ENGLISH: COs/

“Nowra challenges his audience with their own stereotypes about madness and addiction.”
Discuss.

In Louis Nowra’s semi autobiographical play, Cosi, Nowra positions the audience to question the
stigmas attached to “madness” and addiction. Likewise, Nowra utilises Lewis to represent society’s
prejudices concerning mental illness and through Lewis’ growth after working with patients, the
audience is coerced to see how the insane are capable of normality. The characters Nick and Lucy
highlight how perhaps what we classify normal may be dependent on perspective. Whereas
Nowra’s use of a play within a play structure challenges not only “madness” but the audience’s
stereotypes about fidelity in comparison to society’s acceptance of “free love.”

Nowra explores how “madness” is not based on psychological diagnosis but sometimes a matter of
perspective. The definition of madness as subjective is supported by the play’s refusal to define the
psychiatric conditions of any of the patients instead they are presented as people who indulge in
extremes of normal behaviour. Lewis, representing society’s views towards the insane is initially
frightened, “what happens if they don’t take their medication.” However, he soon discovers that the
patients are normal people who are capable of normal things. The inmates’ ability to have
interesting opinions and beliefs on different matters despite their mental iliness highlights some form
of normality. Doug despite his pyromania is able to comment on the events surrounding Paris 1968,
Henry’s beliefs that we shouldn’t be supporting the “Viet Cong” and Julie’s rationality, highlight how
they are only people who have “thought extraordinary thoughts.” Likewise, characters such as Ruth
and Zac challenge society’s perceptions of insanity. In Lewis’ summary at the conclusion of the play,
Ruth has “become a time and motion expert” and Zac has founded the band, “The Psychotic
Wagners.” Both characters enter professions where their eccentricities are considered an asset.
Thus, reinforcing the normal aspects that Ruth and Zac possess which allow them to fit into society,
after being originally perceived as “nuts.” Nowra challenges the stereotypes surrounding the
mentally ill through the use of Lewis, who symbolises society’s prejudices surrounding “madness”
who soon learns how normality may involve being a bit crazy.

Moreover in Cosi not only does Nowra allow the audience to challenge their own stereotypes about
mental iliness but also about love. The juxtaposition of the importance of fidelity in the opera with
the new mentality of “free love” in the 1970’s pressures the audience to question their values
regarding faithfulness. “Cosi Fan Tutte” explores how a woman’s “constancy is like the Arabian
Phoenix... everyone swears it exists, but no one has seen it.” Through Cosi love is being examined
by the patients; Roy feels “love is what you feel when you have no emotion left to hate,” Julie
believes “love is hallucinating without drugs” and Lewis himself feels “love is not so important now
days.” The various opinions regarding the messages of love in the opera are then contrasted to the
meaningfulness of fidelity in the outer world. Hence, Lucy sees love as “the last gasp of bourgeois
romanticism” and in response to her affair with Nick she states “it's only a fling...| have sex with him
and sleep with you.” These contradicting outlooks on a human emotion pressure the audience to
reconsider what they judge as right and wrong when it comes to “this old fashioned concept.” “Cosi
Fan Tutte” not only highlights the central ideas in the play but is a way for Nowra to hint to the
audience how the 1970’s was a social period where the traditional importance of love was being
challenged. The patients being in a place “where they miss out on a lot of changes to society’s
morals” as a result have contradicting views about love to Nick and Lucy. It is this difference that
persuades the audience to rethink their own values concerning love.
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