
In the early months of 1832, the impresario Alessandro Lanari, who was at
the time manager of Milan’s Teatro della Canobbiana, asked Donizetti to
compose a comic opera for that year’s season. Given the tight deadline, he
also suggested taking the subject from an existing French libretto, written by
Eugène Scribe for an opéra-comique by Daniel Auber: Le Philtre, which had
recently won wide acclaim in Paris – indeed, it was to remain part of the
repertoire of the Parisian opera scene until 1862.
Felice Romani, hired as the librettist, produced an almost literal translation,
but despite this, the result was excellent and by far superior to the original li-
bretto. As was his habit, Donizetti composed the opera quickly and on the
evening of May 12, 1832 L’elisir d’amore had its highly successful début at
the Canobbiana.
Even Donizetti himself, who at that time was exploring new paths, was sur-
prised at the opera’s success. Bellini’s Il pirata, staged at La Scala in 1827,
had launched the new fashion for tragic themes and exasperated passions,
giving voice to the nascent romantic taste which in the north of Italy was be-
coming popular even in the opera. Donizetti, to whom the new “romantic”
subjects were particularly congenial, had roused the enthusiasm of Milan au-
diences with his Anna Bolena of 1830, and in the next ten years he was to
focus his attention on serious operas with tragic plots. The general change
in the taste and style of operatic language threw the comic genre into crisis,
almost bringing about the demise of a glorious tradition that through Piccin-
ni, Paisiello and Cimarosa had come to its peak in more recent times with
Rossini. The transition towards tragic dramas, with their aura of darkness
and passion, required the utmost coherence in the psychological develop-
ment of the characters. This was not compatible with the substantial indif-
ference to emotion typical of the traditional comic theatre. The opera buffa,
with its stereotyped characters and situations, suddenly seemed obsolete
and unrealistic and, consequently, condemned to oblivion.
However, it was L’elisir d’amore that was to take up the challenge laid down
by serious opera, show the opera buffa the way to renewal, and ultimately
rescue it from obscurity. In preparing the libretto, rather than depending on
the wit and coquetry of the original French source, Romani had already
sought to create ‘human’ characters, endowed with authentic depth of feel-
ing. Nemorino’s plea “Adina, credimi” in the finale of the first act, his ro-
manza “Una furtiva lacrima”, Adina’s aria “Prendi, per me sei libero”, all of
which are absent in Scribe’s libretto, do not express stilted emotions, but real
pathos.
Here Donizetti balances the comic element with a feeling of penetrating
melancholy. And, unlike in the comic tradition where conflict is resolved
through deception or by a lucky turn of events, here it is overcome through
a much more ‘human’ factor, that is Adina’s acknowledgement of Nemori-
no’s valour, honesty and constancy. Until this time, Donizetti’s comic operas
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had used traditional mechanisms, following in Rossini’s footsteps; in L’elisir
d’amore, he replaces them with his personal development of comic style,
adding the element of feeling and humanising the characters.
A formulation of this kind requires perfectly coherent characters, whose
traits should be highlighted by the music. If Belcore, the self-important sol-
dier who always expresses himself in military metaphors, and Dulcamara, the
hard-faced quack who deceives the simple country-folk, are typical charac-
ters of the comic opera, Adina and Nemorino display much more modern
features.
Adina evolves from indifference towards Nemorino to annoyance when she
learns of his popularity with the girls; her attitude changes when she discov-
ers his noble heart and sincere affections; she comes round to spontaneous
love. She is, then, a complex character, far removed from the unchanging
masks of the commedia dell’arte. The development from the fickle, whimsi-
cal girl to the loving woman is perfectly mirrored in the progression from the
embellishments of “Chiedi all’aura lusinghiera” to the melancholic melody
of “Prendi, per me sei libero”. But Nemorino also evolves: at the beginning
of the opera he defines himself as an “idiot”, but at the end he leaves his
stupidity behind him to become more self-aware thanks to his feelings.
Here, the signs of the renewal promoted by romantic melodrama are partic-
ularly evident. The tenor’s canto spianato (broad style of singing) in the cen-
tral register substitutes the canto d’agilità, rich in ornament, demanded by
Rossini’s music. Equally absent is the tenor’s sentimental singing in the man-
ner of Count Almaviva, whose lyrical effusions are all part of a complacent
game: Nemorino expresses authentic tenderness, a real trace of feeling.
The sorrowful accents, the strong emotional tension were not typical of the
opera buffa. In this regard, L’elisir d’amore is more closely related to the
opera semiseria, a genre descending from Paisiello’s Nina and late eigh-
teenth-century pièces larmoyantes. This genre was especially typified by the
rural setting and the sentimental vein. There are numerous similarities with
Bellini’s La sonnambula, which had triumphed at the Carcano Theatre in Mi-
lan only eleven months before: for instance, the happy melodies which ac-
company clear, flowing singing. Both works represent a sort of romantic
idyll, a modernised bucolic tale lacking any frivolous ornaments. And while
La sonnambula transcends the serious genre, L’elisir d’amore transcends the
comic.
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