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Abstract:
“Una donna a quindici anni” is an aria from Mozart’s 1790 opera Così fan tutte, a
masterpiece of Classical-era comic opera. The work features a bright and lively
overall tone, tight rhythm, and a sense of vitality, with no heavy emotional
expressions. Instead, its light melody mimics the quick-witted and articulate speech of
Despina, vividly bringing to life the character’s “down-to-earth” and agile qualities.
This paper takes “Una donna a quindici anni”—the aria of Despina, a maid in
Mozart’s opera Così fan tutte—as the research object. Combining practical vocal
performance experience, it studies the logical framework of the work’s character
portrayal and key vocal techniques. This research not only provides a reference for the
interpretation of characters and vocal practice in similar Classical-era opera arias but
also helps performers more accurately convey the artistic connotation of the work.

Keywords:
“Una Donna a Quindici Anni”, Character Portrayal, Vocal Techniques, Mozart, Così
Fan Tutte

1. Introduction
Mozart is a representative figure of Classical-era music. He believed that poetry

should serve music, and character portrayal should be realized through music. His
operas are treasures in the history of Western music, known for their exquisite
musical structures, profound character depictions, and rich emotional expressions.
Così fan tutte, a representative comic opera from Mozart’s later years, centers on the
plot of a “love test” and depicts the complexity of human nature and emotions with
humorous and satirical strokes. Among them, the aria “Una donna a quindici anni” by
Despina the maid has become a classic opera excerpt due to its vivid character image
and flexible musical language. This paper explores the work from two dimensions: the
logic of character portrayal and vocal techniques. By integrating specific musical
examples and performance experience, it analyzes the work’s artistic value, provides
more practical references for performers, and supplements detailed perspectives to the
research on Classical-era opera arias.
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2. Creative Background and Role Position of the Aria “Una Donna a
Quindici Anni”

2.1. Creative Background and Plot Connection

2.1.1. The Era of the Work and Opera Background
Opera creation in the Classical period emphasized “music serving the plot” and

“natural expression of emotions,” opposing the excessive virtuosity of the Baroque
period. Mozart’s Così fan tutte is a typical embodiment of this style. Premiered in
Vienna in 1790, the opera focuses on the “love loyalty test” of two noble young men.
Through an absurd plot and witty dialogue, it exposes the fragility of human nature
and the uncertainty of emotions, implicitly mocking the concept of “absolute loyalty”
and reflecting on real-world relationships.

2.1.2. The Role of the Aria in the Plot
“Una donna a quindici anni” appears in Act II, Scene 1 of the opera. It depicts a

scenario where two sisters, while missing their fiancés on the frontline, develop new
affections for their current suitors. Despina detects the sisters’ inner conflict and,
regardless of her status as a maid, begins to test and even lecture them—aiming to
shake their romantic commitments and assert her sense of superiority through her
lectures. She argues that young women should understand the various tricks of the
world and learn to navigate love with ease, taking control of their relationships. This
aria not only serves as a core showcase of Despina’s character but also advances the
implementation of the “love test” plan, laying the groundwork for the sisters’
subsequent wavering and acting as a key link connecting the plot.

2.2. Role Positioning of Despina

2.2.1. Identity and Personality Traits
Despina is the maid of the noble sisters, approximately 20 years old. Born into a

poor family, she possesses extraordinary musical talent. She is a passionate woman
who loves music deeply, and also has an attractive appearance and a sweet singing
voice that catches the attention of many men. However, her life is not happy, as she
deeply loves a man who does not return her feelings. Unlike nobles who hold
romantic illusions about love, Despina views it as a “manageable relationship” and
excels at deconstructing emotions using straightforward, even somewhat worldly
language. This “down-to-earth” trait makes her a “comedic character” that balances
the noble-centric plot: her shrewdness and directness contrast with the innocence of
the noble sisters and align with Alfonso’s “scheme,” adding layers to the opera’s
humorous atmosphere.

3. Analysis of Character Portrayal in “Una Donna a Quindici Anni”
The aria is in C major, a tonality commonly used in Classical-era music to depict

“cheerful and lively” emotions—perfectly matching Despina’s clever and brisk
personality. Harmonically, it is based on primary triads, with only a subdominant
seventh chord used in the line “Si deve fingere, non essere troppo sincero” (“One
must pretend, not be too sincere”). This brief change in harmonic color hints at
Despina’s subtle cunning; it does not disrupt the overall lively atmosphere but
accurately conveys the character’s slight “mischievous” trait.
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3.1. Melody and Rhythm
The melodic line primarily consists of “leaps + stepwise motion.” For example, the

opening line “Una donna a quindici anni” (“A woman at fifteen years old”) starts on a
C, leaps a perfect fourth to an F, then descends stepwise back to C. This mimics the
crisp speech pattern of a common woman, highlighting Despina’s decisive personality.
In the line “Il cuore dell’uomo è come il vento” (“A man’s heart is like the wind”), the
melody combines small leaps and stepwise motion to imitate the unpredictability of
“wind”—not only aligning with the lyrical imagery but also implying Despina’s
teasing attitude toward men.
Rhythmically, the entire piece is dominated by interwoven eighth notes and

sixteenth notes. For instance, the line “One must learn to coquette and speak sweet
words” (“Si deve piangere, dire belle parole”) uses consecutive sixteenth notes to
mimic the brisk rhythm of “speaking sweet nothings,” reflecting Despina’s pride in
“imparting skills” while matching her energetic demeanor. Additionally, staccato
notes are used in multiple places to break the regular rhythmic pattern, implying
pauses and emphasis in Despina’s speech and further enhancing the character’s
cunningness.

3.2. Hierarchical Presentation of Character Emotions

3.2.1. S surface Emotion: Proud“Experience Sharing”
The aria opens with declarative lyrics like “A woman at fifteen years old,” paired

with the bright C major tonality and lively rhythm. This showcases Despina’s pride in
posing as an “experienced elder”—she believes she is well-versed in the ways of love
and is eager to pass on her “skills” to the noble sisters. This “eagerness to teach” is the
surface expression of the character’s emotions; elements such as melodic leaps and
staccato notes all mimic her confident and emphatic speech.

3.2.2. Middle-Level Emotion: Cunning “Teasing and Hinting”
In the line “A man’s heart is like the wind, unpredictable,” the use of consecutive

sixteenth notes, small melodic leaps, and the color change of the subdominant seventh
chord elevate the character’s emotion to a middle level. Despina teases men for their
inconstancy while implicitly hinting at the need to “counter this inconstancy.” This
cunning trait—”seeing through something without explicitly saying it”—is typical of
common women. Mozart transforms this “mischievous” teasing into audible sound
through the flexibility of music, making the character’s emotions more engaging.

3.2.3 Deep-Level Emotion: Pragmatic“Survival Wisdom”
In the latter half of the aria, lyrics such as “Don’t let a man see through your heart”

and “Learn to protect yourself,” paired with the steady progression of the melody and
a slight slowing of the rhythm, reveal the character’s deep-level emotion. Despina’s
“skill-sharing” is not mere teasing but implicitly reflects the pragmatic understanding
of relationships held by women from lower social classes: in a strictly hierarchical
society, she uses “small cleverness” to protect herself and attempts to pass on this
“survival wisdom” to the noble sisters. This “pragmatism” aligns with the character’s
background and adds authenticity, making the character image more three-
dimensional.
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4. Analysis of Vocal Techniques in“Una Donna a Quindici Anni”

4.1. Breath Control: Supporting the Flexible Melody and Rhythm

4.1.1. Breath Allocation for Fast Phrases
The aria contains numerous fast phrases with consecutive sixteenth notes, such as

“Si deve piangere, dire belle parole.” Each phrase includes 8 sixteenth notes;
improper breath allocation can lead to rigid vocalization or muddled phrasing.
Performers should adopt a “light inhalation and exhalation” method: naturally expand
the waist and abdomen when inhaling, avoiding excessive force; control the breath
flow with a light intensity when exhaling, preventing heavy vocalization from overly
deep breath or phrase breaks due to insufficient breath. For example, when singing
“dire belle parole,” a brief breath can be taken after “dire,” and the breath evenly
allocated to the 4 sixteenth notes in “belle parole” to ensure a light and coherent vocal
sound.

4.1.2. Breath Control for Staccato Phrases
The aria features many staccato phrases, such as “Si deve fingere, non essere troppo

sincero,” which require short and flexible breath support. Performers should use a
“quick inhalation and exhalation” method: quickly draw breath when inhaling, and
control the breath with rapid waist and abdomen force when exhaling, making each
staccato note “short and granular.” At the same time, avoid complete breath breaks
between staccato notes; maintain slight breath continuity to ensure phrase fluency,
highlighting Despina’s cleverness without making the vocal sound fragmented.

4.2. Timbre and Dynamics Control: Conveying the Hierarchy of Character
Emotions

4.2.1. Playful Changes in Timbre
Despina’s personality combines “cleverness” and “cunning”; performers need to

convey different emotional levels through timbre changes:
When expressing the surface-level “proud experience sharing” (e.g., the opening

“Una donna a quindici anni”), a bright and clear timbre can be used, with a slightly
higher vocal fold vibration frequency to mimic the crisp voice of a common woman.
When conveying the middle-level “teasing and hinting” (e.g., “A man’s heart is like

the wind”), subtle “breathy” elements can be added, with slightly relaxed vocal fold
vibration to give the voice a teasing quality and convey inner cunning.
When expressing the deep-level “pragmatic wisdom” (e.g., “Don’t let a man see

through your heart”), a soft yet firm timbre can be used, reducing vocal fold vibration
intensity while maintaining vocal focus to highlight the character’s sincerity and
insight.

4.2.2. Dynamic Control of Volume
Classical comic opera emphasizes “moderate dynamic changes” and opposes

excessive volume contrast. The volume control of this aria should follow this
principle: overall, it ranges from “piano (p)” to “mezzo-forte (mf)”; subtle volume
fluctuations convey a sense of humor, avoiding fortissimo (ff) or pianissimo (pp) to fit
the scenario of Despina “privately sharing experience.” For example, in the line “One
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must learn to coquette,” the volume can be raised to “mezzo-forte (mf)” to express
pride in “imparting skills"; in the line “Don’t let a man see through your heart,” the
volume can be lowered to “piano (p)” to convey the secrecy of “sharing a secret.”
Through moderate volume changes, both emotional layers and the relaxed atmosphere
of comic opera are maintained.

4.3. Emotional Expression: Aligning with the Character’s Identity and Personality

4.3.1. The Humor in Emotional Expression
Despina’s emotional core is “humor and pragmatism.” Performers should avoid

excessive solemnity or sentimentality and adhere to the “light humor” principle of
Classical comic opera:
For example, when “teasing men,” avoid exaggerated vocal distortions; instead, use

slight breath tremors and breathy timbre to convey a relaxed sense of teasing.
Physical gestures (e.g., light finger taps, lively eye movements) can also be used to

assist emotional expression, but excessive exaggeration should be avoided to prevent
disrupting the balance between the elegance of Classical opera and the lightness of
comic opera.

5. Common Issues in Vocal Performance and Solutions

5.1. Common Issues

5.1.1. Heavy Vocalization in Fast Phrases
Some performers tend to produce heavy vocalization in fast phrases with

consecutive sixteenth notes due to overly deep breath or excessive articulation force.
This fails to showcase the melody’s flexibility and even undermines Despina’s clever
character image. For example, in the line “One must learn to coquette and speak sweet
words,” overly deep breath can lead to rigid vocalization, while excessive articulation
can make words like “belle parole” sound stiff, affecting the transmission of the
lyrics’ humorous connotation.

5.1.2 Excessive or Insufficient Emotional Expression
Some performers either over-exaggerate—using deliberate vocal distortions or

physical gestures to express “cunning,” resulting in a greasy and artificial character
image that contradicts Despina’s vivid traits—or under-express emotions, using a
monotonous timbre and flat rhythm that fails to convey the character’s humorous
layers, making the performance dull and unengaging.

5.1.3. Deviations in Style Grasp
Influenced by the vocal style of Romantic-era opera, some performers add

excessive emotional exaggeration or ornamentation, disrupting the simplicity and
lightness of Classical comic opera. Others overemphasize a “rich and heavy” timbre,
using a deep vocal quality that conflicts with Despina’s bright and brisk character
image, leading to style deviations.

5.2. Solutions
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5.2.1 Solution to Heavy Vocalization in Fast Phrases
Strengthen light breath training:
Use the “candle-blowing exercise” (gently blowing a candle flame with light breath

to keep it slightly flickering) to improve the ability to control light breath with the
waist and abdomen.
Practice “fast staccato exercises” to train the coordination between breath and

vocalization, ensuring flexibility in vocal sound during fast phrases.
Meanwhile, conduct “light articulation” training—for example, using a “rolled

tongue” to quickly enunciate consonants, avoiding excessive consonant force to
ensure clear and light presentation of lyrics even in fast phrases.

5.2.2. Solution to Emotional Expression Issues
Deepen character understanding:
Analyze the script and watch classic stage recordings of Così fan tutte to sort out

Despina’s behavioral logic throughout the opera: her “cunning” is not malicious but a
survival strategy for women from lower social classes, and her “teasing” hides a
profound understanding of romantic reality.
Break down the emotional direction of each line based on the lyrics. For example,

“One must pretend, not be too sincere” is not an encouragement of hypocrisy but
Despina’s pragmatic advice to “maintain self-identity in love,” avoiding simplifying
the character into a “shrewd instigator.”

5.2.3. Solution to Style Grasp Deviations
Return to the essence of Classical comic opera style:
Listen to excerpts from other Mozart comic operas (e.g., Susanna’s “Deh vieni, non

tardar” from The Marriage of Figaro) to experience the “restrained humor” of the
Classical period—avoiding the intense emotional outbursts and ornateness of
Romantic-era opera, and focusing on melodic fluency and rhythmic regularity.
Conduct “timbre positioning” exercises to align with the character’s style: clarify

that Despina’s core timbre is “bright and brisk rather than rich and heavy.” Use “hum
exercises” to adjust the timbre—prioritizing nasal resonance and reducing chest
resonance to mimic the crisp vocal quality of a common woman.
Meanwhile, control the maximum volume in performance, avoiding exceeding

“mezzo-forte (mf)” to maintain the elegance and relaxed atmosphere of Classical
comic opera. For example, when singing “A man’s heart is like the wind,
unpredictable,” use a bright timbre with a brisk rhythm to convey teasing rather than
criticism, aligning with the character’s vivid traits.

6. Conclusions
In the aria “Una donna a quindici anni,” Mozart uses the bright C major tonality,

flexible melody and rhythm, and the compositional technique of “text-music
correspondence” to vividly depict Despina the maid as a “clever, cunning, pragmatic,
and insightful” character. This not only highlights the Classical comic opera principle
of “music serving characters and plot” but also sets a model for later generations in
portraying “ordinary characters with distinct personalities” in opera.
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In vocal practice, performers must focus on both “character understanding” and
“technical mastery”: they should deeply analyze Despina’s commoner identity and
emotional layers to avoid flattening the character, and accurately combine musical
form with character personality through light breath control, playful timbre changes,
and mastery of Classical style. Only in this way can they not only convey the humor
of the aria but also explore the deep connotation of “survival wisdom” of women from
lower social classes, allowing this Classical-era opera excerpt to continue to radiate
vitality on contemporary stages.
Through a specialized analysis of the character portrayal and vocal techniques of

this aria, this paper provides a specific case for the study of arias featuring ordinary
characters in Classical-era operas and offers performers a practical path “from text to
stage.” Future research can further explore the impact of contemporary aesthetic
trends on character interpretation by examining different stage versions, enriching the
research dimensions of Classical-era opera arias.
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