
		[image: Front cover]

	
		
			
				
					[image: Title artwork]
				

			

		

	
		
			
				Published in the UK in 2012 by Icon Books Ltd,

				Omnibus Business Centre, 29–41 North Road, London N7 9DP

				email: info@iconbooks.co.uk

				www.iconbooks.co.uk

				ISBN: 978-1-84831-466-5 (ePub format)

				ISBN: 978-1-84831-473-3 (Adobe ebook format)

				Text copyright © 2012 Michael Steen

				The author has asserted his moral rights.

				No part of this book may be reproduced in any form, or by any means, without prior permission in writing from the publisher.

				Typesetting by Marie Doherty

			

		

	
		
			
				PREFACE


				This guide is aimed at the ordinary opera-goer and opera-lover, usually a busy person who wants to know the essentials of the opera but has little time to grasp them.

				It provides key background information to Così fan tutte, told engagingly by someone who knows the opera intimately.

				It is light, easy to read, and entertaining. Relevant information has been carefully selected to enhance your appreciation of Mozart’s work.

				It is authoritative, but not dense or academic. It is unburdened with the clutter that can easily be obtained elsewhere. It concentrates on information that it will help you to know in advance.

				Read quickly before going to the opera or listening to it at home, you will get the very best out of the performance and have a truly enjoyable experience.

				Opera can be a great social occasion. Being knowledgeable and well-informed, you’ll appreciate this magical art-form much more if you read this first.

				I hope you enjoy the opera!

				Michael Steen

			

		

	
		
			
				USING THIS EBOOK


				A very quick grasp of the opera can be gained by reading the opening section on ‘The opera and its composer’ and the ensuing ‘Who’s who and what’s what’. Further elaboration may be found in the sections entitled ‘The interval: talking points’ and ‘Act by act’.

				The footnotes and boxes are an integral part of the information. The reader is encouraged to go to these by clicking on the links.
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				MOZART’S COSÌ FAN TUTTE


				A SHORT GUIDE TO A GREAT OPERA


				The opera and its composer

				Who’s who and what’s what

				The interval: talking points

				Act by act

				
THE OPERA AND ITS COMPOSER


				Così fan tutte – they’re all like that! Such generalisations about female behaviour may hardly seem a safe subject for the 21st century. Yet, ironically, Così fan tutte is among the most popular and widely performed operas in the repertoire today, and considered ‘the best of all Lorenzo da Ponte’s librettos and the most exquisite work of art among Mozart’s operas.’

				Yet, almost within two years of its première in 1790, the German press attacked Così fan tutte, as absurd, frivolous and immoral. People were disgusted that Mozart could possibly have wasted ‘heavenly melodies on such a worthless libretto.’ And for a long time the standard view was that the libretto was ‘of rather doubtful character’. On the occasions when it was staged, it was often ‘improved’, even by its music being fitted to different words and action.

				Da Ponte, then the Poet to the Imperial Theatres, himself rarely mentioned it later in his life, when he was so proud of his earlier association with Mozart which led to The Marriage of Figaro and Don Giovanni. Emperor Joseph II, the eccentric ruler of the Habsburg Empire, who micro-managed (as he did most things)1 the music performed at his court, has been blamed for the misogyny and the immorality in the plot. He found women difficult to handle: he is said to have looked at them in the way that people normally look at statues. He has long been held responsible for encouraging Da Ponte to write the libretto called La scuola degli amanti, ‘The School of Lovers’, which evolved into Mozart’s opera.

				The eccentric Emperor may have suggested the story himself. Alternatively, it may have been based on an actual incident that had taken place recently. Whatever, Da Ponte seems to have drawn on the work of two distinguished playwrights, the Venetian Carlo Goldoni (1707–1793), and the Frenchman Pierre de Marivaux (1688–1763), the latter described as a specialist in ‘the coming to awareness of the state of being in love, particularly in young ladies.’

				Da Ponte blended two themes which have a long history in literature: one in which the man wagers his lady’s fidelity of which he is (foolishly) convinced; and the other whereby a suspicious husband disguises himself as a stranger and tests his lady’s fidelity by attempting to woo her.

				Da Ponte’s plot was unusual in that it was not based specifically on an existing play or story, nor some ancient or classical subject, and it did not involve royal or aristocratic characters in some way. Although obviously absurdly fictional, it was fundamentally about down-to-earth characters (people such as the composer, even), in ordinary surroundings and, importantly, wholly contemporary. The cast would be small: necessarily so, in view of a cost-cutting program that the Emperor was implementing.

				Antonio Salieri, the more senior composer in the very hierarchical Viennese structure, and known to many as the villain of the film Amadeus, was offered the first crack at composing the opera, but gave up. Indeed Mozart’s widow later suggested that Salieri’s legendary hatred of her husband arose because Mozart took on this libretto, which Salieri ‘could make nothing of’ and had rejected as being unworthy of musical invention.2

				At the time Mozart took on the commission in 1789, he seems to have been in surprisingly bad form. His creativity and rate of composition were dropping off. The public lost interest in his keyboard virtuosity, and his downward trajectory began. His cash flow had deteriorated and he was borrowing from a fellow freemason, most recently against the ‘security’ of his prospective fee. It is perhaps no coincidence that in the second half of the year, his louche wife, whom he adored, was enjoying the high life in Baden, the health resort some twenty miles to the south of Vienna. (Her behaviour, justifying his conclusion ‘così fan tutte’, caused him sufficient concern that he wrote to remonstrate with her about it.)

				Mozart himself coined the title. He derived it from a snippet of melody and text from Act 1 of The Marriage of Figaro, the moment when Don Basilio, the reptilian music teacher, discovers the bedroom shenanigans involving the Count, Susanna and Cherubino.

				Così fan tutte was premièred in the Vienna court theatre, the Burgtheater, on 26 January 1790. There was a star cast: Guglielmo was played by the ‘best comic singer in Europe’ Francesco Benucci, the original Figaro.

				Unfortunately, less than a month later, after there had only been four performances, Mozart’s primary sponsor, Emperor Joseph, died. He went to his grave almost certainly without hearing Così fan tutte. The theatres were closed for court mourning until April. By the end of August, Così fan tutte had been performed ten times. But although it toured – for example in the British Isles – ‘it fell out of the repertoire’. Fifty years later, a distinguished critic in London dismissed it: ‘there is no hope for Così fan tutte on the stage as the work stands.’ It was occasionally staged, however, and some of its numbers featured in collections of Mozart’s popular tunes.

				As is normal, the action is moved along by the use of ‘recitatives’, that is, ‘speaking in music’. Recitatives are in themselves an art form. Although they are very clever and witty, they result in the opera being long. A normal performance of Così fan tutte might run for two-and-three-quarter hours, even after the recitatives have been substantially cut (some would say ‘butchered’). The cuts mean that the audience misses music in which (many people feel) Mozart demonstrates his supreme art. They tend to be made especially in Act 2, by which time the story is obvious, and the words are less necessary. That is so, provided the singers’ diction is clear, because, as one great baritone has observed, in this opera ‘it is essential for the words to be clear, whatever the language used.’

				To be successful, and to compliment Mozart, Così fan tutte also needs great elegance of style.

				
				The Mozart family was employed in the service of the highly influential Archbishop of Salzburg, the local potentate where Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart was born on 27 January 1756.

				From the age of six, he spent much time away on tour. His father Leopold needed to extract, while it lasted, the most value out of his son and daughter Wolfgang and Nannerl, who were both infant prodigies. When Mozart was seven, the family went on a three-and-a-half year European tour to London. Between the ages of thirteen and seventeen, Wolfgang went on three tours to Italy.
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