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Cambridge VCE English Units 3&4
New text resource: Cosi

Area of study 1: Reading and responding

Set texts: plays
Cosi (Louis Nowra)

Overview


Cosi is set in a Melbourne mental institution in 1971. 21 year old, Lewis Riley has been commissioned to direct a theatrical production for some of the patients as a form of therapy and entertainment. As Justin, the social worker, says to him, “The important thing is to keep them interested. To bring them out of their shells”. With only limited theatrical experience behind him and against a backdrop of Australia’s involvement in the Vietnam War, Lewis overcomes numerous obstacles to craft a performance of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart’s comic opera Cosi Fan Tutte.

Examining the play
The following activities will help you to examine the themes, characters and text features and structures of the play.
Act 1
Scene 1


In this opening scene, Lewis along with his girlfriend, Lucy, and his mate, Nick, enter “a burnt out theatre.” As they struggle to find a light switch they are suddenly joined by Roy, a mental patient who declares that “this is where I belong: in the theatre.” Justin, the social worker, greets Lewis and tells him that the patients “are normal people who have done extraordinary things, thought extraordinary thought.” Other members of the acting troupe begin to appear: Doug, a pyromaniac who has been let out of a closed ward; Henry, who says nothing and Zac, a musician. Later the women join them: Cherry, who has spent a lot of time in institutions and has a violent streak; Julie, a drug addict and Ruth an obsessive-compulsive.

Lewis’ hesitation in identifying a production that his cast can perform provides Roy with an opportunity to suggest Cosi Fan Tutte. His enthusiasm for the opera is not shared by his peers, in part because the opera is sung in Italian and none of them can sing.

Mozart’s opera - which translates roughly as “this is what they’re like” - refers to women and the notion of infidelity. It is essentially the story of two men, Guglielmo and Ferrando, who under the encouragement of Don Alfonso decided to test the devotion of their lovers Dorabella and Fiordiligi. The two men pretend to go to war but return home disguised as Albanian soldiers and woo the women. The women’s maid, Despina, encourages the reluctant women to submit to the two new lovers. When marriage proposals are made the men reveal their true identities and the couples are reconciled. The notion of love and fidelity so apparent in the opera is also examined in the play.
DIY

1. What does the depiction of the burnt theatre suggest about the way in which the patients are treated? Why do you think Nowra has opened the play with this setting?

2. What are the attitudes of the three university students – Lucy, Nick and Lewis – to the patients and to the work that Lewis is about to embark on? How is this revealed in the dialogue and the stage directions that are given? 

3. Each of the characters has been introduced to us at this stage of the play. What are your first impressions of each of them? Compare this with your ‘reading’ of them at the end of the play.
4. How does Nowra reveal Lewis lack of authority as director in this scene?

5. What reasons does Lewis give for not wanting to do Cosi Fan Tutte?
6. “This is my dream, Jerry. My dream.” Why is the opera so important to Roy?

Scene 2


Lewis auditions the singers, only to find that none of them can successfully hold a tune. Roy, however, assures him that they should “aim for the stars.” It is decided that the work will be translated into English.

During a lunch break, Lewis listens to a radio interview that Nick gives about the moratorium. “They’ll want the war to end, they’ll want changes in our society, they’ll want to overthrow the establishment.” Doug continues to ask Lewis probing questions about his personal life and reveals that he was institutionalised after setting fire to his mother’s cats.

Cherry flirts with Lewis and feeds him a sandwich. Meanwhile, Zac collapses upon the piano keys. Doug suddenly appears and announces that there’s a “fire in the dunnies.” Cherry throttles him.

DIY

7. Look at the stage direction “Lewis is beaten by Roy’s enthusiasm.” How does Roy’s energy and optimism influence Lewis’ commitment to the production?

8. Lewis says to himself, “Why can’t I ever say no? Just leave. They’re mad. It’s madness.” Why doesn’t Lewis leave?

9. What evidence is there in this scene that there is a growing distance between Nick and Lewis? 

10. “If it wasn’t for that damn cat, I wouldn’t be here.” What do we learn about Doug and his illness? 

11. Why do you think Nowra follows Doug’s story with Cherry’s tale about the duck shooting? What does this suggest about our perceptions of mental illness?

12. Look again at the exchange between Doug and Lewis. What attitudes about women are revealed here by both characters?
Scene 3


Following Doug’s fire, Justin announces that the project will be disbanded and blames Lewis for the incident. Cherry, however, claims responsibility so that the play can continue. Lewis ‘comes through’ for the ensemble by backing her story. 


The rehearsals continue only to be plagued by further problems. Henry refuses to speak, Zac insists on playing the piano accordion, Ruth becomes obsessed about the coffee and ‘how many steps’ she needs to take and Roy bangs his head on the floor out of frustration. 


During a break, Lewis begins to read a student newspaper only to be disrupted by Julie. She tells him about her drug addiction and questions him about his love life with Lucy. He reveals that his grandmother was committed to an asylum. Lewis reluctantly admits that “[Lucy] hates me doing an opera about love and fidelity while thousands of Vietnamese are being killed by American troops.” Julie’s inquiries about 
Lewis’ trust in Lucy lead to her observation that “men want women to deceive them because it’ll prove their worst thoughts about women.”


Cherry enters and thrusts cake into Lewis’ mouth declaring on the theme of fidelity that “with someone like you I could be true and faithful.” At this point, Doug’s new fire begins to explode and Cherry pulls out her flick knife.

DIY

13. Why does the cast lie to Justin about the fire in the toilets? 

14. How does this scene reveal the difficulties associated with mental illness? Use examples to support your answer. 

15. This scene contains many examples of the patients knowingly making fun of their own well being and the reality of being in a mental institution. Find examples of these from the play so far. For example, “Don’t ever tell a psychiatrist that story, they’d have a heart attack on the symbolism of it all.” (Julie) How does humour shape their experiences of life in the asylum?

16. What views of love and fidelity have the characters revealed in this scene?
Scene 4


Doug has been committed to a closed ward after setting the theatre alight. Roy laments the fact that the show can’t go on without one of the lead actors. Julie arrives and talks further about her drug addiction and what the play has come to mean to her. “I like it because I’m doing something. Using up energy.”


Cherry arrives and offers her knife to Lewis because Doug has threatened to kill him. Ruth insists that they will have to continue because she has learnt her lines already. Roy announces excitedly that Lewis will need to take over Doug’s role in the play.


Nick arrives and expresses his disappointment in Lewis in not assisting with preparation for the moratorium and his involvement in “a fucking Mozart opera.” He hesitantly watches the rehearsal becoming increasingly involved in it as he offers suggestions and direction to the actors.


Nick’s objections to the presentation of the Albanian soldiers “here we are supporting the Viet Cong and you’re laughing at their supporters, the Albanians,” triggers a hostile response from the normally placid Henry. “Traitors! Traitors! Traitors!” 

After assuring Henry that he is not a communist, Lewis decides that the lovers will instead return disguised as Australian soldiers.
DIY

17. What is Nick’s attitude towards the cast? How do his interactions with them contrast with Lewis’?

18. “You’re a traitor.” (Henry) Why is Henry’s reaction so explosive?

Act 2
Scene 1


The scene commences with Roy, Lewis and Henry discussing the use of Henry’s toys to represent an army. The arrival of the women leads to a discussion about the ways in which the characters in the opera can be recovered. Cherry’s suggestion that they use electro-shock equipment leads to a scene where Roy rehearses this approach. Julie, Cherry and Roy have a discussion about the nature of love.

Zac arrives with a model of the set which is painted plain white and a poster of Mozart in a straightjacket advertising the opera. Roy becomes increasingly alarmed and feels that the production is moving further and further away from his vision: “I had a dream, Jerry, and it is fading.” Lewis sacrifices the moratorium so that they can rehearse and Henry announces that the women of the opera remind him of his wife.


The lights of the theatre go out. Henry announces that the characters “deserve” their fates for their infidelity. Zac gropes Ruth who responds with hostility. Julie and Lewis exchange a kiss as Cherry looks for them. Suddenly the lights come back on.

DIY

19. The discussion of the Electro-shock treatment and of the Mesmer magnets suggests that these remedies are not conducive to recovery for the patients. Conversely, the opera appears to be having a number of positive outcomes for the characters. Identify the characters who appear to be changed by the experience and state the ways in which this appears to have occurred.

20. How do each of the characters view love in this scene? Has anyone’s opinion changed?

Scene 2


Lucy arrives at the theatre to collect Lewis for both the moratorium and the rehearsals for Bertolt Brecht’s Life of Galileo. Lewis announces that he can’t leave the opera because “they need me.” She believes that he has betrayed the cause of change and that his attempt to stage the play is “reactionary drivel.” 

Lewis responds that “without love the world wouldn’t mean much.” He then challenges her with his suspicion that she is having an affair with Nick. She admits that she is.


Doug, who has escaped from C ward arrives and tells Lucy that Lewis has been having an affair with Julie. After propositioning her, Lucy “storms out of the hall.”

DIY

21. Why does Lewis decide to stick with the opera and not attend the moratorium?

22. This scene mirrors the drama of the opera as both lovers are unmasked - Lucy’s affair with Nick and Lewis’ growing attraction to Julie. How does this ‘play within a play’ help to add meaning to the text?

	Did you know?
Brecht’s Life of Galileo tells the story of the astronomer Galileo Galilei whose discovery that the earth rotated around the sun challenged the Catholic Church’s teaching of the 1600s. When Galileo is threatened with torture by the Spanish Inquisition he recants his beliefs. Radical playwrights like Brecht believed that Galileo had betrayed the people as he had had a unique opportunity to bring down a powerful institution like the Catholic Church. After his trial, Galileo continued to research secretly and eventually published his important findings. Later the Catholic Church accepted his findings.


Scene 3


Opening night of the performance brings with is chaos and confusion. Ruth continues to obsess, Zac announces that he wants to change the music and Roy, suffering from stage fright, quits the play. Lewis is able to cajole him into performing. 

Nick’s arrival leads to a confrontation with Lewis. He insults the cast and mocks Lewis about Lucy to which Lewis responds by punching him. Henry, meanwhile, is running around the theatre after invoking the name “Macbeth” and superstitiously bringing chaos to the production. Zac collapses from taking drugs and then the opera begins.

	Did you know?
It is a theatrical superstition to avoid saying the word Macbeth as Shakespeare’s play is said to be cursed. It is often euphemistically referred to as “The Scottish Play.” An actor who uses this name is required to leave the theatre, spin around three times before spitting, cursing and then knocking to be allowed to enter again.


DIY

23. “He hasn’t got any parents. He’s an orphan.” (Cherry) How does Cherry’s revelation about Roy’s real background shape our reading of him? Why is the opera so important to him?

24. “Roy, it’s okay to have stage fright.” (Lewis) How has Lewis changed?

25. Nick’s treatment of the patients and his betrayal of Lewis ends their friendship. How do the other characters treat Lewis from this point on?

26. What do we learn about love and fidelity in this scene?

Scene 4


This very short scene gives us the final scenes of Mozart’s opera in English. The final scenes reveal the confrontation between the women and the Australian soldiers and then the farcical unveiling of the true identities. 

Confusion reigns temporarily on the stage as Zac misses his music cue but the scene ends happily.

DIY

27. Re-read this section of the play. Make a list of the ways in which the opera’s libretto (the text of the opera) adds to some of the themes explored by the play.

28. “Happy is the man who takes life as he finds it…and despite the tempests of his life he will find serenity and peace.” (Closing lines of the opera) What does the opera suggest about how we should look at life and all the challenges that it brings?

Scene 5


The play’s final scene picks up after the triumph of the performance. Justin pays Lewis and each of the characters reveals something about themselves and how important the production has been to them. Ruth tells him that she “really liked it.” Doug critiques the production.


Cherry tongue kisses Lewis after feeding him a chocolate liqueur and Henry thanks him. Julie announces that she will be leaving the institution to travel to Sydney.

A jealous Cherry threatens to stab Julie before Lewis intervenes and kisses her and Roy announces plans to stage Don Giovanni next year.

The play ends with a solitary Lewis on stage revealing the ultimate fates of all the characters.
DIY

29. “They blossomed.” (Justin) How have each of the characters been changed by the experience?

30. How has Lewis learned to deal with each of the patients as individuals? Give examples from the Second Act that prove your point. 

31. Look closely at Lewis’ closing epilogue. What do we learn about each of the characters? How does knowing their ultimate fate add to our understanding of them?

Character study
DIY

32. For each of the characters listed below draw a figure like the one below on a sheet of A4 paper. You are asked to think about the feelings, attitudes and beliefs that you experience throughout the play:

a) In the head, list your thoughts.
b) In the chest, list your feelings.
c) Draw speech bubbles and write down key quotes from the play
d) In the legs, write down the major actions that your character endures.
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Lewis


Our first introduction to Lewis - who is fresh out of university - is of a 21 year old who has taken a job directing a play at the institution because he “needs the money.” By the end of the play, he is a changed man and the experience of meeting and working with the patients has taught him a lot about himself and his view of the world. 


One of these changes is in his understanding of his friends. By the play’s end he has terminated his relationship with both Nick and Lucy. In part, this stems from the commitment he makes to his new ‘friends’ – the members of the theatre company. He shows himself to be a man of principle by willingly sacrificing his other commitments – for instance, to the moratorium and to the rehearsal of the Brechtian play, - so that he can continue to prepare the patients for their debut.


Lucy: “Make a choice.”


Lewis: “Mozart. I’m not going to let them down.”


Similarly, he begins to question the left wing radicalism of his friends’ ideals. Confronted by the revelation that Lucy is having an affair with Nick, Lewis must come to terms with his own worldview. In a sense, he begins to think for himself. 


Lewis also learns a lot about people. By the end of the play he has a developed a repertoire of strategies for dealing with the individuals that he is working with. These range from his gentle cajoling of Roy when he has stage fight through to his physical intervention with a kiss when Cherry pulls a pocket knife on Julie. He draws on his inner resources to overcome the technical difficulties that he encounters in staging the opera; including the fires, the Italian operatic score and the illnesses of his cast. He is awakened to a life outside of student politics albeit world issues, including the world of mental illness, love and drug addiction. 


Lewis is wiser for the experience of directing the play. He has learnt more about himself and others.
DIY

33. What has Lewis learned by the play’s end?

34. What qualities help him to make the opera a success?

35. Why does he appear to be so keen on Julie?

36. “Without love the world wouldn’t mean much.” Compare Lewis’ interactions with Julie, Cherry and Lucy. What conclusions can you draw?

Roy


Flawed though he is, Roy is a likeable character. His enthusiasm and energy precipitate much of the play. He inspires the cast about the tale of Cosi Fan Tutte and his claim to “aim for the stars” is the catalyst for overcoming many of the obstacles facing the production. Roy’s fictional tale about how his “mother played the music to me over and over” is derailed when he suffers from anxiety about performing. 


“I can’t…go on and make a fool of myself…everyone will be staring at me.”


Roy’s claims to being an experienced thespian do not prohibit him from offering advice and criticism to Lewis at every conceivable opportunity, including at the end. “I know that you can take criticism because you must get a lot of it.”

DIY

37. How do you think the audience is meant to respond to Roy? What makes you believe this? Find examples from the play to support your answer.

38. Why is the opera so important to him?

Julie


Julie has been committed to the asylum by her parents for her drug addiction. Of all the patients, she appears to be the most ‘normal’ and this is, in part, because of the ease with which she communicates – especially with Lewis. She is drawn to the production because it helps to alleviate the boredom she experiences in the ward. “Cosi gave me something to think about, something to do.”

She enjoys the experience and fosters the first threads of romance between her and Lewis. In some respects she has a self awareness about her that some of the other patients are unable to demonstrate. “I’m a naturally addictive personality.” Her death –“ she had died of an overdose” – is a startling reminder to the audience that despite the fleeting joy of the operatic experience for some of the characters, ultimately ‘success’ is not necessarily guaranteed.

DIY

39. Why do you think that the epilogue reveals Julie’s tragic fate?

Cherry


A long term patient, Cherry also finds the play a liberating experience. She is volatile – witness her attack on Doug and her flick knife at the end with Julie, for instance – but she is also enthusiastic and passionate. Her attraction to Lewis and her jealousy of Julie provide some comic elements in the play.
DIY

40. In what ways are Cherry and Julie similar? Different?

Doug

“Do I make you nervous? I have a problem with my social mores.” 


Of all the patients, it is Doug who changes least in the play. In many ways, he is still the same man he was at the beginning – rude, aggressive and a pyromaniac. He is able to manipulate the other characters and he constantly provokes them for a reaction which is generally hostile. His ability to escape from closed wards is also somewhat legendary. 

In comparison to some of the other patients he appears to have many things going for him – he is articulate and clever; yet his outcome is neither positive nor full of any redemptive hope. Despite his interest in the outside world, he would appear to be headed for a life of institutionalisation.
DIY

41. How does the audience respond to his story about the cats?
Ruth


Ruth’s Obsessive Compulsive Disorder (OCD) is witnessed throughout the play. She constantly needs assurance that what she is doing is right. “How many steps do you want me to take?” Ruth enjoys her experience in the opera although her transformations are small and incremental. Rather than being ‘cured’ she learns to work with her illness.


Our final scene of her “counting the stars” and Lewis’ epilogue that tells us that she “left the institution to become a time and motion expert” remind us that her experience has ultimately been a rewarding one.
DIY

42. Why do you think some patients are able to make successes of their lives outside the asylum whilst others are not able to?

Zac


Like Ruth, Zac finds success outside the asylum after founding “a rock and roll group called The Psychotic Wagners.” His introduction to us as a medicated patient who is unable to effectively communicate with the others changes as the play continues. He manages to produce a set design for the production as well as a promotional poster. 
Although he collapses in a drug haze on performance night, he has managed to experience some success as a result of the play.
Henry


Henry’s reticence to participate in the performance is reflected in his limited dialogue in the opening scenes. In fact, it is not until the fourth scene of the first Act that Henry really begins to involve himself in the play. He comes out of his shell following a debate with Lewis and Nick about the Vietnam War. Although his stutter is still present, he is able to articulate and justify a counter position to them. “I do not work with ttttraitors. Australia is at war against communists and you … you sssstab my father in the back.” Henry manages to play the role of Alfonso credibly and we are privy to a growth in his self esteem.

DIY – Text response topics

43. “Working with these people has changed you.” (Lucy)

44. Lewis is not the same man as he was the beginning of the play. Discuss.

45. Cosi shows us that the theatre has the power to transform lives. To what extent do you agree?

46. “They are normal people who have done extraordinary things, thought extraordinary thoughts.” (Justin)

47. What is most extraordinary about the characters in the play is their everyday ordinariness. Discuss.

48. Cosi Fan Tutti is essentially a misogynistic opera and this is reflected in the depiction of the women in the play. To what extent do you agree?

49. Cosi succeeds because we see the characters as people first and patients second. Discuss.

50. Cosi shows us that ‘fairytale endings’ do not reflect real life. How does Nowra’s play show us the complexity of people’s existence?

51. Cosi is a reminder of how vulnerable people are. To what extent do you agree?

52. It is only those who are prepared to take risks who achieve success. Discuss.

53. Cosi shows us that there is as much madness in the outside world as there is within a mental institution. Discuss.
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