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CONSUMER WARNING. 

Constructive criticism of  

this Guide will be accepted, 
(but perhaps,  not  graciously). 
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Consumer Advisory. 
This Guide is liberally larded with at least chuckles, if 

not laughs. It is constructed optimistically, to be 

entertainingly informational. So, if you are looking for a 

staid and sterile read, you have bet on the wrong horse.   

Started in 2008, J.P. and Sondra Cooney  

annually create Guides for the 

 Des Moines Metro Opera Festival productions.  

They are gifted to the company’s Foundation for 

education and/or fund-raising programs.  

During the season, the Guides are posted on 

 the DMMO website.  



2 
 

 Des Moines Metro Opera  
106 West Boston Avenue Indianola, Iowa 50125-1836 
 phone 515-961-6221 fax 515-961-8175 w.desmoinesmetroopera.org 

 
Greetings!    
 

For the fourth year, the Des Moines Metro Opera is pleased to 
partner with J.P. and Sondra Cooney in offering offbeat, but 
informative roadmaps to the operas of our Summer Festival 
Season! For the three great operas of the 2011 Season, the 
Cooneys have captured the essence of these works in a way that 
educates, enlightens and entertains.  
 
Many people are involved with the creation of an opera 
production, from the conductor to the singers to the backstage 
technicians, all “teamed’ to create a magical experience for you 
in the theatre. A great deal of thought and consideration has 
gone into each of the elements you will see and hear on the 
stage. It is our hope that this Guide will help you to appreciate 
and enjoy these works of art, and make your experience with us 
this summer even more memorable.  
 
Thank you for showing your interest in these Operaphobic Guides 

for Enjoying the Festival‘s productions. Please pass them on to 
family or friends who might also enjoy and be encouraged to join 
our Des Moines Metro Opera annual audience. 
 
As always, thank you for your continued support of Des Moines 
Metro Opera.  
 
Sincerely yours,  

s/ Michael Egel  
Michael Egel  

Artistic Director 
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As cultural art forms mature, they also tend to evolve new patterns, 

variations on a central theme, if you will.  Opera is no exception to 

such diversification. The three productions of Des Moines Metro 

Opera’s (DMMO) 39th Festival Season offer an intriguing comparative 

study of such change and compositional evolution. 

 

 

 

Each production this season represents a different stage of operatic 

evolution.  From start to finish, the three works encompass slightly 

more than 1/4th of opera’s 400+ year historical time span. However 

despite that brevity, comparatively it was a period of highly 

accelerated change.  

 

In chronological sequence, Don Pasquale’s debut in the operatic world 

was first (1843). It was almost the last of Donizetti’s seventy-five1 

                                                 
1 As with too many things operatic, the absolute number our composer 

produced varies, depending on who is counting. Let us just conclude that it 

was not less than sixty and not more than seventy-six works. Whatever! It 

was a lot more than most other similar composers. 

Des Moines Metro Opera, 2011. 

Three different compositional styles and musical eras.  

LA BOHÈME     Dialogues of the     Don Pasquale 

Carmelites 

An Overview of the 

Commonalities and Not-so Commonalities 

Among  

the Festival’s 39th Season Productions. 
 

VAS 

GIBT? 
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operatic works. His compositional catalogue is frequently cited as 

marking the end to the bel canto era and the beginning of Verdian 

operatic transformations. In both libretto construction and musical 

sound, Don Pasquale reflects the stylistic template for operas of a 

bel canto bent. The work is considered Donizetti at the top of his 

comic opera “game,” (a.k.a. a “masterpiece”).    

 

Of the three DMMO 2011 production’s, Puccini’s La Bohème was the 

second to be introduced to the world, first appearing in 1896, a half 

century removed from Don Pasquale. Stylistically and in sound, 

Bohème   came from another musical world than that of the 

curmudgeonly Pasquale.    As frequently observed in our Guides, 
opera of the 18th and early 19th century was very much a meal of 

white fish and white wine, whereas that art form in the bulk of the 

19th and early 20th century was red wine and red meat! Comparatively, 

it is musically muscular in sound, Rubenesque in subject and 

frequently, as close to real life as the opera stage will permit. La 

Bohème fills that bill to a “t(ittle).”2  

 

The third DMMO 2011 production, Poulenc’s Dialogues of the 
Carmelites was first performed in 1957, fifty+ years after La 
Bohème. Although created in an era of “dreaded” atonal sounds, 

Dialogues is very much a musical step into the past.3 Its composer 

with some humor, observed that his Carmelites could only sing tonal 

music! The opera’s sound though is comparatively unique in that it 

contains very few arias or ensembles. The musical dialogue is largely 

in a recitative style with heavy orchestral support. Such sounds very 

much reflect the opera’s title “Dialogues.” 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
2 One is not foolish enough to characterize Boheme as Puccini’s “masterpiece.” 

La Scala audiences have rioted over lesser affirmations. However, the work is 

one of the most popular (as in, frequently performed) works in western 

operatic repertoire. FYI: Tittle = a very small quantity! 
3 Not necessarily a bad thing! 
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Poulenc’s musical catalogue is large and varied. However, it contains 

only three operas. The first was very much in the style of the French 

opera-comique and slightly bawdy. His second was Dialogues, 
considered his musical “masterpiece.”  The final work he scored for 

only one voice and full orchestra. A fourth was in development when 

he died. Poulenc came to opera sparsely and late in his very 

successful compositional career. However, Dialogues is having an 

increasing impact.4  Perhaps its subject and sound resonate more, as 

our awareness of the world’s problems increases.  

   

In terms of compositional diversity, Donizetti did successfully create 

a range of musical works, however, his largest output and his fame 

rests with his sixty+ operas, both comic and tragic. 

 

Puccini made an early commitment to opera composition, and with a 

few exceptions, stuck to it. Consequently, Donizetti’s operatic 

catalogue’s was at least, six times longer than Puccini’s output of ten 

such works. However, Puccini’s creation of works of lasting critical 

and public acclaim occurred much earlier in his career than 

Donizetti’s. Once such a level of recognition was reached by Puccini, 

it appears to hold for the most part and over the long haul. It seems 

he had a much keener understanding of what would work for his 

musical style more so than many other composers did, and he stuck 

to it!5  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
4 A criticism of a recent performance observed the piece, “--- was the most 

admired French opera in the last 100 years.” Considering its Parisian 

competition in that time continuum, that is not “damning with faint praise!”   
5 His tenacity in operatic development though, frequently made life hell for 

his librettists, producers and publisher.  

Musical diversity and Operatic Productivity 
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A large number of operatic libretti emerge from already written 

sources including novels, Biblical tales, documented mythology, other 

operas, plays, an occasional ballet and so forth.6   

In the case of the three 2011 productions’ textual journeys into 

music, all of them appeared at some point in written sources, often 

with multiple iterations. Pasquale first trod the boards in 1609 as 

Ben Jonson’s play Epicene or The Silent Woman.7   It then became an 

opera, Ser Marc’ Antonio in 1810.8 The libretto from that opera 

seems to have served as the basis for Pasquale’s musical misery.9  

 

Bohème began literary life as a series of fictionalized literary 

sketches based on their author’s (Henri Murger) real life 

experiences among the Parisian Bohemian community. The subject 

became better known when translated into play form and then, wildly 

popular when restructured by the original author into a novel.  

 

Dialogues began from a true, tragic episode of the French 

Revolution’s Reign of Terror. That episode as documented by 

witnesses was subsequently fictionalized into a novella. That text 

served as the basis for a play that served as both the inspiration and 

libretto design for Poulenc’s opera.    

 

 

                                                 
6 Especially in the period before the existence of international copyright laws, 

since the concept of “plagiarism” as an ethical and/or legal wrong, is a 

comparatively modern taboo. Until Verdi gained enough clout to enforce 

performance of his works as he intended, post-premiere operas were pretty 

much “cut and paste” musically, dependent on whims of singers and 

impresarios. Libretti concepts were even more up for grabs, not to mention 

their line for line borrowing from others, on a piratical scale.    
7 As far as known, the play’s concept did not emerge from real-life, it was 

purely fictional. One does hope so! 
8 As previously noted there appears to be considerable archival confusion as 

to its composer and librettist.   
9 Again previously noted , who actually tailored Pasquale et. al.’s talk is tough 

to determine.   

Variable origins.  
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At their beginning (1597) the original language of operas was either 

French or Italian irrespective of the composer/librettist’s country 

of origin.10  Things did become more democratic as time passed. 

Today, the language of the composer’s country (by birth or adoption) 

usually forms the base for the on-stage musical words.   

  

As is the case with DMMO productions, the operas are presented in 

the original language of the libretto.  Pasquale had both an Italian 

composer and we think, an Italian librettist. The opera is set in Rome, 

the characters sing in Italian. No problem!  

 

Boheme’s creators were definitely Italian, consequently, our starving, 

but love-struck Parisians sing in Italian. 11 

 

Dialogues in language, presents an unusual deviation from the usual. 

Poulenc wished all his musical texts be understood by their 

audiences. Consequently, such Poulenc works are performed in the 

language of the country where they are being heard.  Therefore, we 

will hear Dialogues in English.  

 

Least you panic at the thought of hearing a foreign language even 

beautifully sung, your enjoyment quotient will be increased by DMMO 

supertitles simultaneously translating essential parts of the 

muscalized dialogue. This writer’s bias says, “That is a good thing.” It 

permits you to hear the composer’s and his poet’s language as 

originally created, but if the vocal artistry of the singers is not 

sufficient to communicate the dramatic passion of the moment, the 

titles will cue you.  

 

So, relax and enjoy! 
                                                 
10 Despite his Austro-Hungarian citizenship, a majority (fourteen) of Mozart’s 

twenty-two operas were in Italian. One was in Latin and the rest in German. 
11 Suspension of logic is a requirement for operatic audiences and a large 

part of the enjoyment.  

LANGUAGE 
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Material in this Guide contains:  

 Background on the opera that sets forth, albeit slightly, 

the sociology and perhaps, anthropology of the work under the 

microscope. “Why,” you ask?  
As any art form, opera is a product of its society and culture at a 

specific point in time. As that point regresses into history, the on-

stage and off-stage circumstances creating the opera frequently 

vanish into an archival dustbin. 

We argue that the consequence of such an absence is a loss to 

the understanding and enjoyment of an older piece heard in 

contemporary times. Therefore, Background is designed to enhance 

your opera viewing pleasure through an understanding of how another 

time, place and circumstances probably influenced an operatic 

product.  

 

 Tersely Telling a Tuneful Tale (Often) Through 

Alliterative Analysis and (Always) Musical Musings. A non-

technical, seriously stripped-down synopsis of each operatic opus and 

its major musical moments. 

 

    Alliteration! You ask, “Why use this ancient and somewhat arcane 

poetic style?” Well, it is fun to manufacture and judging from its 

“rah, rah” readership reception, it must be fun to read; or maybe we 

are all a bit weird. Whatever! 

 

       Why only “often” alliteration? Well, it all depends on where I 

was the night before composing the copy. That stuff requires a 

reasonably clear head.  Capisce? 

 

 

Truth in 

Advertising. 
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Original Language: Italian 

Librettist:  No Claimants* 

Text based on Somebody’s* libretto 

Probably* For Pavesi’s opera 

Ser Marc’ Antonio, 

adapted from Ben Jonson’s 

Epicene or The Silent Woman. 
(all told, a dubious lineage!) 

Premiere: January, 1843 

 Théâtre*-Italienne, Paris. 

*See p.16+ for 

clarification, 

maybe. 

Gaetano  Donizetti’s                                                                                      

 

 

DON  

                                    

PASQUAL

E                                        

 

Don 

Pasquale 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Com%C3%A9die-Italienne
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       Don Pasquale, an opera with a moral: 
    Be careful for what you wish! 

 

 

 
      
      

       A Pithy Précis on Preparing Pasquale 

for Performance (a.k.a. Background). [p.11] 

 

 A Pair of Pasquale Puzzlements. (a.k.a.                                       

The Penman and the Premiere?) [p.16]         
 

 Who are these rascally Romans messing with a 

masquerade marriage’s mission of love and 

lucre. (a.k.a. the Cast cast in pecking-order position)    

[p.21]  

 

 Tersely Telling a Tuneful Tale, Mingled with 

Minute Memos Mentioning Memorable Musical 

Moments. [p.23] 

 

Act I: [p.24] 

     Act II: [p.29]         

                 Act III: [p.33]  

Where do I find---?  

An Off-the-Wall Orientation to Donizetti’s Don.  

(a.k.a. Finalmente, opera lirica !) [p.20] 
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Cousins in Substance and Sound.  More than a quarter 

century after Rossini’s Il Barbiere di Siviglia (1816) made its 

musical debut, Donizetti’s Pasquale premiered (1843). 

Despite this temporal separation, the two operas 

share a pleasant symmetry in sound and story.  

 

Each opera arose from a different root source. 

Barbiere originated in a very successful 18th French 

play by Beaumarchais; Pasquale’s origin (as to be 

subsequently noted) probably was a less direct route 

from a 17th century Elizabethan play by Ben Jonson.  

Despite that difference, the characters in both works 

have a generic similarity probably resulting  from the European 

popularity of Italian commedia dell’arte and its standard stock 

of characters. Both operas spooned character-types from that 

stock.  

 

The multiple variations of dell’arte works usually included a 

Mimimum of four folks: the “older” man, his younger wife/ 

ward/etc., the young lady’s lover and a factotum-type 

facilitator (usually using some form of fraud). The theme of all 

the plots are similar:  the wife and lover were embargoed from 

romance; they succeed through various machinations 

A Pithy Précis on  

Preparing Pasquale for 

Performance 



12 
 

manufactured by the factotum; the old guy gets his  

comeuppance.12 The lovers always unite by hook or by crook. 13 

 In Barbiere, the template roles are filled respectively by Don 

Bartolo, Rosina, Count Amalviva and Figaro (of course); in 

Pasquale, respectively Pasquale, Norina, Ernesto and Malatesta. 

Musically, both works are products of the bel canto era and 

share those sounds of beautiful singing, albeit with 

recognizable compositional style differences.  

 

Rossini retired from the operatic scene in 1829 after having 

imprinted his Code Rossini on European operatic style. While 

half of Donizetti’s 7514 operas were developed during Rossini’s 

late compositional period, his first major international success 

(Anna Bolena, 1830) occurred after Rossini’s retirement. 

Subsequently and in many compositional ways, Donizetti 

assumed Rossini’s mantle, but definitely re-tailored it!  

An Italian Horatio Alger Tale. Comparatively, even 

among compulsive composers, Gaetano Donizetti is noted as an 

opera-writing fool.15 He is credited with some 75 over the 

twelve year period of his unfortunately, short-lived career--- 

born in 1797, he died at age 51 from complications of third 

stage syphilis, originally either poorly treated or not 

                                                 
12 In dell’arte works, the stock characters respectively are usually labeled 

Pantalone, Columbina  Pierrot and Scapino,. The Pasquele false Notary echoes a long line 

of false officials as dell’arte plot-spinning  devices. 
13 Opera-goers will recognize that the play within an opera staged in Pagliacci is typical 

commedia dell’arte.   
14 That number seems to vary among “experts;” a high of 75 to a low of 65/66. To 

account for the variation, we suspect that his first ten of so operas were youthful 

exercises and consequently, exorcised from his professional catalogue. Whatever, he 

wrote a lot of operas!  
15

Verdi only wrote 30 plus or minus, depending how you count. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pantalone
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Columbina
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pierrot
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scapino
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treated.16,17  Most of his works were popular with the public, 

although the critics carped at quite a few.  

One of the intriguing aspects of Donizetti’s operas, apart from 

its quality, is its diversity. He successfully composed tragedy 

and high drama operas (Lucia di Lammermoor, the Three 
Queens trilogy and so forth) and equally successful comedy, 

especially in opera buffo style (e.g. L’eliser d’amore, La fille du 
Regiment and Pasquale).  Pasquale historically and critically, is 

considered his comic masterpiece.  

In the pantheon of operatic “greats,” his creative chronology 

begins to gain international recognition in 1830 almost exactly 

at the time where Rossini compositionally retired.  As a “hand 

off,” Donizetti’s last work appears at almost the same time as 

Verdi’s first major success (Nabucco, 1842).  

Donizetti’s works  represent the major compositional 

transitional point between a white wine and fish diet of bel 

canto opera (e.g. Rossini) to a red wine and red meat diet of 

romantic (and later) verisimo opera (e.g. Verdi). When you 

comparatively view Donizetti’s earlier works with his latter 

(despite his short overall compositional period), you can hear 

the transition in the operatic style from the “old” to the “new.” 

                                                 
16 Not an unique exit style for several composers and others of that pre-penicillin  

period. Thank you, Columbus!   
17 As if opera composition was not sufficient, he also composed 16 symphonies, 19 string 

quartets, 193 songs, 45 duets, 3 oratorios, 28 cantatas, instrumental concertos, 

sonatas, and other chamber pieces. Given the volume of his output, it is a wonder the 

poor man had time for a love life, extracurricular or no.  
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Donizetti’s career has a certain Horatio Alger feel to it. Born 

almost at the very end of the 18th century in Bergamo, Italy.18 

He came from a poor Italian family19 with no musical tradition 

or talent.20 Serendipitously, in Donizetti’s early youth a 

successful operatic composer21 of the period retired to the 

area and soon discovered the boy was a compositional prodigy. 

The rest is “history” as they say. 

The composer by the age of twenty had begun to produce a 

wide range of successful instrumental pieces. Operas were also 

included in his output, but none quite successful until 1822. 

Subsequently, he began to produce two to five operas a year! 

However, none achieved great notoriety until Anna Bolena 

(1830). Productions of that opera and its acclaim in Paris and 

London opened Donizetti’s eyes to an international career 

beyond  the machinations of Italian opera houses and censors. 

In the late 1820’s, Donizetti was married happily and shortly 

found himself the father of three children. Tragically, all the 

children died in early childhood, followed shortly by his wife’s 

death in a cholera epidemic. These events understandably 

produced melancholia in the composer. That increasingly 

became a complicating problem as his syphilis advanced. 

However, it did not seem to affect his operatic output or the 

success of those ventures.  

                                                 
18 Located in Lombardy, the north central area of the Italian peninsula.  
19 His father was caretaker of the town’s pawnshop and the family’s cellar home was  

outside the city walls.  
20 Interestingly, his older brother who did play trumpet in the village band, later 

became Instructor General of Imperial Ottoman Music at the court of Sultan Mahmud 

II. That has to be a story!  
21 Johannes Mayr. Also, one of Donizetti’s early teachers was Salieri, Mozart’s bête 

noir.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ottoman_Empire
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mahmud_II
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mahmud_II
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In 1835, Rossini22 invited Donizetti to Paris; fed-up with the 

Italian musical scene, he gratefully accepted. The operatic 

environment of Paris introduced him to “grand opera” in the 

French manner--- he was hooked. Serendipitously, a Parisian 

musical career he hoped, would provide him a sufficient fortune 

that he could retire from operatic composition and its 

production politics as had Rossini.  

During the Paris interval, production of Donizetti’s new operas 

both in Paris and Italy were increasingly successful. As a 

counterpoint, syphilitic effects were becoming more 

pronounced. These were worrisome to his friends and 

increasingly disruptive to his productivity; however, his quality 

output continued.  

In 1842 despite his growing infirmity,23 he was appointed 

Kapellmeister to the Austrian court and also signed a contract 

with the Théâtre-Italienne in Paris to develop an opera for 

the 1843 season. It is thought that while in Vienna, he saw a 

performance of Pavesi’s opera Ser Marc’ Antonio, the 

probably source for what would become that “1843 season’s” 

opera, Don Pasquale. 

While not his last opera,24Pasquale  was his last successful one 

and his comic “masterpiece.”  Always a quick composer, it has 

been alleged that Donizetti composer the work in less than 

                                                 
22 Although retired for several years from operatic composition, Rossini was regarded 

as emeritus king of the Paris musical scene.  
23 Overcoming such adversity must be a hallmark of some of these composer guys, as 

Mozart was seriously sinking into terminal illness while creating the Requiem and 

Zauberflote.   
24 Three more followed.  
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three weeks. Probably apocryphal hype, more likely three 

months, but still extraordinarily fast considering the quality of 

its outcome! 

When the composer returned to Paris from Vienna (circa 1845-

46), but his behavior became more erratic and disruptive. 

Friends and his peer musicians appealed to the family’s Italian 

patriarch to intervene.25 A nephew was dispatched to Paris to 

assess the situation. Finally at that point, the syphilitic 

diagnosis was made. Now beyond any 19th century treatment for 

the disease, the composer was institutionalized in France for a 

lengthy period. He then was moved to an Italian sanatorium, 

where he died in 1848.       

At his death, the last of the great bel canto composers passed 

from the operatic scene. Donizetti’s works historically, proved 

to be the stylistic transitional keystone between the era of 

Rossini and his compositional compatriots, and that of Verdi and 

Puccini.   
 

if truth be told---. 
(A minor moment for a pair of Pasquale Puzzlements) 

 

Who Was Pasquale’s Poet? A good reference library and the 

Internet in combination,  I find to be a “mother lode” for 

operatic facts, figures and best of all, arcane but amiable 

anecdotes. However when one least expects, these sources gift 

you a pile of pyrite or at least, a serious speed bump.  

 

                                                 
25Despite the disintegration of Donizetti over several years, there apparently had been 

no medical diagnosis/intervention.   
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A case in point. One did a data download designed to document 

the poet(s) who penned Pasquale and, to identify any 

antecedents of its action, in fiction or fact. Now, we are not 

novices in nosing out such news together with triangulating for 

truthiness26 among opposing absolutes alleged to be accurate. 

However, this data digging duty was superlatively chaotic, 

confusing and non-conclusive! Beware! 

 

The tale was first play-fully told in 1609 by Ben Jonson.27 In 

1810, it became operatic but NOT done by Donizetti. However 

who penned its poetry and made it musical, is (are?) murky. Two 

possible composers are cited on several sites: Pavesi or 

Camerano. Three librettists are labeled: Camerano (again), 

Ruffini, or Anelli. Parvesi was a successor of Salieri28 and 

Camerano was noted as a librettist. So, I bet Parvesi was the 

composer and Camerano the librettist when the tale was first 

told musically. OK? 

 

Now the hard part. In 1842, Donizetti clearly composed his 

Pasquale. However, who penned the poetry? The original score 

was published with no librettist named.29 Ruffini, later cited as 

Pasquale’s poet, previously did librettos for Donizetti. So, could 

be possible he did the deed. Accursi was erroneously also 

accused (pun?) of the poetry, later absolved. Camerano’s name 

also comes up. 

 

                                                 
26 “Truthiness triangulation” is a torture trotted out tirelessly by pedagogues 

persecuting PhD candidates. “Three sources must say the same. So search until they 

are secured!” 
27 The one with no “h” and Shakespeare’s competitive contemporary. 

28 Yes! The one that gave Mozart such grief,  
29 Just like Puccini’s Manon Lescaut. 
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The possible truth seems to be, Ruffini wrote a Pasquale 

libretto for Donizetti. However, the composer was running late 

(per usual), so recycled some old music into this new opera. 

Ruffini was unaware of this, so his existing poetical text did not 

fit the now new, but recycled music. Therefore, the composer 

rewrote much of Ruffini’s libretto to fit the “old/new” opera.  

When Ruffani found out, he had his name removed from the 

opera’s credits. In truthiness, by doing the deed by default 

Donizetti probably did double duty. He penned the poetry AND 

noted the notes! 

Where did Pasquale Premiere? The question, while a minor 

one for Pasquale, in an answer shows how Napoleonic dictates 

defined and confined the 19th century French opera “form.”30 In 

1804 when l'empereur grand assumed the future of France, he 

enacted a series of Codes that controlled almost all dimensions 

of social and cultural life. Products of the artistic community 

were major targets, as bohemian boys were the most common 

source of radical reasons to rouse the rabble to revolution. 

They were especially subversive about their issues as they 

usually were wrapped in a concealing coating of oil paint, poetry 

and/or song. 

Musical theater for various reasons was a special target and as 

a result the number places licensed for such production was  

severely constrained. Within that general category, the number 

of Paris opera theaters (a.k.a. venues) was reduced from a 

dozen to two.  The licensing was further extended to the type 

of opera (a.k.a. genre) that could be produced. By the late-19th 

century, French grand opera could only be found at the Palais 

                                                 
30 “But, Pasquale is an Italian opera,” you say? Patience people!  



19 
 

Garnier;31 all other forms of French opera were restricted to 

the Opera Comique. 

Not only did the government specify the venue and genre of 

operatic productions, a sanctioned template began to emerge 

that specified the how an opera should be poetically and 

musically organized. Censorship usually assured there were no 

slip-ups. As consequence, French compositional and libretto 

innovations were hammered into an assembly line of operatic 

uniformity. The resultant art form stifled creativity 

compositional and induced overwhelming audience boredom. 

Obviously the French were not the only culture valuing opera. 

However to assure there was no cross-contamination of “the” 

French opera genre from foreign operatic influences, a special 

venue in Paris was licensed for only non-Francophile 

productions. At its point of origin pre-French revolution,32 the 

venue was labeled Comédie-Italienne; in the first quarter of 

the 19th century, it became known as the Théâtre-Italien.33 

Now to our minor point. Pasquale’s  premiere did take place in 

1843 Paris. 34 Several sources indicate its debut took place at 

the Comédie-Italienne. Not so--- it was the Théâtre-Italien! 

 

                                                 
31 We know it as the phantom of the opera’s somewhat soggy, subterranean home.   
32I know, this is before Napoleon and his Codes! However, in the later stages of 

the “Ancien Régime,” Italian plays and operas were the major cultural game in the 

French capitol. The designated venue was therefore more to assure them a 

performance home, than to keep French arts “pure.”  
33 In the more than a century Paris provided a theatre for foreign plays and 

operas, no permanent building was so dedicated. It was in fact, “a movable feast!”  
34 Why a French city for the first outing of an Italian opera? Early in his career 

Donizetti became enamored with the French opera scene and spent a goodly 

portion of his career in that city,  
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Finalimente, 

opera lirica! 

An 

Off-the-Wall 

Orientation  

to Donizetti’s 

Don..! 
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Who are these rascally Romans 

messing with a masquerade 

marriage’s mission  

of love and lucre.? 

Don Pasquale [Bass].  The Coliseum 

community’s35 curmudgeon. In addition, a 

calculating codger who wants to nuke his nephew 

from the family fortune. His plan:  a marital merger 

of our dictatorial Don and to an available Donna and 

then, the subsequent siring of a passel of puling 

Pasquales.  

Doctor Malatesta [Baritone].  The Don’s Doctor 

and also, a fine, finagling factotum. This fellow fouls 

Pasquale’s plan by producing a bossy bride that 

dominates the Don and defiantly depletes his ducats.  

How’s that for a diagnosis of duplicity?   

Ernesto [Tenor].  The nephew-to-be nuked.  He loves 

a lady36 the Don denigrates; thus, he is designated to 

depart the Don’s domicile and ducat donations. Damn!   

Norina [Soprano].  Our heroine, a wily and winsome   

widow, living on limited lucre. Ernesto’s37 enamored of 

this engaging enchantress; the lady likewise loves the 

                                                 
35 Also known as Rome.  
36 See Norina below.  
37 See above.  
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lad. The Don however has designated other Donna for 

his nephew’s nuptials. Therein hangs our tuneful tale’s 

troubles and turn-about!  

Sophorina [Shrill Soprano]. An evil twin clone of 

Norina.  

Carlino  [Bass]. A convenient cousin of our finagling 

physician. While not a notary, he perfectly pretends to 

create a contractual  merger of man and maid,  The 

man? Our duped Don. The maid? The Bride of 

Frankenstein!   

Cacophonous Chorus:  A clutch of the Coliseum 

community’s citizenry to include (but not limited to): 

servants in Pasquale’s palazzo, vendors vying to divest 

the Don of his ducats, and nosey neighbors concerned 

about a rocky romance ruining real estate rates.  
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   The  

Opera! 

Overture. Briefly, a warp-

speed, merry romp! Very much remimiscent of the Rossini-

style overture,38 this Pasquale introduction contains two 

melodies from the opera itself. The first introduced in a 

rather somber mode, is the garden serenade Enesto sings in 

the last act (Com’e gentil la note a mezzo April / How soft 

and fair this April night!). Very shortly though, the pace 

picks up with Norina’s Act I, Scene 2 cavatina39 (So anch’ io 

la virtu magica / The magic virtues of a glance I know,)
40

 

The musical race is on, ratcheting up speed and variations 

until the overture ends with pounding percussion. At that 

point, there should be no doubt in the audience, this will be 

a comedic evening perhaps including masqueraded identities 

and lots of coming and going---quickly! 

                                                 
38 Rossini as noted, established the style of late 18th and early 19th century Italian 

opera buffa (and more). Therefore, Donizetti was not “borrowing’ from the 

Master, he was following his footsteps, but would soon be charting his own musical 

pathways.  
39 A cavatina is usually (but not always, as opera is often off-the-wall) an 

introductory song of a major character, but in a style less complex than an aria.  
40 For all major arias, assembles noted, their opening lines will be given in Italian 

followed (hopefully) at least by a semi-accurate English translation.   
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Place and Time. Throughout the opera, we will be in early 

19th century Rome. The action evolves over one April day.
41

 

FYI, Before our tuneful tale’s telling, Pasquale’s in-residence  

and ducat-dependent nephew (Ernesto) had named his 

marital maiden (Norina). However, the Don denigrated that 

decision and demanded a Don-designee be the nephew’s 

donna. The nephew’s, “No way, no!” nixed his noshing in 

Pasquale’s purse--- and pushes our plot into its  perplexing 

promenade.  

Act I, Scene 1. The main room in Don Pasquale’s paltry 

palazzo. The usual set offers a lot of doors and a staircase, 

all functional to facilitate rapid ins and outs. Since the Don 

is an Italian Scrooge, the residence despite its size, is not 

usually lavish in décor. Some productions present it as 

downright dog-eared, not to mention flea-bitten.  

A rather mournful oboe melody introduces the scene. 

However, that pace quickly pulsates into an almost 

danceable tune.  

 Our domineering Don is dithering, his Doctor42is 

delayed! (Son, nov’ ore /‘Tis nine o’clock).  Pasquale’s 

                                                 
41 Somehow seems longer.  
42 Early 19th century “medical science” was a borderline oxymoron at best and only 

a short time separated from barber pole professionals. Therefore, amassing mucho 

moola from medicine was Mimimal.  Consequently, the doctor (Maletesta) probably 

to make ends meet, is also a fine, finagling factotum. Further, in the best of 
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impatience is encouraged by his impending matrimonial 

match-up being developed by the delayed Doctor. By the 

marital melding, the Don means to nullify his nephew’s 

(Ernesto) familiarity with the family fortune forever! 

 The Don discloses melodically that this April day, of 

our tuneful telling, is to be Pasquale’s payback point.43  By 

sunset, the Don-disappointing nephew will be housed in a 

homeless hostel. Ha! Ha!  

 Now, since the pertinent plot points of Pasquale’s 

plotting have been presented, the delayed Doctor drops by. 

In a waltz-like tune, he prescribes patience for Pasquale. 

(Dunque? Zitto con prudenza? / Well, my friend? Hush, 

you must be patient!) Pasquale pleads for Doctor-driven 

details! Has a delightful donna been discovered, is she 

suitable for his marital mate and so forth? 

  

 The Doctor deliberately drags out his 

pronouncements in  a preamble to persecute poor Pasquale. 

His waltzing words though take on a climactic climb; finally a 

crucial climax!  

 

                                                                                                   
operatic traditions, he is a double agent in cahoots with the nephew (Ernesto) and 

his inamorata (Norina).    
43 In the traditional manner of stage scene setting--- either sung or said, the early 

playing moments usually tell what has been going on and, what may be the 

consequence(s). Thus as the opera begins, Pasquale communicates to no one in 

particular and the audience in general, the facts of the nephew’s downfall and the 

Don duplicitous decision for marital mischief.  
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  A delightful donna has been discovered! (Bella 

siccome un angelo. / Beauteous as an angel born!) The 

Doctor describes seriously but lovingly, her considerable 

charms. 

 

  A duet evolves between the two men as the Don 

demands details and the physician produces them:she’s 

fresh from a convent education, shy and unwise in the ways 

of the world and so forth.   

 

 The major news: she is the Doctor’s sister 

(Sofronia)! The Don delighted, demands a quick contract for 

this conjugal companion. Today, not tomorrow! 

 

 The Doctor initially demurs, but then defers to the 

Don’s demands and departs to do his duty of directly 

delivering the Don’s donna. 
 

 Pasquale alone, announces by aria (Ah, un foco 

insolito—/ A fire all unfelt before.) the re-rising of his 

youthful yeast; old no more!  
 

 To a toe-tapping, jig-type tune, the Don develops his 

(delusional) dream of a dewy donna, a batch of bambini (a 

sextet of sons) and in the future, a fulsome, frolicking 

family.  Even nicer, his nephew will be negated!!  (Son 

rinato! Or si parli al nipotino--- / Yes, I born again! Now 

for my nephew.) 
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 Right on cue, Ernesto enters. The Don does not delay 

in delivering the dire decision(s): his materializing marriage 

enabling Ernesto’s enforced exit from the family fortune.  

 

 The disinherited one is dumbfounded ( Sogno soave e 

casto Sweet hold dreams I loved to cherish---); he duet-ily 

debates the decision (Prender moglie? Si, Signore! / Take a 

wife, sir? Yes, sir!), albeit docilely. No dice! 

 

 Ernesto encourages the Don to consult with the 

Doctor concerning clinical complications and so forth, 

contained in his coming conjugation.  (Due parole ancor di 

volo. / Two words more sir, I’ll speak briefly.)  Damn! That’s 

been done and the Doctor was devilishly delighted (albeit, a 

duplicitous double-deal). Our boy’s betrayed and now, totally 

“toast.”  

 

 In a true tenor template,44 an aria occurs with 

Ernesto energetically  enumerating the egregious events the 

fickle finger of fate has flung on him, (Mi Fa Il Destin 

Mendico /A beggar has fate now made me).45
 

 

 As Ernesto declaims his loss of clan claim, the Don 

delightedly (also) declaims to no one in particular, the 

                                                 
44 Similar to suffering sopranos’ “poor little me” lacrimonious laments.  
45 Listening to Ernesto’s whine, one wonders what Norina sees in him. At best, he 

seems a weak wimp, albeit with a great voice. She, on the other hand is clever and 

aggressive to get her goals. A problematic pairing?   
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effect of Ernesto’s enforced exit. The scene submerges 

with these boys’ boisterous bellows: one blaming fate, the 

other championing cunning.  Dealers’ choice!  
 

Act I, Scene 2. Our heroine’s home (a.k.a. Norina’s nest), 

more modest than Pasquale’s palazzo--- after all, she is a 

poor widow of restricted means. 

   

 Initially, we find Norina with evident amused 

skepticism, silently reading a romance novel of the period.  

Her attitude is accompanied by a pizzicato plucking in the 

orchestra.  

 

 Had enough of the purple prose, she launches into a 

vocal tour de force and, an example of bel canto in all its 

glory. (So anch’ io la virtu magica / The magic virtues of a 

glance I know,)  
 

[The piece is in three very showy parts. The first rather 

languid, has her quoting from the novel and ends with her 

laughing at its lack of reality. The second part, those 

plucking strings again and the melody we heard in the 

Overture has Norina commenting her knowledge of how to 

use romantic glances. The final part is very busy and showy 

as she begins to express her nervousness waiting for Doctor 

Maletesta’s appearance. He has a scheme afoot to hoax 

Pasquale--- details to follow!] 
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 As Norina’s singing reaches its brilliant conclusion, a 

servant enters with a letter from Ernesto.46 It is an addio 

to his sweetheart; he is leaving her life forever, as Uncle 

Don done him wrong! 

 

 The servant slips out as Maltesta mozies on. Bad 

timing! He’s braced by the now bereft Norina! Her lover is 

lost! Mystified, Maltesta reviews the message [out loud!].47 

He calms the concerned girl and enlightens her (and us) on 

the Pasquale plot.  

 

 The conspiratorial couple  practice their parts in the 

coming comeuppance for the pitiless Pasquale (Pronto io 

son/ I am ready). Anxiously anticipating an amiable 

outcome, the plotting pair prance off to prepare for their 

Pasquale-palazzo performance.48  
 

Act II, Scene 1. Back in Pasquale’s palazzo, now plumped up 

pretty in preparation for the mansion’s main man’s 

matrimonials.   
 

                                                 
46 For future reference, especially in Italian opera by tradition, contents of a 

letter are read, not sung! This is opera folks, live with it!  
47 From this point until the end of the scene, Norina and Maltesta begin to 

converse in spoken dialogue, that shortly segues into recitative, then song, and 

finely ends with a lively, delightful duet. 
48 Given the infectious enthusiastic relationship that evolves musically between 

Malfesto and Norina, we do not know why they do not just head out-of-town as a 

companionable couple and leave Enersto to whine alone. Those damned operatic 

rules I guess. The tenor always gets the girl and the baritone, the gate.  
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A mournful introduction sets the scene, laying the 

groundwork for Ernesto’s soon-to-emerge, lacrimonious 

lament for his lost love and luxurious life.49 
 

 Ernesto’s extended “poor little me” moment  

materializes  in three ear-enjoyable sections. The first, 

really dirge-like, wherein the wimp recounts all his woes, but 

succinctly! (Povero Ernesto!)  It then segues slightly more 

upbeat, into a declaration (after seeking refuge in a far-off 

land) that his enemies’ actions (including his former friends) 

cannot damage his heart-held picture of the sweet Norina  

(Cerchero lontana terro / I shall seek a far-off land).  
 

In the third part, things become more upbeat (pun!) as 

Ernesto tries to look at the brighter side (E se fia che ad 

altro / If one day perhaps you falter---). Basically, the 

message is, if Norina ever decides to dump him from her 

memory, he will understand and will wish her happiness. It is 

appropriately succinct, once; unfortunately, though, he 

repeats it many, multiple times in the high Italianate tenor 

manner! Having appropriately shown off his vocal 

verisimilitude, he vacates the stage.  

 

 The Don done up to the nines, comes on, ready for 

his “close-up,” so to speak. He is instructing his Major Domo 

(Quando avrete introdotto / When they have arrived and 

                                                 
49 If truth be told, this introductory music seems to have been re-gifted into 

the Godfather trilogy. However, I am not going to carp with that Corleone  

bunch!  
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you have introduced them---.) as to who to admit and who 

not. “Do not screw it up Domo, or you’ll be demoted to a 

captain!” The servant suffers silently, the senior signore’s 

screed; then, heads for a haven.   

 

 Left alone, the Don grumbles recitatively-like, about 

the physical restrictiveness of his “high fashion” get-up. 

However, he is most concerned that he appear “well and 

active” despite his age of seventy (a number his bride-to-

be must never know).  

 

 The Don’s concerns cease as Maltesta and his 

“sister” arrive.  The sister, a heavily veiled Norina, is 

subsequently introduced as Sophronia. The music for what 

shortly becomes a courting trio, begins tentatively (Via da 

brava. / Come on, take courage). Pasquale perfectly unskilled 

in the art of romance and Sophronia (a.k.a. Norina) playing 

convent bred naiveties to the hilt. However, the potential 

pair stumbles through their   opening moments as Maltesta 

plays a conversation councilor to both, cheering them to a 

marital match-up.  

 

 After great resistance, Sophronia is unveiled. 

Pasquale is thunderstruck with delight, especially since the 

gorgeous girl consents to marriage. To speed things up, 

Maltesta has thoughtfully brought a notary.  

 

 In recitative mode (Fra da una parte eccetera / 

Between on the one part--- and so forth.), the marriage 

contracting proceeds with the Don dictating generous 
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amounts of crowns and control to the blushing bride. Most 

significantly, for later deviltry, she is declared absolute 

mistress of the mansion.  Obey her or, out! 

 

 The details dictated it is time to sign. Pasquale 

eagerly pens, but there is a pause as Norina prepares to 

notate. Not enough witnesses! At that cue, the clueless50 

Ernesto bursts in to bid an angry adieu.  

 

 Pasquale is pleased, the no-good nephew can be the 

needed witness. The fat is in the fire though when clueless 

kid beholds the blushing bride. Maltesta manages an 

introduction, “Sophronia, my sister!!!!,” clueing in the 

clueless one. (Per carita, sta zitto/For mercy sake be 

silent!). The match is made, now to the mischief!   

 

 

[From this point to the end of the scene, we have all the 

principals in various combinations, sparring and/or musically 

commenting on Norina’s drubbing of the dumbfounded Don. 

Short sung snippets occur, but meld so melodically that we 

have an elegant ensemble that sends the scene into the 

sunset.]  

 

  Pasquale attempts a celebratory clinch (Carina / 

My dearest). He’s  refused. Ernesto’s amused. 

 Manners are next to be mauled! The Don’s are 

decidedly deficient, the bride believes. 

                                                 
50 The plotters have yet to include Ernesto in the entanglements. That odious 

oversight could push the plot into the palazzo privy.  
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 Also, he’s too fat and heavy to escort a young lady on 

the town! A young arm is appropriate. Ernesto is called upon 

to be her cavalier.  

  The Don disagrees. The devilish Donna reminds the 

Don, she is in charge legally! He said and signed so! 

 As this marriage melt-down meanders, Pasquale’s  

pseudo-partner proposes a physical pummeling if the Don 

does not desist from defying his darling’s demands.   

 Norina, then hauls in the household staff. Not 

enough, hire more! Especially, young men. Two new carriages 

also. Refurnish the palazzo (today!), it is pathetic!  

 Pasquale, almost purple with his rising angst, protests 

but is persistently ignored. “Who will pay?” The Don 

definitely! As he protests that policy, his Donna declares he 

no longer has a voice or vote! 

 Norina and Ernesto in asides are reunited and 

reveling in the punishing of poor Pasquale. The Doctor is 

delighted with this drama he had directed; for Pasquale, the 

physician  prescribes bed rest, right now!   

 The scene concludes in a chaos of chards, some 

angry, some bemused, and some loving, but all perfectly 

harmonic. Not possible you say? Wait and hear!   

 

Act III. Scene 1. Back in Pasquale’s palazzo, piled high with 

purchases, peopled with purveying persons and scurrying 

servants. Norina’s been a busy girl!  
 

The music introducing the Act is rapid fire, letting you know 

chaos has come to Pasquale’s palazzo. The stage is full of 

servants and tradespersons rushing hither and yon. At the 
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upper level, maids are singing out Norina’s off-stage 

commands to footmen on the lower level.  

 

 Amid all, a discouraged Don is complaining both about 

the hectic hubbub in his home and the pile of bills 

accumulated by a now very autocratic wife. (Vediamo--- alla 

modista/ Let us see. What do we have here?) Most 

disconcerting, the lady herself is planning an evening on the 

town, by herself! 

 Norina sweeps through the room, intent on exiting. 

The Don has other ideas. A musical, marital spat occurs; 

beginning with cold politeness, it soon escalates into a loud, 

raucous musical exchange. It climaxes when Norina smacks 

the Don, quite smartly on de sid’a da head--- as we say in 

the South.   

 Norina is chagrined for her action.51 The Don is 

crushed and vocalizes his defeat in a “tragic” aria. (E finita, 

Don Pasquale! / It is all over with you, Don Pasquale.)  
 To soften the sting of her smack, our Sophronia 

sings a lilting waltz to the dejected Don. Despite the 

melodious melody, mingled with bel canto cacophony, her 

message is manically mixed. Basically, “Be gentle, think of 

your age (ouch!), and go to bed, dear granddaddy!” (Via, 

caro sposino ” / My dear Little Hubby!" ) 
 Having launched her low-blows, the lady leaves. But--

-in leaving, she lets drop a letter! Oops! 

 

                                                 
51 Always looking on the positive side though, Norina rationalizes it was 

necessary to let the man know that she is in charge!  
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 Pasquale promptly procures that paper.52 As intended, 

it further heightens the hoax. It says, (somewhat), 

“Summoned by a serenade, an assignation among the asters 

is to be activated this evening, etcetera.  

 This harried husband has had it! “Summon the 

surgeon (a.k.a. the finagling factotum),” he demands of the 

Domo, not yet demoted. “Exeunt omnes.”53 

 The cost clear, the servants convene and 

cacophonously comment on the comings and goings of the 

new conjugal couple. (Che interminable—and i-irivieni! / 

What endless going there and coming here!) Their conclusion, 

the couple’s conjugation will have a quick and costly 

conclusion! Amusing to observe though. These folks now also 

exeunt.  
 The Doctor previously paged by Pasquale and pausing 

en route to the downtrodden Don, is instructing the 

accompanying Ernesto on some final fine performance points 

for the forthcoming farce among the flowers. Ernesto 

instructed, exeunts.   

 Perceiving Pasquale post-pause, Maltesta mutters54 

that the summons plus a Doctorly diagnosis of the Don’s 

demeanor as doleful, are sure signs that the hoax has 

hooked the host.  Yes! 

 

                                                 
52 As noted, per operatic custom, he reads the contents.  
53 As we say in Shakespeare.  
54 Operatic folks frequently review redundant information by singing to 

themselves. This is done purely to catch you up as to where we are and where 

we are going, just in case you have not been paying close attention.  



36 
 

[As you will recall, the denouement of this Doctor-developed 

drama among the dahlias, was designed to deliver a done-in 

Don and legally link our lovers. Stay tuned!] 

 Initiated in recitative (Cognato, in me vedete---/ 

Brother-in-law, in me you see a dead-man walking.) The 

Don divulges to the Doctor all the deviltry with which the 

surgeon’s55 supposedly-saintly sister,56has persecuted poor 

Pasquale!  Evidence is evidenced in the letter “lost” by the 

lady. That potential assignation among the asters as 

“penned,” is one load of manure too much!  However, 

Pasquale has a plan!! 

 

[A duet begins between the Don and the Doctor that in the 

throats of a skilled baritone and bass is one of the most 

delightful in opryland. In two sections, delivered in rapid 

fire words and warp-speed music. Rossini established the 

template for this musical patter-type; Donizetti 

subsequently honed it as his own; and, Gilbert and Sullivan 

pushed it into their own operetta model with memorable 

English words and music. Relax and enjoy! The delight of 

this sung sequence is so contagious that it frequently 

produces an on-stage operatic rarity: “Bis!”, the encore.]  

 

 Pasquale leads off outlining his plan with great 

enthusiasm. (Cheti, cheti, immantinente, / Softly friend, 

soltly---). Basically, he plans to recruit his household staff 

                                                 
55 Doctors multi-tasked in those days before sub-specialization.  
56 Remember, Pasquale is now (he thinks) Maltesta’s brother-in-law! Ethically, 

is that a conflict of interest?  
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to hide with him among the blooming bushes, surprise the 

louche lovers and then, haul them before civil justice!  

 Maltesta demurs with the Don.  “Keep this scandal 

silent; the neighborhood does not need to know!” The 

Doctors alternative is, the Don and Doc duo alone will catch 

the compromised couple. With threats of durance vile, 

demand they depart and never again darken the Don’s door. 

The Don’s delighted! 

 However, --- Maltesta maintains, because the matter 

requires the most superlative maneuvering, he (the finagling 

factotum) have full (a.k.a. sole) authority during the action, 

to on-spot, arrange details and demands. “Go for it,” the Don 

declares!  

 The duo declaims their delight (albeit for very 

different reasons). (Aspetta, aspetta / Wait, wait---.) The 

Don believes he will be shedding a shrew, but the Doctor 

knows nuptials are now near for nephew and Norina!. As 

dueters dervishly dance off, the curtain closes! Ta, ta 

boom!!   

 

Act III. Scene 2.  A romantic Italian evening57 in a gracious 

garden (in the neighborhood, a.k.a. Pasquale’s pansy plot 

and/or hyacinth hectare).  

 

 Off-stage,58Ernesto is heard, accompanied by a 

convenient chorus, serenading his lost, lady love. (Come e 

                                                 
57 Very dark, but lottsa stars! 
58 There is something about off-stage troubadours and Italian operas. They 

have a “thing” for each other. Most such troubadours do not survive the final 

curtain (for example, see Il Trovatore). However, Pasquale’s secreted singer 

survives, so relax!  
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gentil! / How soft and fair [this April night!]) This is the 

melody first heard in the Overture. As Ernesto ends his 

melodic mush, Norina slips to the garden gate to let in her 

lover. Ah! Fun and games time? 

 

 No! No hanky-panky happens, just a dewy duet.59 

(Torami a dir che m’ami / Tell me again.) The musical 

pairing is languid and lushly lovely. However, it doesn’t push 

the plot, just (re)informs the performers (and us) as to 

their romantic past and future intentions.    
 The duet dies down. Pasquale and his pseudo-pal, the 

physician, are perceived plodding into the pansy plot. 

Ernesto exits an escape, as Norina (a.k.a. Sophronia) 

demurely dawdles, awaiting the “drama’s” denouement. 

 

 (Alto la / Halt there!) Pandemonium prevails (albeit 

recitatively). Sophronia is outraged as the posse-playing pair 

look for her lover (long gone). Pasquale and his shrew (a.k.a. 

Sophronia) have a set-to. However, Maltesta (given 

previously a Pasquale power-of-attorney) takes charge.  He 

advises his “sister” to spare herself disgrace; a new bride 

will be positioned in the palazzo by tomorrow! Ernesto’s 

Norina!  Sophronia swears, “No way! I will not co-habit with 

that harridan in this crummy castle! I am outta here!”  

Shrewdly though,60 she demands to watch the wedding NOW 

(!) to know it is legal, not larcenous.   

  

                                                 
59 This opera is rated PG.  
60 She actually is more grifter than shrew.  
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 Ernesto who had hied to the house to hide, is now 

hailed to hurry into the hectare of hyacinths (a.k.a. 

Pasquale’s pansy plot) to be hitched. (Eccomi / I'm here!).  

 
[In the wacky, but wonderful world of opera a plot 

frequently takes two to three on-stage hours to musically 

hatch, but only a matter of musical minutes to resolve. 
Pasquale at this point, certainly is a case in point!] 

 

 As Ernesto enters, he is (recitatively) informed by 

the Pasquale-authorized Maltesta that the Don has decided 

the nephew must immediately kneel in nuptuals with Norina. 

Further, contributed to the couple, will be a cache of 

considerable and cashable crowns as an always-annual 

allotment. Whoa!  

 The Don directs the elated Ernesto to bring on his 

bride. “But she is here. She is Sophronia!” The dumbfounded 

Don discovers he has been doubly duped, but a deal is a deal! 

 Done in by the deception(s), the Don capitulates! The 

tricksters’ trio pleading for pardon is too much!  He forgives 

all those fine finaglers, and then proceeds to pronounce 

Norina and nephew a paired pair for purposes of Pasquale 

property possession. Their hoax has harpooned a large hunk 

happiness. Ho, ho! 

 Norina61 musically memorializes an operatic moral: 

Only a demented man would marry when he’s old, as he will 

soon repent his folly as his passion  grows cold.62 (La Morale 

                                                 
61 Always the one to have a terminating trill!  
62 In today’s audiences, that could start serious trouble--- at least in my 

neighborhood!  
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in Tutto Questo / Thus the moral of our play---). Pasquale 

agrees especially as it applies to him. Maltesta and Ernesto 

not to be left out, observe that Pasquale should not quarrel 

with Norina as she is too smart for him! (Perhaps more 

accurately, too smart for all of them!) Whatever!  

 The quartet, convenient chorus and a cooperative 

curtain, conclude our cacophonous comedy.  
 

 

ARRIVEDERCI! 
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Operaphobic Guides were developed to amiably 

assist in making pealing performance introductees,63 

more aria affable Optimistically, the outcomes of 

such a quixotic quest could be larger numbers of semi-

suspicious, nay-saying folks co-opted into at least tasting a heretofore 

assumed deadly and otherwise, doleful operatic experience.  

 

En masse, the co-opted crowd may never become gourmands, but all would 

have pleased their mothers by at least, “taking a bite.” With our Guide’s glib 

guidance, we suspect a few might discover a livelier operatic art than thought. 

Such feckless folks appropriately disguised to avoid subsequent downloaded 

derision from coffee-klatch companions, classmates and so forth, might 

become at least irregular, but informed and performance enjoying attendees.  

Hope does spring eternal!  

 

The Guides principal weapon of cooptation is to “entertainingly inform.”64,65 

Modestly though, we must admit transforming most operatic plots66 into 

chuckles and occasional thigh-slappers is easier than shooting fish in a barrel. 

If you do not believe me, just read a few operatic plot(boiler)s and then--- 

ask logical questions.  

HELP BUILD TOMORROW’S ARIA-AFFABLE AUDIENCE! 

ADAPT AN OPERAPHOBE!67 

                                                 
63 Especially involuntary attendees. 
64 What we call the Mary Poppins “spoonful of sugar” principal.  
65 Under duress, our three loyally persistent, non-family readers will admit that our almost fifty 

Guides to date have entertained them enormously. 
66 The one guiding rule of Guides though is that we never direct snickering to the music. The 

plots are overkill enough and in the music (truth be told), lays the genius of opera--- although I 

am sure there are any number of librettists that would disagree.  

That “do not maul the music” rule however has had a few exceptions--- primarily some very early 

Verdi men-in-tights, tippy-toe tunes.  As example, see Macbeth Act II, Scene 2 --- the Banquo 

“offing.”  
67 Yes, adapt! Do not move them in; just change their attitude!   

A Guide to the GUIDES 
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                        ---and their GUIDERS. 
 

So our indiscriminate readership is aware which member of An 

Operaphobic Guide’s “creative” team (JP or Sondra Cooney) is 

responsible for which gaffs, the division of work between the pair is, 

he writes them, but she makes them readable.   

  

J.P. Cooney, holds a PhD, but obviously not in a music discipline. 

He is many years retired from a long, but probably questionable 

professorial career in university-based graduate education and a 

bureaucratic career in federal government health policy development 

(not an oxymoron!). However, most important for current purposes, he 

is a long-standing opera enthusiast about that art form’s wacky, but 

rewarding wonderments. 

 

Sondra S. Cooney has a musical background by virtue of education 

and training. She holds a graduate degree from UCLA and though 

(semi-) retired, she has had a long successful career in teaching, 

educational research and policy-development. She is a knowledgeable 

and fanatic lover of a wide range of musical types. She is also a 

formidable master bridge player 

  

For their (to-date) fifty-four years of marriage, equipped with a 

flaming red, felt-tipped pen, Ms. Cooney has diligently pursued and 

purified JP’s errant and “gone missing” commas, grungy syntax and 

banally baroque sentence structures.  She perpetually persists in her 

quixotic editorial quest, as he never learns. 
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 The Cooneys are long-tine, happy residents of a 

small island off Hilton Head (SC), beach- 

breechable only by boat or Michael Phelps.  

 

In this idyllic but 

eccentric existence, 

they are companioned by a new, small 

Schnoodle and the now, very grumpy ghost 

of their formerly long-lived, liver-spotted 

Dalmatian.  

 

Additional enjoyment to the island’s idyllic 

atmosphere is provided by frequent forays onto 

and most importantly, off the island by other 

immediate family members. That traveling road 

show touts up to twenty-one (21!) second, third 

and fourth generational members--most of 

whom at least go to an opera, some actually love 

it.  

 

Egged-on by some never-to-be-named regional opera company 

directors,68 the Cooney’s initiated An Operaphobic’s Guide69 as a 

series, eight years ago. By the end of the 2011 season, almost fifty 

Guides will have been issued, producing plenty of panic in 

an unsuspecting, but opera-respecting public. 

 

 All Guides are done pro bono, the majority for 

opera companies to use in their educational 

and/or fund-raising programs; the rest to 

succor opera-fearing individuals, especially 

slower running family members, friends and 

even-- strangers in the street.  

                                                 
68 Who probably should have known better!  
69 Originally named, Irreverent Guides to Enjoying Opera.  
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COMPOSER OPERA ISSUE  DATE 
Bernstein* Candide #20 4.08 

Bizet** Carmen #35 3.10 

Bizet* Carmen (Encore!  

Is love better the second time around?) 

#36 4.10 

Bizet Les Pêcheurs de Perles # 7 10.05 

Blitzstein*** Regina #24 6.08 

Britten* Albert Herring # 8 4.06 

De Falla La Vida Breve # 13 1.07 

Donizetti*** Don Pasquale #46 6.10 

Donizetti*** L’Elisir d’Amore #22 6.08 

Donizetti Lucia di Lammermoor # 2 5.04 

Floyd*** Susannah #39 6.10 

Gilbert & Sullivan** The Pirates of Penzance # 15 4.07 

Gilbert & Sullivan** H.M.S. Pinafore # 43 5.11 

Gounod** Faust #25 9.08 

Gounod** Roméo et Juliette #17 10.07 

Leoncavallo** Pagliacci # 12 1.07 

Mozart** Cosi Fan Tutte # 41 10.10 

    Mozart** Le Nozze di Figaro #27 3.09 

Mozart*** Le Nozze di Figaro 

(Factotum fun, redux!) 

#37 4.10 

Mozart Die Zauberflöte # 6 5.05 

    Mozart** Don Giovanni #19 3.08 

Offenbach* Les Contes d’ Hoffmann # 16 4.07 

Poulenc* Dialogues of the  Carmelites #28 4.09 

Poulenc*** Dialogues of the  Carmelites 

(Encore,” La Terreur.”) 

#44 6.11 

Puccini** La Bohème #34 1.10 

Puccini*** La Bohème (Bis! Salad days’ sad songs) #45 6.11 

Puccini** Madama Butterfly # 11 7.06 

Puccini*  Madama Butterfly (Another “fine day”?) #40 4.11 

Puccini Tosca # 5 3.05 

Puccini*** Tosca (A déjà vu view) #30 6.09 

Puccini** Turandot #29 4.09 

Rossini** Il Barbiere di Siviglia #26 1.09 

Rossini*** Il Barbiere (Once more with feeling!) #31 6.09 

Rossini La Cenerentola # 10 3.06 

Saint-Saëns Samson et Dalila # 4 2.05 

    Strauss** Die Fledermaus #21 4.07 

    Verdi** Aïda #18 1.07 

Verdi La Traviata # 9 1.06 

 Continued, next page.    

AN OPERAPHOBICS GUIDE 
The current series thru 1/1/11. 



46 
 

 

 

 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

COMPOSER OPERA ISSUE  DATE 
Verdi** La Traviata (Twice-telling that tawdry tale)  # 42 2.11 

Verdi Macbeth # 3 10.04 

Verdi*** Macbeth (A kilt-kicking encore!) #38 4.10 

Verdi Nabucco # 1 10.03 

Verd**i Otello #33 10.09 

Verdi** Rigoletto # 14 3.07 

Verdi*** Un Ballo in Maschera #23 6.08 

Weber*** Der Freischütz #32 6.09 

To be continued ! 

Operaphobics Guide 
 (series continued from previous page). 

 

With written permission of the authors,  

any part(s) of the Guide series, may be 

reproduced without charge by not-for-profit 

opera-related foundations for 

 fund-raising and/or educational purposes.  

 

A BAD NIGHT AT THE 

OPERA IS MORE FUN THAN 

A BAD DAY AT THE OFFICE! 

Developed for: *Atlanta Opera Theater at Georgia State University 

                        ** Opera Carolina 

                        *** Des Moines Metro Opera 


