
None of Donizetti’s operas has enjoyed wider and more long-lasting popu-
larity than Lucia di Lammermoor. The drama is immediate, evident and com-
prehensible from the start, and this certainly explains why it has continued
to meet with success from its début to the present day. However, what also
continues to make this opera so popular is the fascination aroused by its
pronounced romantic atmosphere, with its passionate subject matter, grim
atmosphere and pessimistic sense of an inevitable destiny that hangs over all
the characters.
Salvatore Cammarano, who prepared the libretto, based his story on sir Wal-
ter Scott’s novel The Bride of Lammermoor, set in Scotland in 1689 at the
time of the struggles between the opposing forces of William III of Orange
and James II. The book, published in 1819, was a concentration of an inter-
est in British history, the taste for the gothic tale and the new feeling for ro-
manticism, and it had actually inspired the operas of at least four other com-
posers before Donizetti. In fact, this tendency was widespread among Italian
opera composers, who found in Scott – the “Scottish Ariosto” – a favourite
source for melodramatic plots, and who could be assured that his novels
would have a wide readership among the middle-class public.
Cammarano reduced the plot to the essential, eliminating much of the ac-
tion and secondary characters. What he retained is the dramatic core, con-
sisting of Enrico’s opposition to the secret love affair between Edgardo and
Lucia, on the one hand, and the conflict between the two male characters,
owing to the feud between the Ashton and the Ravenswood families, on
the other. If only the main themes of the novel are present in outline in the
libretto, there are some new ones, which are anything but secondary to the
economy of the drama: in the first place is Lucia’s “mad scene”, a true dra-
matic climax to the opera, then there is Edgardo’s suicide. Scott only makes
a passing reference to the protagonist’s madness, whereas in the opera,
Donizetti makes it public and highly theatrical, thus increasing the sense of
horror and pity in the audience. The “mad scene”, which, as is well-known,
boasts a long-running tradition in Italian opera and meets with renewed for-
tune in the romantic melodrama, in Lucia di Lammermoor is rendered
through the shattered syntax of the musical discourse, the fragmented lin-
earity of the music, and interrupted memories. The traditional long cadenza
accompanied by the flute, however, is not Donizetti’s, but it was introduced
at the end of the 19th century by the soprano, Dame Nelly Melba. Another
anomalous and memorable situation is the conclusion of the opera. Here,
the librettist and the composer chose to depart from tradition, which pre-
ferred to end with an important aria sung by the prima donna – the so-
called rondo – and they decided to close on an aria by the tenor.
Otherwise, the opera follows the conventions of the day: the romanticism of
Lucia di Lammermoor respects the easily recognisable regular, classic forms,
proportionately distributed over the three acts. The vocal music, which

The opera: a brief overview

Claudio Toscani



reaches the heights of virtuosity in the part of the protagonist, is also linked
to the tradition of the belcanto. It insists on stylised, at times even extremely
flowery singing, rather than on realistic features of style. The orchestra pro-
vides the general romantic colour: the horns are evident in the prelude; the
instruments that penetrate the depths of the characters’ souls – in particular,
Lucia’s – reveal a marked capacity for introspection, especially noticeable in
the introduction to the solo parts, when the orchestra foreshadows any
shows of affection and psychological expression. The instrumental parts that
prelude to “Regnava nel silenzio”, for example, sketch in just a few notes
the ghost that haunts Lucia, her instability, the impending catastrophe. The
high level of inspired melody has, of course, added to the popularity of the
opera. Donizetti shows extraordinary gifts of incisiveness and meaning,
whether he is describing the fiery vehemence of the clashes between the
male characters, or the sorrowful languor of Lucia.
Lucia di Lammermoor was written quickly, between the end of May and the
6th July 1835. It was first performed on 26th September of the same year, at
the Teatro di San Carlo in Naples. The two principal roles were played by the
soprano Fanny Tacchinardi Persiani and the tenor Gilbert Duprez. The cast
was completed by the baritone Domenico Cosselli and the bass Carlo Porto.
All of them were excellent performers – particularly signora Tacchinardi Per-
siani, who was technically the most proficient singer of her day – who guar-
anteed the opera’s success, which continued throughout the 19th and 20th
centuries. Even today, with the “Donizetti renaissance”, which has led to the
reassessment of less fortunate operas, Lucia di Lammermoor is considered
the composer’s unrivalled masterpiece. It is also hardly surprising that histori-
ans have found in this opera an “icon” of both the bourgeois and the ro-
mantic theatre. Indeed, Flaubert tells of Emma Bovary, a young woman with
a provincial upbringing and of an artificially sharp, deviant sentimentality
who, while attending a theatre performance, witnesses the sequence of
events involving a tragic heroine, and identifies completely in the character’s
loves and her unfortunate end. Of course, she is watching a performance of
Lucia di Lammermoor.
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