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About the Composer
 

Domenico Gaetano Maria Donizetti (November 29, 1797 – April 8, 1848) was an 

Italian composer.  Donizetti did not come from a musical background, but at an early age 

he was taken under the wing of composer Simon Mayr.  At the Bologna Academy, at the 

age of 19, he wrote his first one-act opera: the comedy Il Pigmalione, which may not have 

ever been performed during his lifetime. 

 

Over the course of his career, Donizetti wrote 65 operas.  Before 1830, success 

came primarily with his comic operas, the serious ones failing to attract significant 

audiences.  In 1830, when Anna Bolena was premiered, Donizetti made a major impact 

on the opera scene, shifting the balance of success away from primarily comedic operas.  

Even after that date, however, his best-known works included comedies such as Don 
Pasquale.  

 

Donizetti regularly fought against the censorial limitations which existed in Italy. 

From about 1836, he became interested in working in Paris, where he saw much greater 

freedom to choose subject matter, in addition to receiving larger fees and greater 

prestige.  Around 1843, severe illness began to take hold and to limit his activities. By 

early 1846 he was obliged to be confined to an institution for the mentally ill.  He died in 

April 1848. 

 

 

 

About the Concept’s Original Director
 

Known for creating fresh characterization in visually compelling productions, 

Chuck Hudson has established himself as an innovative and musically sensitive stage 

director of opera, theatre, and musicals. His specific dramatic approach is intensely 

physical due to years of work in Europe with Marcel Marceau, Maximilien Decroux, and 

various other Movement Theatre Companies.  Hudson also recognizes the need for 

constant artistic renewal in order to remain relevant. To that end, he strives to produce 

a full range of repertory strongly rooted in the classics as well as contemporary works. 
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Context and Research 

 
Don Pasquale is considered the last great Italian opera buffa.  The opera buffa 

style emerged from the comic intermezzi of the 1730s – short works that were 

performed between the acts of longer, serious operas.  Starting out as a less-serious 

form, opera buffa gradually gained widespread support and recognition.  Where opera 

seria centered around mythological or historical ideas, virtuoso-voiced castrati, and 

formal balanced structure in a reflection of court etiquette on stage, opera buffa was 

unpretentious, more life-size and human in scale, and really focused mostly on making 

an audience laugh.  Because of the shifted focus away from a heroic plot and toward 

comedy, opera buffa developed ensembles and finales – elements perhaps more useful in 

comedy than drama – earlier than opera seria did. 

 

Sidestepping any danger of simply being a slow-moving concert in ornate 

costumes, opera buffa embraced rapid, dense plot and was much more musically 

venturesome.  By 1800, opera buffa had definitively overtaken opera seria in Italy, and 

would maintain its position for more than two decades.  Opera serias were still being 

written, of course, but in the period of crisis and change in Italy, they were usually 

unable to relate to audiences who now thought of opera houses as social areas rather 

than places for deep concentration. 

 

Opera buffa’s heyday was set squarely in the Napoleonic period – volatile, topsy-

turvy times when thrones were being vacated as hastily as they were filled.  The status 

quo, which tended to be reinforced by opera seria, made less sense to this audience when 

many of the old dynasties had just been overturned.  Comedy’s emphasis on 

improvisation, disguise, impersonation, and its willingness to embrace chaos perfectly 

reflected the temper of the times.  Donizetti, born in 1797, grew up in this new period.  

His first musical impressions were primarily that of opera buffa, and his first teacher 

(Mayr) actively studied and wrote comedies as well as serious works.  Mayr’s music 

school staged a comic pastiche at the end of every term, and Donizetti performed in 

several, as well as contributing music to them.  Over his 27-odd year career, Donizetti 

completed 65 operas, roughly a third of which were comedies. 
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The sudden emergence of the Romantic melodrama overshadowed the great 

vogue of opera buffa around 1830 and would continue to dominate the Italian opera 

scene until almost the end of the 19th century.  Donizetti showed great prowess in 

regards to Romantic melodrama, and his works Lucrezia Borgia and Lucia di 

Lammermoor did much to establish the genre’s enduring popularity.  While he didn’t 

desert opera buffa completely, he turned to it less frequently during the second half of 

his career.   

 

When writing Don Pasquale, Donizetti chose to rework the scenario of Pavesi’s Ser 

Marcantonio of 1810, a now forgotten comedy from the golden age of opera buffa that 

coincided with his youth.  Donizetti updated the old plot and turned it into a 

contemporary comedy of manners.  As well as composing, Donizetti had worked many 

long years in the theatre; this experience served him well as he composed Don Pasquale.  

The work’s surety of effect and solidity of content, with all its old fashioned charm and 

tenderness and breathtaking moments of pathos, combine to make Don Pasquale 

Donizetti’s funniest and warmest comedy. 

 

The underlying dramatic and musical motif in this comedy is the eons-old 

contrast and wrestling match between the old-fashioned and the modern.  The contrast 

between arranged marriage and marriage for love – an old tradition versus a modern 

idea – drives the plot.  Comedies almost unanimously end in reconciliation, acceptance, 

and tolerance.  Donizetti heightens the point by dovetailing the two contrasting 

tendencies at the end of Don Pasquale. 

 

In the traditional opera buffa finale, one or more characters state the moral of the 

story; Donizetti has Norina do so here, setting her words to a bubbly, joyful dance tune.  

Don Pasquale’s moral is: Age is foolish when it goes looking for young love it cannot truly 

have.  Perhaps subconsciously, Don Pasquale is somewhat autobiographical.  At the time 

he wrote it, Donizetti was a widower in his late 40s.  With the different connotation of 

age and shorter life expectancy of the time, Donizetti was feeling somewhat old by this 

point.  Because of his widespread acclaim in the public eye, he was continually dodging 

efforts to marry him off.  The irony of Don Pasquale, then, is that it is Donizetti’s own last 

laugh. 
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Relating to an Audience Today 

 
As with the social changes that occurred in Italy in the 1830s, today’s society 

seems to be moving at an increasingly fast pace.  From social media to sound bites our 

attention spans have shortened with the increased pace of communication today.  Opera 

buffa moves at a much more rapid pace than opera seria or other more dramatic pieces; 

although equally artistically valid, today’s audience – especially younger audience 

members – are sure to appreciate the physical comedy and accelerated pace of Don 
Pasquale. 

 

One of the major themes in Don Pasquale is the shifting of generations, the clash 

of the old-fashioned and the modern, and the complications that arise when tradition 

and progress are in conflict.  This theme is especially relatable to a green, younger opera 

audience going through similar feelings of confinement. 

 

Lastly, the sociopolitical climate of Donizetti’s Italy parallels that of the United 

States today. Italy was in a period of crisis and change, and composers were rarely able 

to exercise their old influence on audiences who thought of opera houses as social 

gathering places. The United States’ charged political climate can make society at large 

feel heavy, serious, and draining. Fun, upbeat art that can make its audience forget 

about the conflicts and stresses in the country is likely to be especially in demand. Don 
Pasquale fits these characteristics perfectly. 
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Production History and Reviews 

 
All three professional productions of Don Pasquale directed as Don Pasquale in 

Hollywood have been directed by Chuck Hudson.  They are as follows: 

• Arizona Opera – April 2014 

• Cincinnati Opera – July 2015 

• Atlanta Opera – set to open in March 2017 

 

The reviews in the section below are all of the 2015 Cincinnati production; however, 

as the staging and direction of Don Pasquale in Hollywood have thus far been the sole 

artist children of Chuck Hudson, reviewers’ comments are likely to relate to all 

productions.  Highlights and constructive comments that could be beneficial to the 

production are below: 

 

§ Sympathy for Pasquale was lacking; there wasn’t much redemption for his 

character in this adaptation, and the audience seemed to want it. 

§ Norina’s voice was athletic and nimble, but thin at times, and reviewers felt like 

the score demanded “more fireworks” from her vocally than she provided. 

§ The production used a lot of pantomime comedy from the non-singing characters. 

§ Production design elements seemed to be a large part of what made the show such 

a success: 

o The set was conceived as a frame of film with the action unfolding on it. 

o Projections were used heavily throughout the production to provide a 

backdrop for the story. 

§ The production, overall, had an enduring Sunset Boulevard-type aesthetic in its 

design, especially in its glamorous “Old-Hollywood” style costumes. 

§ The director, Chuck Hudson, had trained for years as a mime, and he used broad 

physical comedy within his directing to great effect. 
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Reviews 
Cincinnati Enquirer: 

http://www.cincinnatiopera.org/wp-content/uploads/REVIEW-Cincinnati-Enquirer-Don-

Pasquale.pdf 

 

Music in Cincinnati: 

http://www.musicincincinnati.com/site/reviews_2015/Don_Pasquale_in_Hollywood.htm

l 

 

Oakwood Register: 

http://www.cincinnatiopera.org/wp-content/uploads/Oakwood-Register-July-15-

2015.pdf 


