L’orfeo : SYNOPSIS

Prologue

The music praises its own power and glorifies Orpheus, who with its help mollified the Underworld by his entreaties. It requests the audience to be silent and attentive so that it can sing the praises of this demigod.

Act One

The Shepherds and Nymphs are glad that Orpheus' love troubles are over, now he has finally won the heart of the beautiful Eurydice. They beseech Hymen's blessing for the couple and prepare themselves to celebrate the wedding in song and dance.  One Shepherd prompts Orpheus to reflect on his good fortune.  Eurydice expresses her joy at seeing her happy beloved.

Act Two

Together with the Shepherds, Orpheus sings the praises of his country, which is looked kindly upon by the gods. He sings of the love troubles he has endured and which make his present happiness so much more intense.  At the peak of his rapture a Messenger appears, announcing the sudden death of his beloved Eurydice: she was bitten by a snake while she was picking flowers to decorate her hair. Orpheus, broken-hearted, decides to place all hope in the power of his song and in this way to obtain a reprieve for Eurydice from the powers of the Underworld.

Act Three

Guided by the deity Hope, Orpheus arrives at the river that forms the border with the Kingdom of Death.  It is not possible for her to accompany him further. Charon forbids Orpheus to cross the river, so Orpheus breaks into song, thereby charming the ferryman to sleep.  He boards the boat and crosses the river. The Spirits praise the power of man over the natural elements.

Act Four

Moved by Orpheus' lament, Proserpina takes up his case with Pluto. Swept along by his beautiful wife's pleas, Pluto lets Eurydice go, on condition, however, that Orpheus does not look back to look at her before he has left the Underworld. While Orpheus is leading Eurydice towards the Light, and singing the praises of his lyre, he starts to doubt that she is still following him. A sound behind him strengthens his conviction that the Furies are lying in wait to abduct her, and he defies Pluto's command. Eurydice fades before his eyes. The Spirits declare her to be lost forever for him, winner of the Underworld but defeated by his passion.

Act Five

Orpheus, returning to the world of Light bemoans his fate.

Echo answers each of his laments by repeating their final sounds. Orpheus solemnly swears to sing only the praises of Eurydice from that time on, and denounces the behaviour of other women.  Worried that his son should out of desperation descend the unworthy behaviour, Apollo comes down from heaven and offers him immortality. In the certainty that he will be able to behold Eurydice among the stars, Orpheus accepts the heavenly honour. The Nymphs and Shepherds praise Orpheus, since "He that sows in sorrow picks the fruit of grace".

Following the original version of the libretto, Trisha Brown stages Orpheus’ killing by  the Bacchantes.

