
 
How do the characters in ‘Cosi’ transform as a result of the play? 
 

 
‘Cosi’ by Louis Nowra presents a critique of society and a plea for a more compassionate society – 
a society which does not marginalise individuals based on their inabilities and where people are the 
centre of politics not ideas. Nowra portrays this through the characters in Cosi, especially through 
the transformation of Lewis in that Lewis is also at the beginning of the play a part of the ‘society’ 
that criticises. Lewis comes to realise that the patients in the institutions are just people and they are 
a part of the society, just as anyone who is not in the institution a part of the society. Lewis 
addresses the injustice by committing himself to this project and doing the play with them; accepting 
them for who they are. The play ‘Cosi’ brought out many of the characters, to a highly successful 
degree, in that they were able to prove their worthiness to the society that had previously rejected 
them. He does not necessarily change their circumstance or save them but he offers them dignity, 
self-respect. He validates their lives where previously they were invalid in society, marginalised and 
forced out to the edges; hidden away in the institution where they knew nothing of the world and 
from where they would contribute very little to society. The play’s intention was to bring the patients 
‘out of their shells’, and although the play achieved this to a quite successful extent, it was Lewis in 
the end who comes out of his shell the most.  Having said that, some of the characters like Roy, do 
not change much depicting the sad fact of the intricacies and the complexities of their mental illness. 
The point being made by Nowra here is that mental illness cannot be penetrated through as easily 
and eradicated from our society and that the patients should be provided an opportunity to escape 
their reality through entertainment, because they too are people and like all people they need a 
break from their routine lives. 
 
Lewis through the rehearsal of the play with the inmates learns to express his own views based on 
his likes and dislikes rather than just letting others shape his views. Lewis is initially portrayed as a 
product of his surroundings, often espousing opinions of world issues   that were just according to 
Nick’s and Lucy’s belief system. But as Lewis rehearses the play, he gains more confidence in 
expressing his views independently but also respectfully of others. When he is exposed to the views 
of so many of the inmates he changes his ideas of various matters, like those on war, mental illness, 
love and fidelity. Lewis’ opinion of love in the beginning is ‘love is not so important these 
days…….In these days you know the Vietnam war….’ suggesting that this is the age (1970’s)where 
war is impacting on so many lives and it’s not really appropriate to do an opera about love and 
fidelity. As the play progresses, however Lewis comes to see love as something important that 
underlies everything ‘It’s about important things like love ….the world wouldn’t mean much without 
love..’ as opposed to Lucy’s view ‘After bread, equality, health, procreation, money comes maybe 
love’. Lewis’ view on mental illness and the patients in the asylum have evolved compared to the 
start of the play. At the beginning, Lewis was also quite apprehensive and negative about dealing 
with the mental patients‘……They’re mad. It’s madness…..’ But he comes to realise that these are 
just how the society labels these people and none of them fit the heinous description that are 
entitled to them. He walks into the asylum to find mad people but instead he finds real people, who 
at the end, he doesn’t want to disappoint at any cost ‘Mozart. I’m not going to let them down’. We 
also learn of how the play changed Lewis’s opinion on war during Henry’s outburst, when Lewis 
points out that his view and Nick’s view are not the same. ‘I do not send money to North 
Vietnam….Nick does, I do not’. Here we see that Lewis is not anymore adopting the views of Nick or 
Lucy; he thinks for himself and although his belief and Henry’s belief are not exactly the same, 
Lewis confidently expresses his view. 
 
The play also caused transformations in the lives of Ruth and Zac to an extent, although not as 
extensive as the transformation of Lewis. Ruth is an obsessive compulsive who at the beginning is 
shy and unconfident. She also had abusive relationships, which have impacted on her mental health 
and stability. But as the play progresses, Ruth comes out of herself, through the help and patience 
of Lewis. Ruth’s lack of confidence is shown when Lewis was auditioning the singers for the opera  
  



and Ruth says ‘You don’t want to make a fool out of myself, do you?’. This reflects her lack of 
confidence and insecurity at the beginning, but through the power of theatre and art Ruth is 
transformed and her confidence can be seen as she stands up to Zac, when the lights go off in the 
theatre and Zac gets into close physical proximity with her, to which she responds by ‘(slapping him) 
I don’t care who you are -stop it!’. Her confidence has grown enough that she can defend herself 
and stands up to others. The ending of ‘Cosi’ truly shows her transformation in that ‘she left the 
institution to become a time and motion expert’ a job that Ruth would fit into very well given her 
accurateness in doing things. Zac also in his own way transformed, in that he found the theatre as a 
substitute for his drugs. He went on to do something that attracted his passion and interest; music 
‘He left the asylum and found a rock and roll group called The Psychotic Wagners’. 
 
Henry, through the play learns confidence to open up and admit his emotion. This was a significant 
change in that Henry at the beginning was just a reserved, shy and silent personality who hardly 
interacted with anyone or spoke up. The transformation of Henry was not one of a gradual one i.e. 
he suddenly breaks his silence in the outburst provoked by Nick’s support of the Communists. His 
transformation can be seen from there on. He learnt to make connections with the opera and his 
own life ‘My wife was like Dorabella… she was a ttttemptress’ and his tremendous growth in 
confidence and ease can be seen when he threatens to hit Roy and says ‘Shut up!’ which stuns Roy 
as Henry was never so aggressive before and also when he was asked not to sing to the music by 
Lewis, he replies ‘I fffeltt like it.’ This truly shows that the play was successful in bringing out Henry 
just as Justin said ‘Part of this project is to bring out people like Henry’.  The other characters like 
Roy and Julie had not changed as much. Roy’s illness is characterised by very sharp mood swings 
between excitement and depression and he remained so at the end ‘he went from ward to ward and 
his fellow patients took petition to get rid of him’ depicting the sad fact of the intricacies of Roy’s 
illness that wouldn’t allow him to change, even if he wishes to. Julie on the other hand found the 
theatre as a substitute for her drugs but her transformation was temporary and did not last long in 
that at the end of the play, we find out that she ‘died of a drug overdose’.  
 
Nowra shows the transformations of the various characters in the play, through their interactions 
and rehearsal of the play ‘Cosi fan tutte’. The play ends in a mixed emotion in that it is a happy 
ending for characters like Ruth and Zac, but a sad ending for characters like Roy who cannot 
escape or breakthrough their illness because of it being so deeply engrained. Although the 
transformations in the patients are caused by their interaction with Lewis, it is Lewis that’s the 
transforms and benefits the most from the play due to the richness of the experience that he gets 
from dealing with these patients and also the significant changes in his character that were caused 
by his exchanges with the patients . Different characters connect in their own ways to the play and 
saw its potential as an escape from the ugly reality they were faced with in the asylum. The opera 
was rather successful in bringing out the characters and making pathways for them achieve their 
potential. Having been given a chance and probably their first chance ever Ruth and Zac, made 
their way out of the asylum for good. The ending of the play is realistic in that Nowra does not 
suggest that Lewis transforms all the characters within such a short span of time. Even with the 
patients’ inability to transform, Nowra’s crucial message is that these people should not be denied a 
chance to escape through entertainment in the form of art and theatre, just because their acts and 
behaviour fall outside of what deems to be acceptable and normal by the society.  
 


