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D espite a glittering childhood befitting a musical prodigy feted 

by the crowned heads of Europe, the remainder of Mozartôs 

tragically short
1
 life reads like a very bad soap opera. Every now 

and then however, he did have a patch of life wherein ñthe good 

times rolled.ò 

 

In our opinion, Mozart pulling off the first production of Don 

Giovanni seems to qualify for such a positive life-experience 

patch. Truth be told, it was quite brief (typical of the composerôs 

luck), but as the poem affirms, ñIt gave a lovely light.ò  

 

With Don Giovanni, Opera Carolinaôs 2007-2008 season 

continues an unannounced thematic roll: operas developed during 

composersô ñhappy times.ò  That trend was initially observed in 

our first Irreverent Guide© for Opera Carolinaôs Romeo et Juilette 

and then chronologically, again in Aida. As noted in those earlier 

Guides, such positive periods present us a problem: good news 

and happy times donôt produce much compositional story copy. As 

contrasting example, a fledging composer producing an operatic 

masterpiece while mired in grinding poverty with a starving 

family, but simultaneously entertaining three mistresses lends a lot 

of lurid copy for a lengthy Guide.    

 

These previous paragraphs are our way of saying once again, our 

background factual tale-spin on the Mozart birthing of Don 

Giovanni is truncated. On the positive side though, it does give 

you more pre-performance disposable time to park the car, people 

peruse or, carouse in the wine bar. Your call! 

 

Take heart, Johann. Strauss II couldnôt have been as stodgy as they 

say. Therefore, we may have more copious and colorful copy for 

our next Irreverent Guide©.
2
                           

                                                    J.P. Cooney                                                                                                        

                                                 
1 He died at age thirty -five .  
2 Die Fledermaus (May, 2008).  

Another Opined Opening  
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* For possible clarification of such  optional , arcane labeling and 

informational indecision, read on.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An Opera Giocosa (orBuffa or possibly,  Semiseria )  

in Two  Acts and maybe , Eleven  Scenes. *  

Libretto : 
Lorenzo 

da Ponte 
 
Original 

Language:  

Italian  
 
Premiere:  

Prague, 
29.10. 1787  

ôs 
DON  

GIOVANNI  
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Whatõs in a label?: Beginning in the late 18
th
 century and 

continuing full bore almost to the end of the 19th, both French and 

Italian operatic forms underwent a series of codifications and sub-

codifications. The scope of these, their public enforcement 

mechanisms and roles as causative agents of protracted and 

perhaps irresolvable intellectual debates, may amuse and confuse 

our modern views of operatic labeling as well as its significance 

and logical consistency. However, no matter what we think ñnowò, 

ñthenò such labeling was serious business with frequent negative 

economic and/or legal consequences.  

 

The purpose of the ñthenò labeling was not dissimilar to that of our 

current television, movie and record codifications. It gave you a 

ñheads up" on general content expectations. Consequently, a night 

at the opera for the kiddies or maiden Aunt Harriet shouldnôt result 

in a pornographic pool swim
3
  plus a lot of questions on the buggy 

ride home.
4
   

 

While the origins of operatic codification were perhaps socially 

laudable, they were (as are our modern parallels) imprecise and 

subject to ñstagingò spin.
5
 Don Giovanni

6
  is almost a perfect case 

in point. Even the pieceôs composer (Mozart) and librettist (da 

Ponte) couldnôt agree on a common performance perspective. 

Subsequently, their lack of compromise has been passed on to 

directors, wherein the myopia multiplies mightily. DG 

                                                 
3 At least as measured by the sensitivities of those times.  
4At least questions from the kiddies , because maiden Aunt Harriet never 

spoke to you again after THAT night at THAT opera. .  
5Even Snow White  in the right directorial hands and/or minds can be gloriously 

smutty.   
6 Hereinafter referred to as, òDG.ó 

In reference to: ò---  optional, arcane 

labeling and informational indecision.ó  

(If we have lost you, see the bottom of page  5.)  
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performances are, have been and will continue to be produced that 

range from the morally uplifting to the downright bawdy.
7
  

 

The core of DGôs codification conflict emerges from oneôs 

concept of the Don
8
 and emerging from that concept, the staging 

of the piece itself
9
. 

 

To the modern operatic world from DGôs 18
th
 century operatic 

label options, have come three. These reflect the obdurate opinion 

ranges of composer, librettist and subsequent impresarios: buffa, 

semi - seria or  giocosa . The rationales for each of these DG 

operatic-type classifications will be found outlined on pp. 45-47 

probably ad nausium.  

 

The best part of this semantic merry-go-round though, is that you 

donôt have to live with what some long-gone folks thought. Call 

your own shot in the label game! Then toss it around the room 

during the entrôacte wine bar break and see what happens.   

 

Whatõs with mix and match songs and scenes? In 

addition to loopily loose labeling, DG does come also with some 

mix and match options for scenes and music.   

 

As did most 18
th
 and 19

th
 century composers, Mozart tailored and 

re-tailored his arias et.al. to ñfitò voices available among different 

opera house venues.  As a consequence, there are alternative arias 

available within DG.  

 

To confound musical mixing and matching further, impresarios 

frequently ñreconstructedò operas scenically for a variety of not 

always artistically valid reasons. Such scenic reconstruction is 

ñavailableò with DG; however, it probably does less damage there 

than occurs with several other operas. Further, a directorôs 

selection  from  the available multiple choices does often provide 

provocative insight into the question of what moral message (if 

any)  is being conveyed through the production to the audience. 

 

                                                 
7All w ith the same words and music, mind you.  
8 Ranging from a hero to the vilest villain and all moral shadings in  between.  
9
 Ranging from low French -type farce to a morality play and again ---  all in- 

between options.    
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Like the varying operatic-type labels, the musical and scenic 

alternatives plus such rationales as exist, will be outlined (but 

quickly) also within pp. 34-37.   

 

 

 
 

 

òVengeance here awaits my murderer.ó 

                                       Act II, Scene 2.  
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OPERATIC CLIFF NOTES*  
(Guaranteed to produce Don Giovanni plot  

expertise after only a 60 second review.)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

¶ Disguised and in the dark,  our Don drops in on 

Donna #1 for a dalliance. Donna declares ñno deal!ò 

Daddy, dropping in to defend Donna from Don, demands 

a duel. Don demurs, but Daddy drives his dirk towards the 

Don. The Don directly and deftly dispatches Donnaôs 

Daddy.  

 

¶ Don then depart s damn swiftly from this Casa 

catastrophe dragging with him, his surly servant loitering 

on the lawn.  

 

¶ The Donna  and her faint-hearted fiancé vow vengeance 

on the departing Don. 

 

¶ Meanwhile ,  the meandering Don with his mean-

mumbling and malodorous maitre dô meets another Donna 

(#2). Beware dabbling Don! That person has been 

betrothed duplicitous Don, to you. Quelle horreur!   

 

¶ The Don definitely and deftly departs that Donna(#2) 

while directing his now compromised, confused cook and 

co-companion-in-crime to, ñLose the lady!ò   

 

* I n response to an earlier  special request,  Operatic Cliff Notes  has 

been begrudgingly designed for two potential sub -classes of our 

Irreverent Guides  audience: 1. those who have short spans of attention 

AND/OR 2. those who spent their educational years (and  perhaps beyond) 

only reading synopses of assigned materials  and even then, only at the last 

moments before a critical confrontation with reality like òthe final examó 

OR later in life, the stockholdersõ meeting. 
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¶ The dupe  does, but only after deliciously detailing the 

Donôs catalogue of conquests. Encore, quelle horreur!  

Our Don is not a noble nobleman, but a randy roué. 

 

¶ Our heelish hero  and his hapless, frantic factotum 

shortly encounter an engaging engaged peasant pair. The 

Don deftly divides the ewe of that pair from the ram. 

 

¶ Before  a rancid romantic romp can result, Donna #2 

drops in and drags our sheepish she away from the 

dumbfounded Don.  

 

¶ Donna # 1  and faint-hearted fiancé drop by and dialogue 

with the dumped Don about diving into their vengeance 

vendetta.
12

  However, before that dumb die is cast, Donna 

#2 drops back by to tell ñallò to the pallid pair about the 

duplicitous Don.  

 

¶ The checkmated  Don departs with Donna #2 

following in a fine fury. When hearing the voice of the 

departing Don, it dawns upon the too late smart Donna #1 

that ñHe is the dastard that done in Daddy!ò  

 

¶ Elsewhere,  with his eye still on the pretty peasant ewe, 

the Don plans a big ñdoò at his elegant enclave to entertain 

the engaged peasant pair and their wedding posse. His 

partyôs purpose is vile, but his viands are vaulted and 

valued in the vicinity, so on to drink and dine! 

 

¶ As the Don  shepherds the sheepish pair into his elegant 

enclave, a trio of troublemakers made mysterious by 

masques, march in too. This triangle includes Donna #1, 

Donna #2 and the faint-hearted fiancé. The trio is bent to 

finish with a flourish, the fella that felled the father.  

 

¶ Well ,  the Donôs-financed fiesta is in a feverish fine fettle 

and that enables the ewe to escape the Donôs fast fingers. 

                                                 
12 This pallid pair doesnõt perceive the Don as the dastard that did in Daddy----  

he was disguised, you see.  
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Her ear-piercing shriek exposes to the hungry hangers-on, 

the Donôs downright dishonorable designs.  

 

¶ Well that does it!  The crowd turns surly with frontier 

justice definitely in mind.  Our heelish hero frustrated 

once more in a romantic fandango, heads for the 

hinterlands using his downtrodden domestic as a decoy. 

 

¶ Do not  despair , our lousy lothario shortly lurches back 

into town now on the trail of Donna #2ôs maid.
13

 His 

seduction schema centers on switching suits with his surly 

servant. It is French farce time!  

 

¶ Donna # 2 thinking the re-suited servant is the Don, slips 

into the street for a smooch with her once and future 

sweetie.   

 

¶ The Don  done up as his factotum, fails with his maid-

intended musical messages because  the pushy peasant 

husband a.k.a. the Ram, with his gang of gangly 

groomsmen gaff the gig of the duplicitous Don.  

 

¶ Not to be thus denigrated,  the disguised Don then 

bestows on the pleasant but persistent peasant person, a 

bunch of boffo blows. He then blows off to the bodega. 

Meanwhile the battered boy friend finally found by his 

faithful fiancé, is nicely noshed and nursed.   

 

¶ Meanwhile ,  the re-suited servant, ceasing his Donna #2 

serenade and smooching, is suddenly seized by the 

vendetta vengeance posse put together by the Donôs 

rejects. 

 

¶ However,  the thus endangered indentured individual 

engineers his escape. The on-stage rest are left to 

musically muse but magnificently, on lifeôs let-downs and 

loves.  

                                                 
13 When heõs not near the girl that he lusts, he lusts after the girl(s) that heõs 

near.  
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¶ Colliding, then collu sion- ing in a cemetery,  the 

Don and his flamed-out factotum factor out their future.  

Their prognostication planning peculiarly takes place by 

the deceased Daddyôs tomb--- and it talks! What is to 

converse with a concrete corpse, the cowering couple 

cogitates? ñCome the Casa to dine and dance!ò they 

conclude.  ñCertainly, Iôll come!ò the musing mausoleum 

malevolently mutters.  

 

¶ That e nsuing evening, the Donôs drink and dinner is in 

fine fettle and feverishly being consumed by the famished 

dozens of drop-by Dons and Donnas.  Donna #2 also 

drops in, but not to dine and drink. ñRepent,ò she urges! 

The Don demurs.  

 

¶ Then the deceased Daddyôs Statue swiftly slips in
14

 

with the same request. Our heelish Don, now a harried 

host, hurls a hateful, ñHell no!ò 

 

¶ The secretively s miling Sta tue  now suggests, 

ñLetôs shake on that.ò   

 

¶ Their h ands are swiftly locked. Big mistake! The 

securely satisfied Statue with mucho gusto drags the Don 

to Hell. What a surprise!    

 

¶ The now slightly charred   vengeance posse amid 

smoking brimstone and really Baked Alaska, muses 

mightily and musically about just desserts (pun!) for 

evildoers as,  

 

---  the  closing curtain concludes the ir  

moralizing   message.    
                                   

 

 

 

                                                 
14 That is quite a trick!  


