to 

indicate that the intermission is drawing to a close and the opera is about to resume.

legato
A type of articulation in which a melody is played with smooth connection between the notes. A legato passage does 

should not include any pauses between notes or any accents at the beginnings of notes, as the notes blend into one 

another without a break. In contrast, a passage that is played staccato features notes played in a separated manner.

Leitmotif
From the German for “leading motive,” a leitmotif is a recurring musical idea, or motive, that represents a particular 

person, object, idea, emotion, or place. This musical idea is usually a few seconds in length and can occur in the music’s 

melody, harmony, rhythm, or a combination of the three. Leitmotifs are most closely associated with the operas of 

Richard Wagner, where they are used repeatedly throughout the opera to provide unity; they also less frequently appear 

in operas of other composers, including Giuseppe Verdi and Richard Strauss.

libretto
The text of an opera, including all the words that are said or sung by performers. Until the early eighteenth century, 

a composer would frequently set music to a pre-existing libretto, and any given libretto could thus be set to music 

multiple times by different composers. During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, collaboration between the 

author of the libretto, known as the librettist, and the composer became more frequent. Some opera composers, most 

notably Richard Wagner, are known for writing their own text. 

maestro
A title of respect used to address a conductor. The term is often applied to conductors with several decades of experi-

ence. However, performers often use this honorific when addressing the conductor. 
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melody
A succession of pitches that form an understandable unit. The melody of a piece consists of the tune that 

a listener can hum or sing. During arias, the singer will usually sing the main melody, though other instru-

ments may play parts of the melody. Sometimes, such as during ensembles, multiple melodies can occur 

simultaneously. 

mezzo-soprano
A female voice with a range between that of a contralto and soprano. A mezzo-soprano’s voice is slightly 

deeper than that of a soprano, so mezzo-sopranos are often cast in supporting roles as older women, including 

nurses, confidantes, or maids.

opera buffa
A term applied to Italian comic operas from the mid-eighteenth through mid-nineteenth centuries. The plot 

of an opera buffa often features scenes and characters from everyday life and addresses a light or sentimental 

subject, concluding with a happy ending. 

opera seria 
An eighteenth- or nineteenth-century Italian opera employing a noble and serious style. The plot of an opera 

seria often upholds morality by presenting conflicting emotions such as love versus duty, or by modeling 

enlightened rulers. 

operetta
Featuring spoken dialogue, songs, and dances, an operetta is a short theatrical piece. Shorter in duration 

than operas, operettas typically feature a light subject matter, incorporate melodies composed in a popular 

style, and feature spoken dialogue. Most popular from the mid-nineteenth century to the early twentieth 

century, the genre is the precursor of the American musical.

ornamentation
An embellishment to the melody, rhythm, or harmony of music, intended to make a melody more expressive 

or ornate. Ornamentation can be either indicated through symbols written into the music or improvised by 

the performer. 

overture
 An instrumental piece that occurs before the first act as an introduction to an opera. After the conductor 

enters the orchestra pit and takes a bow, the music for the overture begins. Most overtures are a few minutes 

in duration, and set the mood for the opera—even featuring musical themes that will occur later in the opera.

piano
Abbreviated p in a musical score, piano indicates a soft dynamic level. Musicians may achieve a piano sound 

by using less bow, less air, or less force. In opera, soft music will often correspond with emotions of sadness 

or moments in the plot when a character is reflecting on a course of action or emotional state. Pianissimo is 

“very soft,” and can be so quiet that an audience may need to listen carefully in order to discern its melody 

and harmony.
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pitch
The quality of a musical sound corresponding to its perceived highness or lowness. Scientifically, pitch can be measured 

as the number of vibrations (or repetitions) of a sound wave per second, which is called its frequency. A sound with a 

low frequency, like a bass drum, will sound low and have a low pitch, while a sound with a high frequency, like a siren, 

will sound high. 

prima donna
Meaning “first lady” in Italian, the prima donna is the leading female role in an opera. The term may apply to the role or 

to the singer herself, who usually sings in the soprano register and is the star of the show. Since the nineteenth century, 

the term has also been applied to a singer of any gender with a self-centered and demanding personality.

recitative
A type of vocal writing between speech and song that imitates the accents and inflections of natural speech. Composers 

often employ recitative for passages of text that involve quick dialogue and the advancement of plot, since the style 

allows singers to move rapidly through a large amount of text. Recitative may be accompanied either by keyboard or 

by the whole orchestra.

rhythm
Rhythm refers to the way music unfolds over time; it is a series of durations in a range from long to short. Along with 

pitch, it is a basic and indispensable parameter of music. Rhythm is perceived in relation to an underlying beat and within 

the context of a meter. Western musical notation indicates to the performer the exact duration of each note or rest. 

Romantic
A period of music history lasting from approximately 1830 to 1900. Beginning in literature and later adopted by 

composers, romanticism reflected a newfound focus on individuality, nature, and emotional extremes. Music from the 

Romantic period often explores music’s redemptive power, focusing on the sublimity of nature, love, and the mysterious. 

Composers began to experiment with shortening and lengthening the standard forms and durations of musical works, 

and also added more expressive harmonies to convey the originality of their musical vision.

score
The complete musical notation for a piece, the score includes notated lines for all of the different instrumental and 

vocal parts that unite to constitute a musical composition. In an opera orchestra, the conductor follows the score during 

rehearsals and performances, while each performer follows his or her individual part. 

Singspiel
Literally “sung play,” a Singspiel is an opera with spoken dialogue. Singspiels are typically in German and are from the 

Classical or early Romantic eras. The plot of a Singspiel is usually comic in nature, and its music may include songs, 

choruses, and instrumental numbers that are separated by spoken dialogue.

solo
A piece, musical passage, or line for a lone singer or other performer, with or without instrumental accompaniment. The 

most common type of solo in opera is the aria, which is composed for a single voice with orchestral accompaniment. 
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soprano
The highest singing range for the female voice. Roles composed for soprano singers are typically among the 

leading roles in the opera and require soprano singers to show off their virtuosic flexibility and range. 

tempo
Literally “time” in Italian, tempo refers to the speed of a piece of music. Tempo is indicated in a score by a variety 

of conventional (often Italian) words—such as allegro, adagio, vivace, moderato, grave, and many more—that 

not only provide direction on the composer’s desired rate of speed, but also carry associations of gesture and 

character. For instance, vivace indicates not only a brisk speed but also a lively spirit. Additional tempo markings 

may indicate when a composer asks for a section of music to be sped up (such as “accelerando”) or slowed down 

(such as “rallentando”).

tenor
The highest natural male vocal range. By the nineteenth century, the tenor had become the most common vocal 

range for male leading roles in operas. Tenor roles often feature high-pitched notes for male voice in order to 

showcase the singer’s range and power. A related voice type is the countertenor, with a range above that of a 

tenor and similar to that of a contralto.

theme/motive
Themes are the melodic ideas that are musical building blocks for a piece. A theme is often recognizable as a 

distinct tune and may reappear in its original form or in altered form throughout the piece. A motif (or motive) 

is a brief musical idea that recurs throughout a musical work. Motives can be based on a melodic, rhythmic, or 

harmonic component, and their repetition makes them recognizable to the listener. In opera, musical motives 

are often symbolically associated with specific characters or dramatic ideas. 

timbre
Pronounced TAM-bruh, a French word that means “sound color.” It refers to the complex combination of charac-

teristics that give each instrument or voice its unique sound. Just as we can recognize each other by the differ-

ences in our speaking voices, operatic singing voices are distinguishable by their unique timbres. Listeners can 

also identify orchestral instruments by their timbre without being able to see them. The creative combination 

of different instrumental timbres is one of the artistic aspects of orchestration.

trill
A rapid alternation between two pitches that are adjacent to one another. Trills are a type of ornamentation, 

serving to embellish the melodic line, and appear regularly within coloratura passages. Trills also may appear 

near the end of a piece in order to prolong the musical tension before the music concludes.

verismo
A movement in Italian theater and opera in the late 19th century that embraced realism and explored areas of 

society previously ignored on the stage: the poor, the lower-class, and the criminal. Its characters are driven 

by passion to defy reason, morality, and the law. In order to reflect these emotional extremes, composers of 

verismo opera developed a musical style that communicates raw and unfiltered passions. Musically, verismo 

operas react against the forced ornamentation of the bel canto style and instead emphasize a more natural 

setting of the text to music. Before its exploration on the operatic stage, the verismo aesthetic first developed 

within the realm of literature.



25

COSÌ  FAN TUT TE:   M Y HIGHS & LOWS

March 12, 2018
Conducted by David Robertson
Reviewed by   

THE STARS:                                       STAR POWER                     MY COMMENTS

Amanda Majeski as Fiordiligi     *****

Serena Malfi as Dorabella     *****

Kelli O’Hara as Despina     *****

Ben Bliss as Ferrando                              *****

Adam Plachetka as Guglielmo                             *****

Christopher Maltman as Don Alfonso                             *****

THE SHOW, SCENE BY SCENE     ACTION       MUSIC          SET DESIGN/STAGING

Ferrando and Guglielmo brag about their fiancées

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5        1-2-3-4-5         1-2-3-4-5

Don Alfonso challenges the men to a bet

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5     1-2-3-4-5          1-2-3-4-5

The sisters are interrupted by Don Alfonso

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5          1-2-3-4-5

The men bid adieu

My opinion of this scene:                        1-2-3-4-5      1-2-3-4-5          1-2-3-4-5

A prayer for safe keeping

My opinion of this scene:      1-2-3-4-5     1-2-3-4-5          1-2-3-4-5

Despina responds to the sisters’ agony 

My opinion of this scene:      1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5        1-2-3-4-5
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THE SHOW, SCENE BY SCENE     ACTION       MUSIC          SET DESIGN/STAGING

A pair of handsome strangers arrives 

My opinion of this scene    1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5       1-2-3-4-5

The sisters are incensed

My opinion of this scene:    1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5       1-2-3-4-5

The strangers pretend to take poison

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5        1-2-3-4-5

An elaborate cure

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5        1-2-3-4-5

Despina’s lesson in flirtation 

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5        1-2-3-4-5

A secluded walk

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5        1-2-3-4-5

Dorabella and Guglielmo pair off

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5        1-2-3-4-5

Fiordiligi’s decision

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5        1-2-3-4-5

Plans for a double wedding

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5        1-2-3-4-5

Ferrando and Guglielmo return 

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5 

The original couples reunite

My opinion of this scene:     1-2-3-4-5                        1-2-3-4-5       1-2-3-4-5


