Composer: Carl Orff

Title: “O Fortuna” from Carmina Burana 
Orff referred to this choral work as a "dramatic oratorio," indicating that it might be staged. However, it is usually presented in concert performance. The texts, written in a mixture of Latin, low German, and French, are those of Medieval secular songs celebrating wine and women, virtue and vice, love and springtime, in styles ranging from tender and lyrical to bawdy and highly satirical.

"O Fortuna": After the dramatic, fortissimo beginning of this invocation to Fortune, the tempo doubles and the chorus sings in unison, accompanied by an ostinato in the timpani and piano. The rhythm is highly syncopated. The melody is repeated several times, in unison and then harmonized in parallel thirds. This technique is related to that of parallel organum, although the richer interval of the third provides quite a different effect from that of the fourths, fifths, and octaves or organum. The rhythms and timbres, including the colorful orchestration, are those of the 20th century.

Text:

1.O Fortuna




Chorus

O Fortuna, velut luna statu variabilis,

O Fortune, variable as the moon,

semper crescis aut decrescis; vita

always dost thou wax and wane.

detestabilis nunc obdurat et tunc curat ludo
Detestable life, first dost thou mistreat

mentis aciem, egestatem, potestatem

us, and then, whimsically, thou heedest

dissolvit ut glaciem.



our desires. As the sun melts the ice, so

dost thou dissolve both poverty and

power.

Sors immanis et innanis, rota tu volubilis,
Monstrous and empty fate, thou, turning

status malus, vana salus semper

wheel, art mean, voiding good health at

dissolubilis, obumbrata et velata michi

thy will. Veiled in obscurity, thou dost

quoque niteris; nunc per ludum dorsum

attack me also. To thy cruel pleasure I

nudum fero tui sceleris.


bare my back.

Sors salutis et virtutis michi nunc contraria,
Thou dost withdraw my health and

est affectus et defectus semper in angaria.
virtue, thou dost threaten my emotion

Hac in hora sine mora corde pulsum

and weakness with torture. At this hour,

tangite; quod per sortem sternit fortem,

therefore, let us pluck the strings

mecum omnes plangitel.


without delay. Let us mourn together,

for fate crushes the brave.
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"Fortuna plango": The second song begins with a recitative-like passage for the basses, accompanied by a drone in the orchestra. The tenors sing the principal melody of the song, accompanied in thirds by the basses in short, staccato, notes. Next the sopranos and altos double the men's voices as they repeat this melody. A brisk, rhythmic orchestral passage concludes each verse of this strophic song.

2. Fortune Plango Vulnera
  

Chorus

Fortune plango vulnera stillantibus

I lament Fortune's blows with weeping


ocellis,
  



eyes,

quod sua michi munera subtrahit

for she extorts from me her gifts,


rebellis.



now pregnant and prodigal,

Verum est, quod legitur, fronte


now lean and sear.


capillata,



Once was I seated on Fortune's throne,

sed plerumque sequitur Occasio

crowned with a garland of prosperity.


calvata.



In the bloom of my felicity

In Fortune solio sederam elatus,

prosperitatis vario flore coronatus;

I was struck down and robbed of all my

quisquid tamen florui felix et beatus,
  

glory.

nunc a summo corrui gloria privatus.

At the turn of Fortune's wheel, one is

Fortune rota volvitur: descendo
  


deposed,


minoratus;


another is lifted on high to enjoy a brief

alter in altum tollitur; nimis exaltatus
  

felicity.

rex sedet in vertice—caveat ruinam!

Uneasy sits the king—let him beware his

nam sub axe legimus Hecubam
  


ruin,

reginam.



for beneath the axle of the wheel we








read the name of Hecuba.

