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PROGRAMME NOTES



WOLFGANG AMADEUS MOZART  1756-91

Overture, Der Schauspieldirektor (The Impresario), K. 486

In Vienna in 1786 the emperor Joseph II asked for a competition between 
German and Italian operatic styles at a “pleasure festival” to entertain 
visitors from Holland. He wanted the German competitor to portray an 
impresario in Salzburg (Mozart’s home town) trying to stage an opera 
despite the rivalry between his two leading ladies. So at one end of 
the room was Mozart, with his skit on opera singers and their vanity; at 
the other, an Italian comic opera by Mozart’s arch rival, Antonio Salieri, 
insistent on the primacy of music over words. Salieri won.

Der Schauspieldirektor (The Impresario) was conceived by Mozart – who 
always had an irreverent streak in him – as a send-up of the vanities 
of opera singers. The work isn’t an opera in the strict sense, but a 
Singspiel – a work with speech and singing, and in this case, apart from 
the overture, just two arias and two large-scale vocal numbers. He was 
writing it at the same time as he was working on The Marriage of Figaro 
and was probably glad of the opportunity to put heavy work aside and 
write something light-hearted.

The overture is a miniature of the flashy arias which show off the foibles 
of singers always trying to out-do each other, especially as they sing 
higher and higher. An opening fanfare on horns and trumpets, backed 
up by the timpani, gives way to a bit of “giggling” from the violins before 
the woodwind – oboes and bassoons – take up a lilting melody which is 
then replaced by a tongue-in-cheek suggestion of darker moods. Mozart 
throws the moods of the music back and forth.

The first performance was given for the emperor at the Schönbrunn 
Palace on 7 February 1786 and its first public hearing came four days later.

Programme note by Richard Pine © RTÉ 
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‘In uomini’ from Così fan tutte

Composed in 1790, the year before Mozart’s death at the age of 35, Così 
fan tutte was his third and final collaboration with the librettist Lorenzo 
Da Ponte, a partnership that had already produced two masterpieces:  
Le nozze di Figaro and Don Giovanni. 

Così fan tutte can claim that designation, too, although it quickly fell out 
of the repertoire and remained out of favour, dogged by disapproving 
suspicion of its cynical treatment of sexual politics (a theme common 
to all three Da Ponte operas) until after the Second World War. Literally 
translated as So do they all – the ‘they’ in this instance being women 
– a more common, though no less dubious, version has the title as All 
Women Do It, or The School for Lovers. 

Loosely borrowing from Ovid, Boccaccio and Shakespeare, it’s the tale of 
two army officers who accept a wager to test their sister-fiancées’ fidelity 
by fabricating a sudden re-call to service when they will return in disguise 
as would-be seducers. Shallow and sordid though their conspiracy is, the
whole is ultimately redeemed by that most Mozartian of traits: forgiveness. 

In an opera distinguished by the richness of its writing for ensemble 
voices, a number of solo arias stand out. Not least the maid Despina’s 
‘In uomini’. The scheming plotters having notionally departed to sea, the 
deserted sisters’ complaints at being abandoned are mocked by Despina 
who pointedly asks, ‘In uomini, in soldati, sperare fedelta’: ‘In men, in 
soldiers, you expect faithfulness?’

Programme notes by Michael Quinn © RTÉ

‘Deh vieni, non tardar’ from The Marriage of Figaro, K. 492

The story of Mozart’s opera is based on the play Le mariage de Figaro 
by Pierre-Augustin de Beaumarchais, which had run the gauntlet of 
censorship in the Austrian empire as it contained politically subversive 
elements which caused a delay in Mozart being able to take its theme 
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for his own work. Not only that, but Mozart’s rival, Salieri, was causing 
difficulties for him at court. However, the opera had its première in 
Vienna in May 1786 to huge acclaim.

Three years later, for the revival of the opera, the role of the central 
character, Susanna, was to be sung not by the original soprano, Nancy 
Storace, but by the mistress of Mozart’s librettist, Lorenzo da Ponte. 
This lady, Adriana Ferrarese del Bene, wasn’t as adept as Storace, and 
Mozart wrote two new arias for her in the hope that what she lacked in 
dramatic skills would be compensated by her singing.  So ‘Deh vieni, non 
tardar’, one of the finest arias in the original production, was suppressed, 
although luckily for us it was restored in later productions.

Susanna and Figaro, who are due to be married today, are the servants 
of Count Almaviva. The Count has designs on Susanna (he wants to 
exercise his droit de seigneur) which she carefully avoids. It’s said that the 
put-down of an aristocrat by a working girl, however much it appealed to 
the bourgeois audience, and the general way in which fun is poked at the 
Count, did not find favour at court. 

The aria ‘Deh vieni, non tardar’ – ‘Come, don’t delay’ – has both a surface 
simplicity in calling the beloved, and a sub-plot because at this stage in 
the love-tug Susanna is disguised as the Countess, and is supposed to 
be calling the Count. We know this because the style of Susanna’s music 
is what we would normally hear from someone of the upper classes, 
rather than a servant girl. But of course we (the audience) know that 
really her love-song is aimed at Figaro, who is one of the onlookers (such 
are the ups and downs of opera.) 

The aria is the centrepoint of the opera, and its calm beauty, expressed in 
the garden on a summer’s evening, is introduced by oboes and bassoons 
and taken up by the other woodwind and violins in a lilting melody.

Programme note by Richard Pine © RTÉ 
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‘Batti, batti’ from Don Giovanni

After the success of their first collaboration, Le nozze di Figaro in 1786, 
Mozart reunited with the librettist Lorenzo Da Ponte the following year for 
their re-telling of the well-worn morality fable about the debauched Don 
Juan.

Veering between comedy and tragedy, laughter and heartache, seduction 
and repulsion, love and lust collide in Don Giovanni as country girl 
Zerlina, betrothed to Masetto, is stalked by Mozart’s greatest villain, the 
lecherous titular Count. With an added a dash of the supernatural added 
to the mix in Da Ponte’s libretto, it was an immediate success and has 
remained in the repertoire ever since. 

Having been discovered being seduced by Don Giovanni on her wedding 
day, Zerlina frets about how her jealous beloved Masetto will react. 
Desperate to persuade him of her innocence, she pleads, somewhat 
unconventionally to modern sensibilities, ‘Batti, batti’ (‘Beat me, beat 
me’) before offering him a vision of their future together: ‘In contenti ed 
allegria’, she pleads, ‘Notte e dì vogliam passar’ (‘In happiness and joy, 
Night and day we will spend’).

Programme notes by Michael Quinn © RTÉ

Symphony No. 39 in E flat, K. 543

i. Adagio- Allegro
ii.  Andante con moto
iii.  Menuetto – Trio
iv.  Allegro

Mozart wrote his last three symphonies (nos. 39, 40 and 41) in only three 
months in  the summer of 1788. It’s thought that he conceived them as 
a single unit, and they certainly demonstrate the profundity of his later 
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thinking in the symphonic form. It’s quite extraordinary that he could 
have been so inventive, given that he was completely broke, lacking any 
sign of advancement by way of commissions and was selling the rights 
in his works for well below the market value, just to stay alive. To add to 
his misery, his daughter died soon after he completed this work. At the 
age of thirty-two, and at the height of his powers, he could have looked 
forward to many years – even decades – of success and growing acclaim. 
As it was, he had three years left to him, and in these he gave the world 
some of his greatest masterpieces, returning to the opera house with the 
triumphs of Cosí fan tutte, The Magic Flute and La clemenza di Tito. 

While today we can hear Mozart’s last symphonies as “classical”, they 
were noted at the time for their innovation both in technique and 
melody. Increasing dissonance was one very noticeable feature to ears 
trained on Haydn’s works. The newly-emerged clarinet replaced the more 
traditional oboe as a major element in this symphony – due to Mozart’s 
friendship with the clarinettist Anton Stadler, for whom he wrote the 
Clarinet Concerto and the Clarinet Quintet. The instrument appealed to 
him for its soulful character as well as the huge range of notes it could 
play.

This symphony is also unusual in that it begins with a slow, somewhat 
muted  introduction rather than a bold, rapid, declamation of the 
symphony’s themes that we normally hear at the opening of a 
symphony; but it gives way to an outburst dominated by the horns and 
the upper strings. Another notable feature is the “country dance” which 
appears in the third movement, the minuet: although it is “stately”, as 
one would expect from a courtly dance, the introduction of  accents from 
the Austrian peasant dance enlivens it is a typically Mozartean way. The 
zesty finale confirms Mozart’s capacity for elegance at the same time as 
forcefulness and fun. Perhaps his misfortunes at the time  prompted him 
to put into his music the elation and sense of purpose that was lacking in 
his private life.
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It cannot be established whether in fact it was performed during Mozart’s 
lifetime. Its planned première was cancelled due to poor ticket sales, but 
it was part of a memorial concert in Hamburg the year following his early 
death.

Programme note by Richard Pine © RTÉ 
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