
L’ORFEO 

Story Synopsis


	 Today is the wedding of Orfeo and Euridice, a singer and his muse. Their’s is a life spent 
in the countryside, far away from the concerns of contemporary life. The Opera opens with the 
assembled guests enjoying the reception as they wait for the re-entrance of the bride and 
groom. They remark on the cat and mouse courtship of the couple and raise toasts to Hymen, 
the muses, and the sun.


	 Orfeo and Euridice make their entrance, and after professing their loving affection the 
party begins in earnest. Orfeo is giddy with happiness. At only the lightest inducement he 
pours out his excitement into an impromptu performance. He sings of his love and its travails 
to the joy of the assembly, their excitement feeding his till he is dancing on a table, utterly 
unaware that Euridice has slipped out. When at last it seems that Orfeo can rise no higher 
Silvia, Euridice’s maid of honor, rushes in breathless with terrible news: Euridice went for a walk 
in the fields and was bitten by a snake in the grass. She has died. 


	 When the body is brought in Orfeo is in disbelief. He does not give in to grief- not yet- 
He decides immediately he will not accept it. Orfeo will follow Euridice into the Underworld. He 
sits by the body catatonic as the somber guests begin to clear away the wedding party. 


	 In a dreamlike state, Orfeo seems to see Euridice rise and make her way out the door. 
With a final glance back, she dissolves back into nature. In a panic Orfeo makes to follow her, 
but he is caught at the door by a man he had taken to be a friend at his wedding. There is a 
physical struggle, tables and chairs are overturned and Orfeo is repelled. Force will not make 
his entry. As his last friends leave him, Orfeo approaches the gate again and tries his music. He 
states his case in song, and though Caronte professes disdain he is overcome. In spite of 
himself, he reluctantly sits at the last remaining table and falls into a doze. His way unguarded, 
Orfeo follows Euridice into hell.


	 As if she has just stumbled sideways through nature’s reflection, Euridice finds herself in 
a landscape that is the inverse of the life she had, all charred wood and dead plants, the 
shadow of the world above. She is met by Proserpina, who offers her a seat as she addresses 
her shadowy consort. Proserpina and Plutone have been listening to Orfeo’s calling and, as if 
to relieve her own plight, Proserpina begs for Euridice’s release. Though unmoved by Orfeo, 
Plutone takes pity on his wife’s anguish, and to please her he agrees. He imposes one 
condition: Orfeo must not look back at Euridice while they are still in the lands of the dead. 
Plutone and Proserpina withdraw to watch from a distance. 


	 Orfeo glories in what he believes to be the triumph of his art. He and Euridice begin 
their ascent, but soon elation gives way to self doubt, and at a distant noise panics and looks 
around to see if Euridice is really there. He sees Euridice, at last, as one who has died. The 
dream of preserving her gives way to the reality of her passing, and the two finally say 
goodbye. Euridice disappears again, the same way she did before and as though waking alone 
in the night Orfeo finds himself back where he started, 


	 Lamenting over Euridice’s lifeless body, Orfeo makes a vain effort to pour his sorrow out 
into song. The sound of his own voice echoing back at him reveals the superficiality of each 



attempt, and after three attempts he gives up. It is as though the loss of Euridice has split him 
in two- the naive singer who had a muse named Euridice, and the hollow, lonely man with no 
more songs to sing. He gives up his beat up, beloved, beautiful guitar, as the last vestige of 
who he was. 


	 Now appears to Orfeo his Father, Apollo, the last guest to leave the wedding. He is a 
lofty, influential figure from the world outside Orfeo’s pastoral eden and with the gift of a golden 
guitar he offers fame and immortality. Orfeo wonders what will become of Euridice, but Apollo’s 
only reply is that he can admire her memory from afar. Orfeo takes this offer, and the world 
once again resounds to his music. Euridice, however, sits alone in the Underworld, seemingly 
the only one aware that they are now parted forever. 


