K. Christian McGuire – brief synopsis for students of MUS-109-S


Don Giovanni – Synopsis for MUS 109
music by W.A. Mozart and libretto by Lorenza da Ponte

premiered in Prague in 1787

Note These similarities with the Blues Brothers:
Its kind of like how the Blues Brothers progresses: Jake and Elwood (Giovanni and Leporello) are chased by the State Patrol (Ottavio and Anna), Carrie Fisher (Elvira), then the Illinois Nazi Party (??), then the Good Ol’ Boys (Massetto and the Mob) and finally the City of Chicago police department and Illinois National Guard (the Demons)

Don Giovanni is the story of Don Juan, a libertine (someone who freely lives only for himself without regret of the consequences) who seduces women of all ages and kinds and manipulates his “friends” to his advantage. Today we might consider him as a socio-path. - Almost like a Hannibal Lecter without the cannibalistic stuff.

Don is a title of nobility in Italian / Spanish equal to Lord or Sir in English. Donna is Lady or Dame.

	Characters:
	role
	voice part
	musical characteristics

	Don Giovanni
	a young nobleman
	baritone
	his vocal part mimics the style of whomever he is trying to seduce.

	Leporello
	Giovanni’s servant, keeper of Giovanni’s little black book of over 2,000 “conquests”
	bass
	Usually his part keeps with the bass of the orchestra in ensemble pieces and delivers the “narration” as others sing their own thing.

	Il Commendatore
	Retired War Hero and father of Donna Anna
	bass
	short but bold phrases.  When he returns as a ghost, brass including trombones (new to orchestra at this time) accompany him for extra power.

	Donna Anna
	daughter of Il Commendatore and betrothed to Don Ottavio - Giovanni’s most recent “conquest.”
	soprano
	usually the highest soprano in ensemble. Stylistically elaborate

	Don Ottavio
	a nobleman betrothed to Donna Anna
	tenor
	The only tenor, usually as elaborate as Donna Anna.

	Donna Elvira
	a noblewoman and Giovanni’s previous conquest.
	soprano
	often huried, frenzied, and emotionally vengeful music lots of speedy runs.

	Zerlina
	a peasant woman betrothed to Masetto - Giovanni tries to seduce her.
	soprano
	simpler more delicate and charming music with some elaborate runs which indicate she is no ordinary peasant.

	Masetto
	a peasant betrothed to Zerlina
	bass
	shorter simple but determined phrases


Act I

After the overture, Leporello is the first person we see.  He wants to be a gentleman but instead has to stand guard (“Night and Day”) as his master is off on another conquest (review the alba in troubadour section of the Listen book).

Next Don Giovanni (in disguise) is trying to escape and Donna Anna is trying to detain him for the sake of justice.  This wakes the Commendatore who challenges Giovanni to a duel.  Giovanni kills him and he and Leporello flee.

Elivra comes to town looking for vengeance.  Leporello distracts her as Giovanni flees.  With Giovanni gone, Leporello feels free to read to Elvira from the Little Black Book of which her name in Spain alone is merely one of 1,003!

Masetto and Zerlina come to town the day before their wedding.  Giovanni sees his next conquest and wants to seduce the peasant virgin away from Masetto (and then, of course be done with her - get the idea that Giovanni is just not a nice guy at all!)  See book for “Ho Capito”, and “La ci darem la mano”

Some more stuff happens.  

Finale of Act I

Giovanni decides to throw a party for the happy wedding couple, by this time Ottavio, Elvira, and Anna have figured out a plan to confront Giovanni and bring him to justice.

After a wild dance which Mozart scores for 3 different dances in 3 different meters being played simultaneously, they catch him trying to seduce Zerlina.  Giovanni turns on his servant and accuses Leporello of the evil deed.  Then they make an amazing escape because opera singers make lousy police officers. 

==

Act II

Leporello is sooooo #$&*#$&#$* at Giovanni that he dares speak (or rather sing) to him as an EQUAL. He quits, but Giovanni buys him back with money.  Giovanni still hasn’t learned his lesson so he tries to seduce Donna Elvira again… she apparently falls for it.

Masetto is also really #$%#$&$#%* with Giovanni and has an armed posse out to capture him.

More hijinks ensue
Leporello and Giovanni meet at the foot of the statue of the Commendatore.  Giovanni asks it to dinner and with full trombones and brass (from the stage and not the pit orchestra) He responds yes!

Blah blah bah 

Elvira tries to get Giovanni to repent, he won’t 

There is a tremendous knock at the door and it turns out that it is the statue of the Commendatore.  He says, “Dig, man, I don’t eat earthly food anymore so why don’t you come back to my pad and eat the otherworldy food.”  Giovanni says, “I’m cool” and extends his hand in pledge.  “Its Freezing!” screams Giovanni as he touches the hand of the Commendatore (and he cannot let go of it).  The Commendatore says this is your final chance.  Giovanni still refuses to go, so a host of demons come up and destroy his palace and Giovanni is taken to hell BODY AND SOUL.

Leporello survives to tell everyone what happened and they all live happily ever after.

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart

Don Giovanni

Name: Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart


Pronunciation: VOOLF-gong ah-mah-DAY-oos MOE-tsart

Dates: 1756-1791

Nationality: Austrian

Testable Title: Don Giovanni...a cenar teco 

Date Composed: 1787

Genre: Opera Trio

Instrumentation: three bass voices, orchestra 

Listen for: counterpoint in voices, harmonic cadences, flickering violins, trombones

Compare with: Mozart Horn Concerto, Webber, Wagner, Queen, Busnois

Mozart and Drama

If you have come to think of Mozart as writing nothing more than predictable, fluffy and light-hearted music, you are in for a shock.  No single work had a more telling effect on 19th century German opera than the Damnation Scene he wrote for his 1787 opera buffa, Don Giovanni.  Aside from the supernatural element of the text, where a ghost and a throng of demons cast Giovanni into the pool of fire, Mozart makes the most of his orchestra and singers.  The orchestra provides the emotions and environment in which singers act out their drama.  From the onset, it crashes through as if a huge cavern has opened.  Violins flicker from the opening like rising flames (1m:46s), the unearthly sound of the trombones (which had only been used in religious music) resonate with the direct speech of the ghost’s call for repentance.  It almost sounds as if Mozart were using leitmotivs 60 years before Wagner developed the concept into his art.

In other parts of the opera, Mozart blurs the line between audience, orchestra, and stage.  He does this by employing two smaller ensembles on the stage, drawing the audience into the action.  Then, just as he has reeled them in – BANG! the pit orchestra enters.  It is a dramatic technique which can only be achieved in live theatre.  You will read that Wagner’s idea was also to eliminate that line between audience and opera.

It is these kinds of musical instances that make it difficult for scholars to draw definite lines between stylistic periods.  Although we consider Mozart a composer of the Classical Period, this particular scene sounds like it belongs in the Romantic Period.

The Story of Don Juan

The libretto for Don Giovanni was written in Italian by Lorenzo da Ponte who collaborated with Mozart on two other operas Le Nozze di Figaro and Cosi fan Tutti.  The opera is in two Acts and premiered in the city of Prague in 1787 to great success.  The opera is remarkable in that it blends serious subject matter with light-hearted comic moments.  It is a pre-cursor to the dram-edy style of the T.V. show M*A*S*H.

Don Giovanni is based upon the Spanish story of the infamous Don Juan, a libertine (someone who lives only for himself without regret of the consequences) who seduces women of all types and manipulates even his “friends” to his advantage.
  Leporello is his servant who keeps a catalog of Giovanni’s exploits in a sort of “little black book.”  

The opera opens with Leporello standing guard outside the palace of the Commendatore, a retired war hero.  Giovanni is inside trying to seduce his daughter, Donna Anna.  Well things go wrong for Giovanni, whose identity is disguised by a mask. The Commendatore wakes up and challenges Giovanni to a duel.  They fight and Giovanni kills the Commendatore. 

Throughout the course of the opera we see just how slithery Giovanni is as he attempts to seduce a peasant maiden (Zerlina) on her wedding day! Re-seduce a noblewoman (Donna Elvira) who has come to town to enact her vengeance upon Giovanni for leaving her behind when he promised to marry her, and keep Donna Anna and her betrothed (Don Ottavio) from finding out it was he who killed her father.

In Act II, while having some libertine-style fun, he and Leporello meet at night in the graveyard at the foot of the large memorial statue of the Commendatore.  Giovanni jokingly invites the statue of the man he has killed to dine with him that evening.  To his surprise, the statue accepts the invitation (he might be dead but he is still a gentleman).  That night, Donna Elvira arrives to plead with Giovanni in an attempt to save his immortal soul.  Giovanni laughs her off.  Then a knock comes at the door.  It is the statue! who crashes through the palace doors to dine with Giovanni, just as he promised. 

The Damnation of Don Giovanni

The Damnation scene is divided into three distinct sections.  The first (0m:00s-5m:38s). sets up an intense foreboding, winding up the dramatic tension with a very slow and heavy tempo. Like a sudden release, the second section moves a little faster (5m:38s-6m:33s) as the ice-cold grip of the statue makes Giovanni realize that he is in over his head.  To the statue’s disappointment, Giovanni refuses to repent, beginning the third and fastest section (6m:33s-end) as pools of fire whip up and engulf Giovanni.   All Leporello can do is cry in horror as he watches Giovanni in torment.  

After this scene the remaining cast of characters arrive to find out what happened.  Since Leporello survived, he tells them exactly what happened.  The ensemble end the opera by singing a warning of what one can expect if they happen to live a bad life.
 

Mozart and Counterpoint
In his short life, Mozart became a master of counterpoint.  Like other composers presented in this guide, this trio displays Mozart’s ability to combine different melodic lines and texts with the Classical orchestra to create dramatic dialog.

	min:sec
	Il Commendatore
	Don Giovanni
	Leporello

	0:14
	Don Giovanni! You invited me to dine with you! and I have arrived!
	
	

	0:41
	
	I should never have believed it; but I’ll do what I can.

Leporello, Another dinner have it brought now!
	

	0:59
	
	
	Ah, master! We are already dead!

	1:06
	
	Go do it, I say!
	

	1:09
	STAY WHERE YOU ARE! [Ferma..]
	
	

	1:17
	One does not eat the food of mortals

When one has eaten food of Heaven
	
	

	1:46
	Other matters more serious than this

another desire has brought me here.
	
	

	2:19
	
	[Parla dunque]Speak then, what do you ask, what do you want?
	[La terzana...](I seem to have a fever; And my limbs tremble and shake!

	2:33
	I speak, Listen! I have little time!
	
	

	2:47
	
	Speak! I am listening
	[La terzana...](I seem to have a fever; And my limbs tremble and shake!

	2:54
	I speak, Listen! I have little time!
	
	

	3:07
	
	Speak! I am listening
	

	3:24
	You invited me to dinner.

Your obligation is to answer me.  
	
	

	4:11*
	Will you come dine with me?
	
	

	4:23
	
	
	[oibo...]Uh, uh he doesn’t have time. Sorry...

	4:32
	
	I shall never be called a coward.
	

	4:45
	[Risolvi!] DECIDE!
	
	

	4:53
	
	I have already decided
	

	4:57
	You will come?
	
	

	5:02
	
	
	Tell him NO! Tell him NO!

	5:06*
	
	My heart is steady in my chest, I’m not afraid.

I’ll come!
	

	5:22
	[Dammi la mano in pegno!] Give me your hand in pledge!
	
	

	5:36
	
	[Eccola!] – Here it is!
	


After this prolonged heavy period of anticipation, the music picks up excitement as we now find out the Commendatore’s REAL intention for his visit.  Listen to the chilling tremolo in the violins as Giovanni screams out Oihme! This is followed by the determined “brassy” orchestra which punctuate the lines of the Commendatore as he asks for Giovanni to repent his sins.

	min:sec
	Il Commendatore
	Don Giovanni
	Leporello

	5:38
	
	[Oihme!] Ah!
	

	5:40
	What is the matter?
	
	

	
	
	Your hand is freezing!
	

	5:43
	[Pentiti...] Repent and change your life! This is your final moment!
	
	

	5:50
	
	No, no, I will NOT repent! get away from me!
	

	6:01
	REPENT YOU VILLIAN!
	
	

	6:06
	
	No! You @#$^ OLD MAN!
	

	6:10
	REPENT!
	NO!
	

	6:18
	[Si] YES
	NO!
	

	6:33*
	Ah well, there is no more time.
	
	


At this point, Giovanni wrestles his hand from the Commendatore as pools of fire spring up around him.  A gang of demons replaces the Commendatore in the trio as the music really picks up speed.  In the end, Giovanni is cast into Hell -- BODY and SOUL.

	min:sec
	Demon Chorus
	Don Giovanni
	Leporello

	6:57
	[Tutto...] All is nothing compared to your faults.  [Vieni!] Come! Worse is in store for you.
	
	

	7:06
	
	Who tears my soul? shakes my guts? What twisting! What frenzy! What Inferno What Terror!
	What a desparate face.  What gestures of a damned soul What shouts and wails.

How it terrifies me!

	7:19
	[Tutto...] All is nothing compared to your faults.  
	
	

	7:23
	
	Who tears my soul?
	What a desparate face.  

	
	[Vieni!] Come! Worse is in store for you.
	
	

	7:29
	
	Who tears my soul? shakes my guts? What twisting! What frenzy! What Inferno What Terror!
	What a desparate face.  What gestures of a damned soul What shouts and wails.

How it terrifies me!

	7:36
	[VIENI!] COME! [VIENI!] COME! Worse is in store for you.
	
	

	7:44
	
	Ah!
	

	7:47
	
	
	Ah!


And now for my final thought

It has been customary to portray Leporello as a buffoon-like comic relief in performances of this opera.  It is my view however that the opera is actually about Leporello.  He is the first and last character we see.  Moreover, when the ensemble sings, his bass vocal line is usually the only one aligned with the orchestra as if he is providing narration, just as the orchestra provides emotional and harmonic narration.

Further, given that most people were familiar with the story of Don Juan, there would not be much drama when one already knows the ending.  Leporello on the other hand is a flawed character with a conscience.  He wants to be a gentleman, but models his actions on the behavior of Giovanni.  His conscience keeps nagging him but it is only in the end, after he witnesses the damnation of Giovanni, that he finally heeds it. 

� Giovanni is pronounced ‘joh-VAHN-nee’ NOT ‘jee-oh VAHN-nee’; Don is a title of nobility in Italian / Spanish equal to Lord or Sir in English. Donna is Lady or Dame.


� Mozart and da Ponte make puns with Liberty and Libertine throughout this opera.  It often seems their point is to ridicule those (in their time and in ours) who mistake Luxury for Freedom or Wants for Needs. 


� The ‘heaviness’ Mozart creates in this scene from Don Giovanni, is remarkably similar to the mood of early heavy metal bands such as Black Sabbath (with John ‘Ozzy’ Osborne).  Both create a heavy mood by using slow dramatic tempos and instruments played in their lower register.  The moral and subject matter is very similar as well as both relate stories of the divine punishment of eternal torture to those who live an earthly life of Evil.  A great comparison is to play this Mozart excerpt with Black Sabbath’s War Pigs. 





