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Programme
Carl Maria von Weber 

“Overture” from Der Freischütz 

Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky 
Orchestral Suite No. 4, Op. 61 “Mozartiana” 

i. Gigue: Allegro 

ii. Menuet: Moderato 

iii. Preghiera: Andante ma non tanto 

iv. Thème et Variations: Allegro Giusto 

Modest Mussorgsky 

Pictures at an Exhibition 

(adapted and orchestrated, Maurice Ravel) 

i. The Gnome 

ii. The Old Castle 

iii. Tuileries

iv. Cattle 

v. Ballet of the Chicks in their Shells 

vi. Samuel Goldenberg and Shmuel

vii. The Market at Limoges

viii. Catacombs

ix. Hut on Fowls’ Legs 

x. The Great Gate of Kiev

  

This concert is without intermission

MPO
SEASON OPENING
CONCERT

Programme Notes
by Dr Joseph Camilleri

Carl Maria von Weber

(Germany 1786 – United Kingdom 1826)

“Overture” from Der Freischütz (1821)

Weber completed Der Freischütz in 1821 and the 

opera premiered in Berlin on the 18 June of the 

same year. It was a resounding success, and, 

within a few years, it had made the rounds of the 

major European opera houses. The opera’s basis 

in German legend, its gothic elements and the 

overarching theme of the eternal struggle 

between good and evil make Der Freischütz a 

prototype of that genre of nationalistic Romantic 

opera which would reach its apotheosis with 

Wagner. Friedrich Kind’s libretto draws on the 

Medieval folk tale of the “freeshooter” who strikes 

a Faustian deal with the devil to obtain a set of 

magic bullets.  In this version of the story, the 

protagonist Max hopes that the bullets cast by 

the “Black Huntsman” Samiel will help him win the 

hand of his beloved Agathe in a shooting contest. 

The final bullet is cursed and nearly kills Agathe 

although, rather improbably, the opera ends 

happily with Agathe saved and Max forgiven.  

The overture is based on thematic material from 

the opera, but is more than just a potpourri of the 

work’s highlights. The composer once declared 

that the opera finds its inspiration in two 

contrasting elements – on the one hand the 

nobility of life in the country, which is conveyed 

through a dramatic “hunting theme” on the horns, 

and on the other hand “the rule of demonic 

powers personified by Samiel” expressed 

through music which is of “a dark gloomy 

colour...the lowest register of the violins, violas 

and basses, particularly the lowest register of the 

clarinet...the mournful sound of the bassoon... 

hollow strokes on the timpani.” Both these 

musical ideas emerge in the Adagio introduction. 

The Molto Vivace which follows combines a 

minor key theme which is sung by Max in the first 

act of the opera with a radiant melody associated 

with the virtuous Agathe. A stormy development 

section leads back to the “supernatural” 

atmosphere of the start, but just as the forces of 

evil appear to be prevailing, a reprise of Agathe’s 

theme brings the overtureto a bright close.
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Michael Laus graduated in piano, harpsichord, 

composition, and conducting at the 

Conservatorio Giuseppe Verdi of Milan in 1982. 

He later participated in master classes in 

conducting given by George Manahan in the 

United States and Vladimir Delman in Bologna.

Principal Conductor of Malta’s national orchestra 

for twenty-five years and now its Resident 

Conductor, he has conducted the Malta 

Philharmonic Orchestra in symphonic concerts 

both in Malta’s main concert venues and on tour 

in Belgium and Italy. He has conducted several 

opera productions which include the Mozart/Da 

Ponte trilogy, Die Zauberflöte, L’Elisir d’amore, 

Lucia di Lammermoor, Rigoletto, La Traviata, 

Otello, Falsta�, La Bohème, Tosca, Madama 

Butterfly,  Gianni Schicchi, Roméo et Juliette, 

Werther, Pagliacci and L’amico Fritz, as well as 

lesser-known titles such as Cimarosa’s Il 

matrimonio segreto and Nino Rota’s La note di 

un nevrastenico. His performed repertoire 

includes the major symphonies of the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Handel’s 

Messiah, the Mozart and Verdi Requiems, 

Jenkins’ Mass for Peace and other works from 

the twentieth and twenty-first centuries with 

several first performances of works by 

contemporary composers. In July, 2016, he 

conducted the first European performance of 

Arvo Pärt’s Greater Antiphons, in the composer’s 

presence, and in November 2016 he conducted 

a highly acclaimed performance of Verdi’s 

Requiem. He opened the first edition of the 

Valletta International Baroque Festival in 2013 

with Vivaldi’s Quattro stagioni together with 

Carmine Lauri, and the second edition with 

Handel’s Messiah. Other soloists with whom he 

has collaborated include Katia Ricciarelli, Cecilia 

Gasdia, Joseph Calleja, Brigitte Engerer and 

Andrea Griminelli, while he also works regularly 

with his wife, the soprano Miriam Gauci. 

Michael Laus has guest-conducted prestigious 

orchestras such as the Bournemouth Symphony, 

the Slovak Philharmonic, the New Slovak Radio 

Symphony Orchestra, the Belgrade Philharmonic, 

the Orquesta Sinfonica de Asturias, the Berne 

Symphony Orchestra, L’Orchestra Sinfonica di 

Pesaro, the Sibiu Philharmonic Orchestra, the 

Moldavian Symphony Orchestra and the 

Croatian Chamber Orchestra. He has appeared 

as music director in operatic productions at the 

Berne State Theatre and in Oviedo. He regularly 

appears in the double role of pianist/ 

harpsichordist and conductor in a concerto 

repertoire ranging from baroque to 

twentieth-century works. In this double role, he 

has won international critical acclaim for his 

recording of Cyril Scott’s Harpsichord Concerto. 

His restoration of the score of Ignaz Brüll’s Violin 

Concerto and his subsequent recording of this 

work has also been received with acclaim. 

Michael Laus has recorded works for the piano 

and orchestra as well as orchestral music on CD, 

which have been released on Discover 

International, Unicorn-Khanchana and Cameo 

Classics labels. These include a series of 

recording of works by British composers, and 

another series on Jewish composers. He has 

appeared on Rai 3, France 3 and Mezzo 

television channels. He is Associate Professor in 

Music Studies at the University of Malta. He was 

the founder and first music director of the Malta 

Youth Orchestra, and also the founder and 

director of the Goldberg Ensemble, a choral and 

instrumental group specializing in the 

performance of baroque music.

Michael
Laus

The orchestra was founded in April 1968, when 

musicians from the recently disbanded 

“Commander-in-Chief” (C-in-C) orchestra of the 

Malta-based British Mediterranean Fleet 

regrouped as the Manoel Theatre Orchestra. It 

continued to serve as the theatre’s resident 

orchestra until September 1997, when it became 

an independent orchestra, taking up the name 

National Orchestra of Malta. The orchestra 

became the MPO in 2008 when it expanded into 

a full-size symphony orchestra, bringing together 

musicians from Malta, Europe and beyond.

Joseph Sammut, who was the C-in-C’s last 

conductor and the Manoel Theatre Orchestra’s 

first, was succeeded by Joseph Vella, John 

Galea, Michael Laus, Brian Schembri and Sergey 

Smbatyan. The MPO’s current resident conductor 

is Michael Laus. The orchestra also works with 

local artists including Joseph Calleja, Simon 

Schembri, Carmine Lauri and Miriam Gauci, as 

well as international guest artists including Ray 

Chen, Diana Damrau, José Cura, Mikhail Pletnev, 

Camille Thomas, Gautier Capuçon, Daniel 

Lozakovich and Enrico Dindo.

As Malta’s leading musical institution, the MPO 

averages more than one performance a week 

including symphonic concerts, opera productions 

in Malta and Gozo, community outreach and 

educational initiatives, as well as various concerts 

of a lighter nature. During the past seasons, the 

MPO embarked on a Digital Transformation 

reaching audiences worldwide through its Online 

Programme. 

The orchestra has performed in leading venues 

across the globe, including in the United States, 

Russia, Dubai, Germany, Austria, China, Italy, 

Spain and Belgium. The MPO is a keen exponent 

of Maltese composers, regularly performing their 

works in Malta and overseas, as well as 

frequently premiering and commissioning new 

compositions. It is also responsible for the 

training and professional development of the 

next generation of Maltese musicians.
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Pyotr Ilych Tchaikovsky

(Russia 1840 – Russia 1893) 

Orchestral Suite No. 4, Op. 61 

“Mozartiana” (1887) 

i. Gigue: Allegro 

ii. Menuet: Moderato 

iii. Preghiera: Andante ma non tanto

iv. Thème et Variations: Allegro Giusto 

Tchaikovsky’s love for Mozart is reflected in a 

number of his works. He expressly admitted, for 

instance, that, in writing his Serenade for Strings 

he had Mozart in mind, particularly when scoring 

the first movement. Tchaikovsky’s fourth 

orchestral suite, Opus 61 is a more explicit tribute 

to that composer, composed to mark the 100th 

anniversary of Mozart’s opera Don Giovanni. In 

four movements, it consists of an orchestral 

adaptation of piano pieces by Mozart or, in the 

case of the third movement (the Preghiera – 

“prayer”) an orchestration of Franz Liszt’s piano 

transcription of Mozart’s celebrated motet Ave 

Verum Corpus. The other pieces which 

Tchaikovsky draws upon are the Little Gigue K. 

574, the Minuet K.355, and the Piano Variations 

on a theme by Gluck K.455. 

In the Preface to the work, Tchaikovsky wrote

as follows: 

“Many of Mozart’s short pieces are, for some 

incomprehensible reason, little known — not only 

to the public but to musicians as well. The 

composer who has arranged this suite, entitled 

‘Mozartiana,’ intended to provide a new occasion 

for the more frequent performance of these 

pearls of musical art, unpretentious in form, but 

filled with unrivalled beauties.” 

Although Tchaikovsky’s stated aim was to present 

recognisable works by Mozart in a modern light – 

“the old given a contemporary guise”, as he put it 

– his treatment of the original material is very 

respectful, with the composer mostly limiting 

himself to giving orchestral colour to the chosen 

piano scores. Indeed, one could argue that the 

movement which is most “distant” from the 

Classical style is the third, given that it is an 

adaptation of a work by Mozart as reinterpreted 

by another giant of the Romantic era, Franz Liszt. 

Modest Mussorgsky

(Russia 1839 – Russia 1881) 

Pictures at an Exhibition (1874) 

(adapted and orchestrated, Maurice Ravel, 1922)  

Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition was 

originally composed as a piano work, a tribute to 

his close friend Victor Hartmann, an artist 

designer and architect who died of an aneurysm 

at the age of 39. Mussorgsky evokes, through his 

music, a visit he made to a posthumous exhibition 

of Hartmann’s artwork, organised by critic 

Vladimir Stasov. Each of the ten movements of 

the piano suite translates into sonic textures the 

visual impressions left by the individual paintings, 

while a brief passage – the “Promenade” – 

provides a recurring link, as if representing the 

walk from one picture to another. 

The resulting work is imaginative and colourful, 

and it is no wonder that subsequent composers 

and arrangers sought to adapt this instrumental 

composition to a wider and richer orchestral 

palette. The first musician to orchestrate the piece 

was composer and conductor Mikhail Tushmalov, 

who arranged seven out of the ten pictures. The 

next orchestration was by conductor Henry Wood 

in 1915, an extravagant interpretation which 

includes o�-stage camel-bells and grand organ. 

But the version which is best known (and which 

led Wood to eventually withdraw his arrangement 

from public performance) is that by French 

composer Maurice Ravel, completed in 1922 to a 

commission by conductor Serge Koussevitzky. 

Other orchestrations (including a quite celebrated 

one by Leopold Stokowski) followed, but none 

achieved the same popularity as Ravel’s. 

Ravel’s adaptation includes some minor 

departures from Mussorgsky’s score, including the 

removal of some of the repetitions of the 

“Promenade” passage, but otherwise retains the 

same movements. A solo trumpet ushers in the 

“Promenade” theme, leading directly to Gnomus, 

a portrayal of a nutcracker in the shape of a 

gnome. Next up is Il Vecchio Castello (“The Old 

Castle”), which evokes the guitar and song of a 

troubadour ingeniously portrayed on the 

saxophone, which was then still quite a novel 

instrument. Tuileries depicts children at play in the 

Tuileries Gardens in Paris. Bydlo (“Cattle”) shows 

an ox-drawn wagon with wheels. Things get 

weirder in Ballet of the Chicks in their Shells, a 

representation of Hartmann’s designs for a ballet 

featuring child dancers wearing egg costumes. 

Samuel Goldenberg and Shmuel is a musical 

portrayal of two Jews, one rich and one poor. This 

leads to The Market at Limoges, a picture of 

marketwomen sharing the latest gossip. Suddenly, 

the mood changes. A series of dissonant chords 

followed by a ghostly version of the “Promenade” 

theme represent Catacombs, a watercolour 

showing Hartmann and a group of others 

exploring the Catacombs of Paris, their lantern 

illuminating rows of skulls. This dark atmosphere, 

with a grotesque twist, is retained in Hut on Fowls’ 

Legs, inspired by the legend of the witch Baba 

Yaga. 

Ravel was a dapper gentleman, and his elegance 

in dress and demeanour is often also reflected in 

his music – colourful but showing a sense of 

taste and restraint. He does, however, pull out 

the stops in the final movement of the suite – The 

Great Gate of Kiev – an evocation of Hartmann’s 

(never-realised) designs for the reconstruction of 

the historical stone gates of Kiev. The Promenade 

theme returns, resplendent in a blaze of brass 

and bells, bringing this work to a glorious close. 
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23/24 Season
Calendar 

Highlights
Aug 31  MPO Season 23/24 Opening Concert 

 Grandmaster’s Suite, Hilton - Malta

Sep 14 The Classical Shift:

 Celebrating diversity with the MPO

 Teatru Manoel, Valletta

Sep 21 Il-Kunċert tal-Indipendenza

 Teatru Manoel, Valletta

Sep 30  Rockestra: More Than a Feeling

 Malta Fairs & Conventions Centre,

 Ta’ Qali

Oct 14 Madama Butterfly

 Teatru tal-Opra Aurora, Victoria Gozo

Oct   Rigoletto 

26, 28 Teatru Astra, Victoria Gozo

Nov 11 Classics at the Cathedral

 Gozo Cathedral, Cittadella Gozo

Dec 16  Romantic Classics

 Mediterranean Conference Centre,

 Valletta

Dec 23  Christmas with the MPO

 Malta Fairs & Convention Centre,

 Ta' Qali

Jan 17 Goldberg Variations on Wind Instruments

 Casino Maltese, Valletta

Jan 18 Bach Keyboard Concertos - Concert 1

 Teatru Manoel, Valletta

Jan 19 Bach Keyboard Concertos - Concert 2

 Teatru Manoel, Valletta

Jan 20 Bach Keyboard Concertos - Concert 3

 Teatru Manoel, Valletta

Feb 2  Oratorio ‘Hawn f'nofs l-għar musbieħ 

 qed jixgħel’ (world premiere)

 Basilica of St Paul, Rabat

Feb 17 Symphony to a Jungle

 Mediterranean Conference Centre,

 Valletta

Feb 24 Symphonic Concert

 Mediterranean Conference Centre,

 Valletta

Mar 3,  Armida

6, 8, 10 Teatru Manoel, Valletta

Mar 14,  Mużika Mużika

15, 16 Malta Fairs & Convention Centre,

 Ta' Qali

Apr 5  APS Easter Concert 2024

 St John's Co-Cathedral, Valletta

Apr 13 Closing Concert 

 18th Malta Spring Festival

 venue tbc

Sat 20 Gaulitana Opera

 Teatru tal-Opra Aurora, Victoria Gozo

May 4 Joseph Vella’s opera Valeriana

 (world premiere)

 Teatru Astra, Victoria Gozo

May 10 Foundation Day Concert 2024

 Pjazza Teatru Rjal, Valletta

May 18 Feel the Magic

 Teatru Astra, Victoria Gozo

May 25 From the British Isles

 St Agatha Auditorium, Rabat

May 31 Classical & Contemporary Colours

 Teatru Manoel, Valletta

Jun 14 Victoria International Arts Festival -

  Opening Concert

 Teatru Astra, Victoria Gozo

Jun 22 Malta International 

 Arts Festival Concert

 Teatru Manoel, Valletta

Jun 28 Luminaria

 Teatru Manoel, Valletta

Jul 15 Victoria International 

 Arts Festival - Closing Concert

 St George’s Basilica, Victoria Gozo

All information is correct at the time of publishing. 

Circumstances may change and the MPO reserves

the right to make changes accordingly. For the latest 

updates and information, please check our website 

and social media accounts regularly.

THANK YOU
2023/2024 

 

The MPO is a Public Cultural Organisation within Arts 

Council Malta under the remit of the Ministry for the

National Heritage, the Arts, and Local Government. 

 

 

We are grateful for the support of the following cultural 

entities, corporate sponsors and individual supporters, 

which help us reach further and touch more lives than 

we ever could on our own. 
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