THUS DO ALL WOMEN

Carol Crocca

| have sometimes wondered why | have never seen this
opera advertised primarily by an English translation of its
title. Perhaps it's because Cosi fan tutte, unless translated
awkwardly and incorrectly, as it sometimes is, gives little
information about the subject of the opera. It probably
implied much
more to its 18th
century audience,
however, because
testing a woman'’s
fidelity, or the lack
of it, was a subject
ad nauseam of
operaq, fable,
literature and the
stage in general
up to and
including that
time. The theme
goes back to the
Roman poet Ovid,
the 16th century
Italian poet Ariosto, and was also used by Shakespeare,
Cervantes, and Boccaccio. This opera was commissioned
by the Emperor Joseph of Austria, at whose court Mozart
and librettist Da Ponte were employed, and the emperor
mMay also have suggested the theme.

Metropolitan Opera, Macbeth
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The title, however, was chosen by Mozart and it came from
Act | of The Marriage of Figaro. In that opera, Count
Almaviva is relating how, in his recent visit to Barbarina’s
house, he removed the tablecloth to reveal Cherubino, the
randy adolescent, hiding beneath the furniture. As he now
lifts the dress covering a chair to illustrate his story - Voila!
There is Cherubino hiding again! The music master
remarks, “Cosi fan tutte le belle. Non c’e alcuna novita.”
(Thus do all beautiful women. This is not anything new.”)
Never mind that it is Cherubino who is caught for the
second time. As usual, the women get the blame: Cosi fan
tutti gli uomini (men).

It is justly considered a misogynistic theme, but there is a
nod to fair play in Despina’s remarks to the sisters when she
expresses total surprise at the idea that soldiers having
gone off to war would be faithful to their sweethearts back
home. “Di pasta simile son tutti quanti, ” she says, “They are
all made of the same stuff.”

One prominent characteristic of the opera is the alternation
of parodistic and serious treatment of the material. Parody
of opera seria was a staple of opera buffa. In the first duet,
we meet the sisters mooning over their lovers, and their
exaggerated delight in their lovers’ charms gives way to a
paean to love itself. The parody continues with Dorabella’s
extremely dramatic response to the news that the men
have been called to war. And Fiordiligi's adamant insistence
at the beginning of the deception that the women will be
like rock in their fidelity merely sets them up for a harder fall
from grace later on.
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In addition, there are buffa shenanigans in the episode of
the mock poisonings, and Dorabella’s seduction (in Mozart's
seduction key of A major; cf. Don Giovanni) with its
delightful heartbeat motif. We know that she is the less
serious sister of the two, and her new partner, Guglielmo,
has not really fallen for her. But being Mozart, the composer
is about to engage our more serious emotions. Fiordiligi's
“Per pieta” expresses her genuine distress at the crack in
her emotional armor occasioned by Ferrando’s wooing.
Unlike her sister, she intends to do something about it: join
her fiancé at the front disguised in one of his uniforms.
When Ferrando appears, the music tells us that she
genuinely responds to his moving plea. In my favorite
version of the opera, we are left in no doubt that they are in
sincerely in love. (Director’s choice here. If Ferrando
immediately runs off to gloat at his triumph with Don
Alfonso and Guglielmo in the background, for example,
that's another interpretation.)

The sincerity of their feelings makes the subsequent
revelations that much more painful and confusing. Despite
the philosophic attitude urged by that old Enlightenment
paragon Don Alfonso, the school of experience has created
some sadder but wiser lovers who are probably not grateful
for the lesson. That's why we don't say, “Oh, that cynical
Mozart!”

For more about Mozart, see “Mozart’s Magic, ” “ldomeneo’s Vow, ” and
“Mozart: The Man and the Myth” in the Opera Essays section of the
Reading Room at our website.
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