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what is opera?

Hi!
You’re about to go to the theatre to see Don Pasquale. It’s a great 
opera and has been pulling in audiences for about 170 years. 

Like all operas, you can just turn up on the day and enjoy the 
show but, if  you haven’t been to an opera before, or don’t know 
anything about Don Pasquale, you’ll find it helpful to read about the 
story and the characters below. 

Opera
Opera is a stage show in which people sing the story as well as act it. 

Opera singers spend many years training their voices, so they can sing without 
microphones and be heard over a whole orchestra. 

There are two sorts of  opera:

Don Pasquale is a comic opera, 
written by the Italian composer 
Gaetano Donizetti in 1843.

•	 Serious opera, which can  
 end up with a pile of  corpses 

•	 Comic opera, which ends  
 with everyone forgiving each other  
 and the lovers getting married. 
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The Characters
The opera is about a young man, Ernesto, 

who is in love with Norina. 

Norina loves Ernesto as well but, 
unfortunately she’s poor, and the 
young pair get into immediate 
trouble with Ernesto’s rich uncle, Don Pasquale.  

Don Pasquale is used to bossing Ernesto about and,  just before the opera starts, he 
tells his nephew that he’s found him a nice rich bride. Ernesto says that actually he’s 
in love with someone already, and Don Pasquale is so furious that he decides to get 
married too. 

This is serious for Ernesto because, if  Don Pasquale gets married, 
all his money will go to his new wife when he dies. 
Up to now Don Pasquale has promised it will go to Ernesto.

Fortunately there’s a fourth member of  the cast, 
 ready to spring into action, the crafty Dr Malatesta. 

The moment you see Dr Malatesta, you just know he’s the sort of  man to 
have a cunning plan – and sure enough he comes up with one immediately. 
You’ll find out what that is in the story section.

But, before we get going on the story, we need to work out what all these people sound 
like. The cast is made up of  singers and they have very different voices.
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Voices

In an opera 
you can often tell 
what a person is like 
by their voice. 

So, Ernesto and Norina have a high voices. In opera that means they’re young  
and are the hero and heroine. Ernesto is a tenor, Norina is a soprano.

Dr Malatesta has a middling sort of  voice, which makes  
him a baritone. In opera that means you can trust him – 
baritones are usually nice chaps –  
but Ernesto isn’t so sure... 

Don Pasquale has a deep voice and is a bass. In a serious 
opera the bass is either an old man or a villain but, in 
a comic opera – like this – the bass isn’t bad, he’s just 
a problem. He gets in the way and messes up the plot. 
Fortunately he’s always outwitted. 

There are many other musicians in Don Pasquale, but you won’t see them on stage. 
They are the players in the orchestra pit and start the opera with ...

The Overture
The overture lasts 6 minutes and is made up 

of  some of  the tunes you’ll hear later on. 
The opera starts as soon as you hear the first 
note of  the overture, so sit back and enjoy it. 
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Act I

The Story
The opera is set in Don Pasquale’s house and the curtain  
rises on the Don himself, waiting for his friend, Dr Malatesta,  
to turn up. 

Don Pasquale’s plan
Don Pasquale is furious with his nephew Ernesto who’s refused to marry the rich girl 
he’s found for him. Pasquale decides to get married himself. That way his wife will get 
all his money when he dies, and Ernesto will be disinherited. 

Dr Malatesta arrives and says he’s found a wonderful 
woman for Pasquale – pretty, modest and (as it happens) 
his own sister. Pasquale falls in love with her just from the 
description and begins to imagine he’s young again. (You 
need to watch the Doctor in this scene, he’s not being 
completely truthful and he tells the audience privately that 
he thinks old Pasquale is a fool.) 

Ernesto
In comes Ernesto. He won’t hear about any rich bride and says 
he’s determined to marry Norina, even if  she is poor. Pasquale 
has never even seen Norina, but he won’t have it and loses his 
temper. He  says, “OK well in that case I’m going to get married. 
Malatesta has found me a bride.” Ernesto can’t understand it – he 
thought Malatesta was his friend. 

The two of  them sing a duet together, but their tunes sound very 
different. Ernesto’s life is falling into pieces, while Pasquale thinks 
that everything is great and is extremely pleased with himself. 
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Norina
The scene changes to a room in Norina’s house. She is 
reading a soppy love story in which the girl wins the man 
by giving him a love potion. Norina tosses the book aside, 
love potions are stupid, she says, she can charm men all 
by herself. 

A letter arrives from Ernesto, saying he’s leaving the 
country for good, but before Norina can get too upset, in 
comes Dr Malatesta. 

Malatesta’s plot
He tells her that he’s set up Don Pasquale to marry his sister. Now, if  Norina doesn’t 
mind pretending to be that sister, he can get a cousin of  his to perform a fake wedding 
ceremony and, when Norina is Mrs Pasquale, she can make life so difficult for the 
Don that he’ll be desperate to get rid of  her and 
welcome Ernesto back home. 

“Ernesto is not going to like this” says Norina. “I’ll 
sort him out” says Malatesta – and Norina agrees. 
In fact she likes the idea of  acting the part of  
Pasquale’s bride so much that she starts rehearsing 
at once. 

That’s the end of  Act 1. 

Act II

Act II starts with a quiet trumpet 
solo. Ernesto has decided to leave 
Italy and travel abroad. He’s sitting 
alone, feeling very sorry for himself, 
and walks sadly off  stage as his 
uncle appears.
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A Wedding
Don Pasquale is all ready to meet his bride, who is 
brought on (heavily veiled) by Dr Malatesta. It is of  
course Norina, but she’s introduced as ‘Sofronia’ and is 
so sweet and modest that Pasquale can’t believe his luck 
(fortunately he can’t hear her laughing at him whenever 
she gets the chance).

Malatesta’s cousin arrives with a fake wedding 
contract and the bride and groom are just signing the 
papers when Ernesto enters to say good bye.

He is horrified to find Norina marrying his uncle (you 
can’t help thinking Malatesta should have told him  
by now) but Malatesta quickly puts him 
right, and Ernesto stays on to watch. 

Sofronia takes over
The moment she’s married, Sofronia switches from a shy girl into a 
monster. She taunts Pasquale, takes over his house and produces a list 
of  the things she wants: servants, furniture, frocks, and a nice young 
man to attend her. In fact she carries on so appallingly that Don 
Pasquale stands rooted to the spot, rigid with horror. 

All comic opera have a moment when people stand stock still with surprise. It usually 
happens just before the interval so, when everyone freezes on stage, you’ll know it’s 
very near the break. 

However before you get there, you’ll have time to enjoy the sight of  Sofronia doubling 
the servants’ wages and shouting down Pasquale as he erupts into a fast and furious 
aria. That starts off  the rest, and the act ends with everyone telling everyone else what 
they think of  them, at high speed, and at the top of  their voice. 

The Interval
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Act III
Pasquale watches appalled as his house fills up with new frocks, hats, furniture; all the 
stuff  Sofronia has ordered. She enters ready to go out and, when he tries to stop her, she 
tells him to go to bed – and slaps him.

The slap stops the show, and you can’t help feeling sorry for the old 
man as he  tries to cope with what’s happened to him. Even Sofronia 
pities him, ‘but it’s a lesson he must learn’ she says to herself. 

As she leaves she drops a letter. Pasquale reads it and discovers that she has planned 
to meet a lover in his garden that very night. Malatesta makes one of  his useful 
appearances and he and Pasquale plot to ambush Sofronia, and her boyfriend, and force 
a showdown. 

They do this in one of  the fastest and funniest duets in Italian opera. Sometimes, if  the 
audience clap hard enough, the singers do it again, at double speed. 

The Garden
It’s a beautiful night, and Ernesto sings as he waits for Norina. 
She joins him  – perfectly aware that Pasquale and Malatesta 
are watching her and Ernesto from behind a bush. Ernesto 
makes sure they don’t see his face, and the lovers sing together. 

Pasquale is both angry and relieved. Obviously he doesn’t like 
seeing his new wife singing duets in the garden with a boy friend, but he realises that this 
is the perfect moment to get rid of  her. He erupts from his bush, Ernesto slips away and 
Pasquale tells Sofronia to leave. She refuses. 

Dr Malatesta quickly takes over: he tells Sofronia that if  she doesn’t leave Pasquale’s 
house she’ll have to put up with another young woman in the home. Pasquale’s nephew 
is going to marry Norina and will be bringing her back to live with them. “Right!” says 
Sofronia, “I shall go. I can’t live in the same house as Norina!” “Really!?” says Pasquale, 
and the next minute he’s arranged for Ernesto to marry Norina right away.

Another Wedding
So out comes Ernesto, ‘Sofronia’ turns back into Norina and the whole plot 
is explained to Don Pasquale. He takes it very well and the show ends with 
everyone agreeing that a man who marries in old age is asking for trouble. 
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The Composer of  Don Pasquale

Gaetano Donizetti was an Italian composer. He was born in 1797 – in a cellar – in 
Bergamo, where his dad looked after the local pawnshop. He had five brothers and 
sisters and his parents were desperately poor, so it was a lucky break for everyone when 
nine year old Donizetti got a free place in the Bergamo music school. 

The school was run by an opera composer, Johannes Mayr, who recognised Donizetti’s 
talent at once. He also liked the boy, another stroke of  luck for Donizetti as his 
behaviour was so terrible that a less patient man might have expelled him. Donizetti 
loved and admired Mayr for the rest of  his life, he called him his ‘second father’. 

Being a musician in 19th century Italy meant working for the opera. Italians watched 
opera the way we watch television and, when the opera houses were open, people went 
every night. There was a huge demand for new operas and Donizetti ended up writing 
69 before his health forced him to retire. He died in 1848.

Life was tough for Italian musicians. The demand for new shows meant that Donizetti 
had to write his operas at immense speed, and get them into rehearsal almost 
immediately. He said it took him 11 days to write Don Pasquale – this is probably an 
exaggeration, but it shows what the pressure of  work was like. Opera life was exhausting 
and composers and singers often crashed and retired early. But most people thought it 
was worth it. 

Donizetti wrote 
over a 1,000 letters. 
They show him to 
have been a modest, 
humorous man, not 
spoilt by success – and 
very conscious of  his 
big nose. He drew this 
cartoon of  himself.



don pasquale comic strip

C
an you fill in 

the blanks in 
this com

ic strip? 

D
oes it need 

som
e colouring 

in?
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