
 

 

ENGLISH: ESSAY 
 
Louis Nowra’s Cosi questions whether or not “love is an emotional indulgence for the 
privileged few.” Discuss. 
 
 
Love is a basic requirement in all of our lives, giving it meaning and happiness. However, in Cosi, 
Louis Nowra openly questions the authenticity of love through what it means to the various 
characters. He shows how the ‘hippy era’ of “free love” is dangerous and that it should not be 
treated as an “emotional indulgence” but rather as a genuine necessity in all humans’ lives. 1970’s 
Australian society portrays the nature of love as a frivolous distraction while the Vietnam War 
warrants our attention. However, this cynical and critical approach to love, displayed by the student 
radicals of Nick and Lucy who define the youthful rebellion of that time, is challenged, and the play’s 
progression reveals it to have several other facades rather than that of a sexual pursuit. Through 
the dramatic irony that exists in the parallels between Lewis’ love life ‘off stage’ and his love life ‘on 
stage,’ Cosi captures the enduring nature of love as a complex concept that can dismay, but at the 
same time drive, sustain and hearten humans’ lives.   
 
Love “is an old-fashioned concept, granted.” This view of love as something that relies on 
commitment, loyalty and a profound connection between two people, is an obsolete idea upheld by 
characters like Nick and Lucy. These typical student radicals flagrantly reject the traditional sanctity 
of love, and instead tolerate infidelity and promote the seventies’ period of “free love.” They view 
love and sex as having no correlation, clearly distinguishing between the two as separated, 
unrelated ideas, as exemplified by Lucy who shamelessly identifies herself as “hav[ing] sex with 
[Nick] and sleep[ing] with [Lewis].” Nick and Lucy represent their traits of love by exploiting their 
sexuality, and sexual freedom and desire, very much reflecting the society of that time wherein the 
traditional morals and ideals were being questioned, and often rejected by the younger generation. 
To these characters and to the society in which they belong, “love is the last gasp of the bourgeois 
romanticism,” that is, it is an idealistic pursuit and that it is “not so important nowadays” when 
against the backdrop of the war, which should instead warrant out attention. Nowra’s negative and 
cynical portrayal of love here and the splintered friendship between Nick, Lucy, and Lewis in the end 
suggest that to treat love as a trivial pursuit and to promote the era’s ideals of “free love” is 
irresponsible and dangerous for human relationships. While Nowra critically illustrates the general 
consensus of love during that era in Australian society, he later juxtaposes it with Lewis, who learns 
to acknowledge its value and importance in life through his experiences with the production of the 
opera.  
 
Through the dramatic technique of developing a play within a play, Nowra is able to parallel the 
events within the production of the opera and the opera itself with Lewis’ challenges with love and 
fidelity in his ‘real life’ relationship. The drama in ‘Cosi fan tutte’ ironically mirror his life – while he 
begins to take charge of the opera, his personal chaotic life unravels. On stage, the infidelity is 
treated light heartedly – in ‘character’ of Fiordiligi and Ferrando, it is a trick, and the emotional 
turmoil is portrayed as comedy. However, off stage, Lewis is devastated by Lucy’s infidelity – he 
moves out of the house and relationship is over. The play within a play structure allows Nowra to 
contrast the episodes within the walls of the asylum with those in Lewis’ life. It appears that the love 
in ‘real life’ is corrupt, while unexpectedly, the love within the asylum is omnipresent. Cherry 
announces that she would be “true and faithful” to Lewis, while Julie articulates love in the most 
passionate of ways, likening it to the sensation of “hallucinating on drugs.” Although Julie is 
describing its elusive and unpredictable nature, she is still able to identify the commitment it 
demands; she states that after the production she will be returning to her girlfriend in “Sydney” who 
has “stood by [her], through thick and thin.” Lewis begins by espousing the views of his peers and 
his times about the sexual revolution but comes to reject these as patients like Julie and Cherry 
develop his perspective. It is through these events that lead Lewis to marginalising himself from his 
friends, Nick and Lucy, and learns that love plays a far more significant role in people’s lives than 
that of being an “emotional indulgence.” 
  



 

 

Nowra transcends beyond the rhetoric that love is a trivial pursuit through Lewis’ actions, which, in 
contrast, display love as having more importance than politics, as he affirms that “without love, the 
world wouldn’t mean much.” Lewis’ commendable views and values of love and fidelity marginalise 
him from his friends, Nick and Lucy. Nick and Lucy’s infidelity disrespects and erodes their 
relationship with Lewis as they compromise and betray his values. It is at this point in the play that 
Lewis and ultimately Cosi, come to oppose these groups in a “free love” society that portray love as 
an “emotional indulgence,” and instead, show love as a dominating force that relies on commitment 
and loyalty. Meanwhile, Lewis realises that the nature of fidelity has more relevance than just in a 
sexual nature. His commitment to the relationship he forges with the patients, and, to the production 
of the opera, are some of the different ways in which Nowra portrays fidelity. Through Lewis’ 
commitment to the opera, Nowra suggests that the qualities of love exist beyond the idealistic 
notions of a love affair, or a sexual relationship, and rely upon commitment and loyalty. It is about a 
connection between two people, rather than the desires or selfish pursuits of an individual. Lewis, 
unlike his friends, does not pursue a cynical approach to love, as he instead learns its importance 
as an “unswerving emotion” that humanises him in the end.  
 
Although love may be an “emotional indulgence” for characters like Nick and Lucy, Lewis rises 
above this and demonstrates that it is a genuine necessity in all our lives. Through his experiences 
with directing the opera, he learns that love and fidelity are not for the “privileged few,” but rather it 
is required by all individuals, even by those who seem incapable of possessing and expressing it, 
such as the mental paints, Cherry and Julie. Nowra shows how a society of “free love” is 
undesirable and potentially dangerous to human relationships. The enduring nature of love is 
significant in Cosi, and Nowra affirms that despite its flaws, it is authentic and needed to hearten 
lives.  
 
 


