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Synopsis		

In	the	prologue	we	hear	Orpheus	(Vanità)	coming	from	the	Hades	while	he	sings	a	
proud	aria,	which	is	disrupted	by	his	doubts	whether	Eurydice	(Verità)	is	still	following	
him.	Shocked	by	a	noise	behind	him	he	looks	back,	despite	the	command	not	to	do	so	
and	sees	in	a	flash	the	eyes	of	his	beloved	at	the	same	time	that	she	vanishes	forever.		

Monteverdi,	while	observing	the	opera	is	struck	by	the	discovery	that	it	is	his	wife	
Claudia	that	disappears	as	Eurydice.	Heavily	disturbed	he	realizes	that	fiction	and	myth	
have	become	reality.		

Act	I	
In	a	church	in	Cremona	Monteverdi	mourns	at	the	corpse	of	his	wife	and	regrets	his	
neglect	by	not	taking	care	off	her	in	the	period	he	was	obsessively	working	on	his	opera	
Orfeo.	Even	more	so	because	she	was	not	well	for	a	long	time.	
He	is	surprised	by	the	delivery	of	a	letter	from	the	court	of	Mantua.	It	says	that	he	should	
return	as	soon	as	possible	to	the	city	to	write	another	opera	that	will	bring	him	the	
biggest	fame	on	earth.	After	not	being	paid	for	five	months,	suffering	from	several	
ailments,	and	having	worked	like	mad	this	message	outrages	him.	
At	the	top	of	his	outbursts	in	anger	he	is	calmed	down	by	a	singing	voice	from	a	distance.		
It	is	the	voice	of	Caterina	Martinelli	(Piacere),	his	adopted	daughter	who	remained	in	
Mantua	and	who	begs	him	to	return	because	she	is	left	alone.	Just	for	her	he	decides	to	
go	back	to	the	court	of	Mantua	and	write	another	opera	with	her	in	the	title	role.	

Once	arrived	at	the	city	he	does	not	recognize	the	way	to	his	house.	It	has	become	a	
labyrinth,	ruled	by	Ratio.	After	being	given	access	by	Daedalus	(Ragione)	he	is	not	really	
helped	and	decides	go	and	search.	He	then	meets	his	enemy	and	opponent	Artusi	and	
immediately	is	submerged	in	their	long	lasting	conflict.	None	of	his	arguments	are	heard	
by	the	clergyman,	who	keeps	repeating	his	own	convictions	that	the	old	rules	should	be	
obeyed.	Tired	of	talking	to	this	wall	of	resistance	Monteverdi	decides	to	turn	his	back	to	
him	and	continue	his	search.	As	a	result	he	is	shocked	by	facing	the	Minotaur	with	its	
monstrous	instinct.	He	realizes	that	he	ended	up	in	the	story	of	Arianna	and	witnesses	
the	hero	Theseus	disappear	with	the	Minotaurs	head	as	trophy.	In	exhaustion	he	
collapses.		

Act	II	
Monteverdi	wakes	up	in	a	rehearsal	situation	of	his	new	opera	Arianna	with	Caterina.	
Gracefully	she	promises	him	to	be	his	consolation	and	bring	relief	for	all	his	suffering.	
When	her	fantasies	about	her	impersonation	of	Arianna	become	lascivious	the	librettist	
Rinuccini	corrects	her	that	nobility	is	the	actual	character.		Francesco	Rasi	interrupts	the	



conversation	by	singing	his	own	music	as	Theseus	to	illustrate	what	kind	of	entrée	a	
hero	makes.	Monteverdi	is	not	amused	by	this	creativity.	As	a	consequence	a	heated	
discussion	arises	which	is	suddenly	ended	by	the	appearance	of	the	countess,	Eleonora	
de	Medici	(Potere).	She	brings	the	message	that	because	of	the	delay	of	the	wedding	
where	Arianna	will	be	performed,	the	opera	has	to	be	postponed	and	an	alternative	has	
to	be	found	before	carnival.	Having	the	right	singers	already	in	the	house,	Rinuccini’s	
suggestion	to	stage	his	Dafne	with	the	readymade	music	of	Gagliano	is	accepted	by	the	
duchess.	In	dismay	Monteverdi	leaves	the	scene	while	all	others	are	merrily	anticipating	
a	joyous	adventure.	
A	troupe	of	comedians	plays	the	story	of	Dafne	as	pantomime	until	the	moment	
Francesco	Rasi	angrily	claims	his	costume.		In	the	following	scene	we	are	in	the	
performance	of	Dafne	to	the	point	of	the	metamorphosis	of	Dafne	into	a	tree.	A	touching	
aria	of	the	mourning	Apollo	is	rudely	interrupted	by	a	bunch	of	drunken	people	
celebrating	carnival.	When	everything	is	calmed	down	two	comedians	are	having	a	
nonsense	conversation	and	until	they	discover	the	new	tree.	The	tree	appears	to	be	
Caterina	who	is	ill	and	they	call	for	a	doctor.	When	the	doctor	arrives	he	diagnoses	small	
pox	,which	is	contradicted	by	the	anxious	duchess	Eleonora	who	rushed	to	see	her	opera	
star.	Carterina	can	not	be	saved	and	dies	supported	by	a	caring	Monteverdi.	

Acte	III	

I	comici	fedeli		are	rehearsing	the	play	Idropica,	programmed	for	the	wedding	of	the	
crownprince.	Eleonora,	Rinuccini	and	Monteverdi	enter	for	an	audition	with	the	leading	
lady	Viriginia	Andreini	(Verità)	because	they	are	still	searching	for	a	new	Arianna.	
Eleonora	expresses	her	contempt	for	the	genre	in	which	Virginia	as	prima	donna	
participates.	In	the	audition	Francesco	Rasi	tries	to	impress	as	a	superior	Theseus	but	
Virginia	delivers	a	stunning	performance	and	after	a	few	days	preparation	sings	the	role	
by	heart.	
Monteverdi	is	immediately	intrigued	by	the	woman	and	tries	to	find	out	how	a	person	
like	her	can	be	part	of	a	troupe	of	comedians.	Virginia	reveals	that	underneath	her	
disguise	she	actually	is	Truth.	Sent	by	Jupiter	to	offer	people	consolation	and	show	the	
way	of	virtue.	If	she	would	show	herself	as	she	is	people	would	never	accept	her.	As	a	
proof	of	what	her	art	can	achieve	she	sings	the	long	monologue	of	the	Arianna.	It	is	a	
lamento	in	which	all	aspects	of	a	betrayed	woman	who	desperately	clings	to	her	love	are	
transformed	in	music	that	is	magically	true	to	life.		
At	the	conclusion	of	the	lamento	Orpheus	rudely	breaks	into	the	scene	and	claims	the	
full	attention	for	himself	again.	Inspired	by	Ratio	he	stresses	the	duty	of	women	to	
respect	men	instead	of	turning	them	down.	They	should	learn	to	be	merciful	and	submit	
themselves.	By	encouraging	man	to	follow	him	in	this	doctrine	Orpheus	initiates	his	own	
fatal	death.	The	women	gradually	change	into	furies	and	tear	him	apart.		

Epilogue	

Monteverdi	sees	his	exhausting	journey	to	the	discovery	of	Truth	finished.	He	can	now	
let	the	elements	that	caused	his	suffering	disappear.	Subsequently	he	surrenders	to		
Verità,	who	will	accompany	him	for	the	rest	of	his	life.	

	
		
	


