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Welcome!
Giuseppe Verdi’s Falstaff is a lush and sunny opera based
on Shakespeare’s comedy, The Merry Wives of Windsor.
The opera’s “hero” is a self-proclaimed aristocrat and
knight named Falstaff, who is a lecherous, overweight,
and usually drunken man, but whose buoyant and effusive
personality reminds us of the sheer joy that life can bring,
and the dangers of taking ourselves too seriously.
Written near the end of Verdi’s life, Falstaff was the
composer’s final opera. While working on it, he seemed
to be more relaxed, more at ease, and more artistically
inventive than at any other point in his impressive, multidecade career. He pushed the boundaries of his own
musical language further than ever, finding a new fluidity

and openness of expression, while capturing all the joy,
wisdom and profound humanity of Shakespeare’s comic
invention.
Falstaff not only opens onto the vast world of Shakespeare
and literature, but also allows for an exploration of history
(Elizabethan and post-war England), the relationship
between culture and economics (upper-class versus
middle-class values), ethics (what is the good life?), and, of
course, Verdi’s expressive music, which represented a bold
and new conception of how opera could be composed.
Falstaff is presented in Italian with English SURTITLESTM.

STUDENT DRESS REHEARSALS 2014/2015
$15 INDIVIDUAL STUDENT RUSH TICKETS*

Falstaff Verdi

Tuesday, September 30, 2014 at 7:30 p.m.

Madama Butterfly Puccini

Wednesday, October 8, 2014 at 7:30 p.m.

Don Giovanni Mozart

Monday, January 19, 2015 at 7:30 p.m.

Die Walküre Wagner

Wednesday, January 28, 2015 at 7 p.m.**

The Barber of Seville Rossini

Wednesday, April 15, 2015 at 7:30 p.m.

Bluebeard’s Castle/Erwartung Bartók/Schoenberg
Monday, May 4, 2015 at 7:30 p.m.

*In-person, day-of sales only. Age and purchasing restrictions apply.
All dress rehearsals are approximately three hours with one or two
intermissions. Visit coc.ca/Explore for details.
**Please note the earlier start time to accommodate the length of the
opera, approx. 4 hours and 20 minutes with two intermissions.
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Opera 101
WHAT IS OPERA?
The term “opera” comes from the Italian word for
“work” or “piece,” and is usually applied to the
European tradition of grand opera. Opera is a form
of storytelling which incorporates music, drama
and design.
Though its origins date back to ancient Greece,
the form of opera we are familiar with today
started in the late 16th century in Florence,
Italy. Count Giovanni de’ Bardi was a patron and
host to a group of intellectuals, poets, artists,
scientists and humanists including Giulio Caccini
(composer) and Vincenzo Galilei (father to the
astronomer and scientist, Galileo Galilei, who
was most famous for his improvements to the
telescope). These individuals explored trends
in the arts, focusing on music and drama in
particular. They were unified in their belief that
the arts had become over-embellished and that
returning to the transparency of the music of the
ancient Greeks, which incorporated both speech
and song, and a chorus to further the plot and
provide commentary on the action, would present
a more pure, natural and powerful way to tell
stories and express emotions.

What are the differences between operas, musicals and
plays?
Traditionally operas are through-sung, meaning they are
sung from beginning to end with no dialogue in between.
Singers must have powerful voices in order to be heard over
the orchestra (the ensemble of instrumental musicians that
accompanies the dramatic action on stage during an opera).
Remember: opera singers don’t use microphones!
Musicals are a combination of dialogue and sung pieces and
often include choreographed numbers. The singers often
use microphones and are accompanied by a pit band which
includes more modern instruments like a drum kit, guitar and
electronic instruments.
Plays are primarily spoken works of theatre with minimal
singing or music.
There are always exceptions to the rule: though Les
Misérables is through-sung it is still classified as a piece of
musical theatre because of its style of music. By the same
token, some operas, like Mozart’s The Magic Flute, have
spoken dialogue in addition to singing.

The first opera, Dafne, about a nymph who fled
from Apollo and was subsequently transformed
by the gods into a laurel tree, was composed by
Jacopo Peri in 1597. From then on, the early operas
recreated Greek tragedies with mythological
themes. During the 17th and 18th centuries,
topics expanded to include stories about royalty,
and everyday or common people. Some operas
were of a serious nature (called opera seria) and
some light-hearted (called opera buffa). Since
then operas have been written on a wide variety
of topics such as cultural clashes (Madama
Butterfly), comedic farce (The Barber of Seville),
politicians on foreign visits (Nixon in China), the
celebration of Canadian heroes (Louis Riel), and
children’s stories (The Little Prince), to name a
few.

What does opera
feel like?
Take five minutes out of the school
day and instead of using regular voices
to converse, ask the class to commit to
singing everything. Make an agreement
with the students that it’s not about judging
people’s voices but about freeing our natural
sounds. Make up the melodies on the spot
and don’t worry about singing “correctly.”
Did the musical lines help express or
emphasize certain emotions?
If so, how?

The COC presents works in the western European
tradition but musical equivalents to European
opera can be found in Japan, at the Peking Opera
in China, and in Africa where it is called Epic
Storytelling.
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Attending the Opera:

Make the most of your experience
WELCOME TO THE FOUR SEASONS CENTRE FOR THE PERFORMING ARTS
Photo: Sam Javanrouh

So you’re headed to the opera, and there are a few
questions on your mind. Here are some tips on how to get
the most out of your opera experience.
First, there’s the question of what to wear. People wear
all sorts of things to the opera – jeans, dress pants,
cocktail dresses, suits, etc. The important thing is to be
comfortable. Wear something that makes you feel good,
whether it be jeans or your nicest tie. But skip that
spritz of perfume or cologne before you go out; the
Four Seasons Centre for the Performing Arts is scent-free.
Many fellow patrons and performers are allergic to strong
scents.
Once you’re dressed, it’s important to arrive on time for
the show. Late patrons cannot be admitted to the theatre,
and you may have to watch the first act on a television
screen in the lobby rather than from your seat. If you
don’t have your ticket yet, arrive as early as possible – the
line-up for the box office can often be quite long prior to
a performance! The main doors open one hour before the
performance. Line up there and have your ticket ready
to present to the usher. If you have any questions about

Canadian Opera Company 2014/2015

tonight’s performance, drop by the Welcome Desk (just
inside the main doors) to ask a member of the COC staff,
who are full of useful information not only about tonight’s
opera, but also about COC programs in general. A preperformance chat takes place in the Richard Bradshaw
Amphitheatre (Ring 3) about 45 minutes before the show.
These chats, given by members of our COC Volunteer
Speakers Bureau, offer valuable insight into the opera and
the specific production that you’ll be seeing.
Before the opera starts, take the opportunity to explore
the lobby, known as the Isadore and Rosalie Sharp City
Room. Stop by concessions and pre-order a beverage for
intermission or purchase a snack. Browse the Opera Shop
and pick up a memento of your experience at the opera.
(Note: the Opera Shop is not open at dress rehearsals.)
Walk up the stairs, passing a sculpture as you go, and note
the floating glass staircase – the longest free-span glass
staircase in the world! On the third floor, you’ll see the
Richard Bradshaw Amphitheatre, home to our Free Concert
Series. You’ll also see a mobile by artist Alexander Calder,
adding some colour and whimsy to the space.
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Chimes will ring throughout the lobby ten minutes
before the performance, reminding everyone to find their
seats. Head towards the door noted on your ticket, get a
program from the usher, and find your designated seat in
R. Fraser Elliott Hall. It’s best to use this time to open any
candies you might have and turn off your cell phone – the
hall is built to carry sound, so small sounds travel further
than you may think! Photography is not permitted once
the show starts. The design and direction of the show
is under intellectual property and only the official COC
photographer and/or members of the media can take
pictures and even then, only under special circumstances
that require prior arrangements.
As the lights go down and the audience quiets, listen
carefully. Remember all of that traffic you heard in the
lobby? And now… not a peep! The auditorium is physically
separated from the outside and the ground below, making
for the best acoustic experience possible.

Now it’s time to sit back and enjoy the opera!
SURTITLESTM will be projected on a horizontal screen
above the stage. SURTITLESTM originate from the idea of
“subtitles”, which are most commonly used in foreign films
to make them more accessible outside of their country
of origin. The COC was the first opera company to adapt
this concept for the operatic stage. Slides containing the
English translation of the libretto (text for the opera) are
projected in a more visible place for the audience: above
the stage. SURTITLESTM were first used by the COC at the
premiere of the opera Elektra in 1983. Only the name could
be trademarked, as the technology for the projections was
already in existence. Opera companies from around the
world have adopted this audience initiative under different
names, and it has revolutionized opera stages everywhere.
Feel free to show your appreciation to the performers
by laughing at humorous bits or applauding after a
well-performed aria. If a performer has pulled off some
particularly impressive vocal fireworks, it’s absolutely
acceptable to yell out your appreciation in addition to
applause. You may hear your fellow audience members
shouting “bravo!” for a man, “brava!” for a woman, or
“bravi!” for a group of performers. Feel free to join in!

Falstaff lasts
approximately
two hours, 50
minutes, including one
intermission.
The opera is sung in
Italian with English
SURTITLESTM.

R. Fraser Elliott Hall.
Photo: Tim Griffith
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Characters and Synopsis
MAIN CHARACTERS (in order of vocal appearance)
Name
Dr. Caius
Sir John Falstaff
Bardolph
Pistol
Meg Page
Alice Ford
Mistress Quickly
Nannetta
Fenton
Ford

Description
Physician
Impoverished knight
Falstaff’s disreputable companion
Falstaff’s disreputable companion
Wife of wealthy citizen and friend of Alice Ford
Wife of Ford
Friend of Meg Page and Alice Ford
Daughter of Alice and Ford
Young gentleman and Nannetta’s suitor
Alice Ford’s wealthy and jealous husband

SYNOPSIS

Pronunciation
Kah-yoos

nah-NET-tah

While Alice and Meg plan how to take revenge on their
importunate suitor, Ford decides to disguise himself in
order to pay a visit to Falstaff. Unnoticed in the midst of
all the commotion, Nannetta and Fenton manage to steal a
few precious moments together.

ACT I
Scene i: The Garter Inn
Dr. Caius bursts into Sir John Falstaff’s room in the Garter
Inn, accusing him of unseemly behaviour the previous
night. He further accuses Falstaff’s two henchmen,
Bardolph and Pistol, of having robbed him while he was
drunk. Unable to obtain reparations, Dr. Caius leaves in a
fury.

ACT II
Scene i: The Garter Inn
Feigning penitence, Bardolph and Pistol rejoin Falstaff’s
service. They show in Mistress Quickly, who informs
Falstaff that both Alice and Meg are madly in love with
him. She explains that it will be easier to seduce Alice,
since her husband is out of the house every afternoon,
between two and three. Falstaff joyously anticipates his
seduction of Alice.

Falstaff contemplates the large bill he has run up at the
inn. He informs Bardolph and Pistol that in order to repair
his finances he plans to seduce Alice Ford and Meg Page,
both wives of prosperous Windsor citizens. When
Bardolph and Pistol refuse to deliver the letters Falstaff
has written to the two ladies, Falstaff instructs a page to do
so instead. He then ridicules Bardolph and Pistol’s newly
discovered sense of honour, before throwing them out of
his room.

Bardolph now announces that a ‘Mister Brook’ (Ford in
disguise) wishes to speak to Falstaff. To Falstaff’s surprise,
‘Brook’ offers him wine and money if he will seduce Alice
Ford, explaining that he has long been in love with the
lady, but to no avail. If she were to be seduced by the more
experienced Falstaff, she might then be more likely to fall
a second time and accept ‘Brook’. Falstaff agrees to the
plan, telling his surprised new friend that he already has a
rendezvous with Alice that very afternoon.

Scene ii: The Garter Inn
Alice Ford and Meg Page laugh over the identical love
letters they have received from Sir John Falstaff. They
share their amusement with Alice’s daughter Nannetta,
and with their friend Mistress Quickly.
Ford arrives, followed by four men all proffering advice: Dr.
Caius, whom Ford favours as Nannetta’s future husband;
Bardolph and Pistol, who are now seeking advantageous
employment from Ford; and Fenton, who is in love with
Ford’s daughter Nannetta. When Ford learns of Falstaff’s
plan to seduce his wife, he immediately becomes jealous.
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Voice Type
Tenor
Baritone
Tenor
Bass
Mezzo-Soprano
Soprano
Mezzo-Soprano
Soprano
Tenor
Baritone

As Falstaff leaves to prepare himself, Ford gives way to
jealous rage. When Falstaff returns, dressed in his best
clothes, the two men exchange compliments before leaving
together.
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In disguise, Ford visits Falstaff. (Teatro alla Scala, 2013). Photo: Rudy Amisano

Scene ii: Ford’s house
Mistress Quickly, Alice and Meg are preparing for
Falstaff’s visit. Nannetta tearfully tells her mother that her
father insists on her marrying Dr. Caius, but Alice tells her
daughter not to worry.
Falstaff arrives and begins his seduction of Alice,
nostalgically boasting of his aristocratic youth as page to
the Duke of Norfolk. As Falstaff becomes more amorous,
Meg Page interrupts the tête-à-tête, as planned, to
announce (in jest) that Ford is approaching. But just at
that point Mistress Quickly suddenly returns in a panic to
inform Alice that Ford really is on his way, and in a jealous
temper.
As Ford rushes in with a group of townsfolk, the terrified
Falstaff seeks a hiding place, eventually ending up in a
large laundry basket. Fenton and Nannetta also hide. Ford
and the other men ransack the house. Hearing the sound
of kissing, Ford is convinced that he has found his wife
and her lover Falstaff together, but is furious to discover
Nannetta and Fenton instead. While Ford argues with
Fenton, Alice instructs her servants to empty the laundry
basket out of the window. To general hilarity, Falstaff is
thrown into the River Thames.
INTERMISSION
ACT III
Scene i: Outside the Garter Inn
A wet and bruised Falstaff laments the wickedness of the
world, but soon cheers up with a glass of mulled wine.
Mistress Quickly persuades him that Alice was innocent
of the unfortunate incident at Ford’s house. To prove that
Alice still loves him, she proposes a new rendezvous that
night in Windsor Great Park. In a letter which Quickly
gives to Falstaff, Alice asks the knight to appear at
midnight, disguised as the Black Huntsman.
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Ford, Nannetta, Meg and Alice prepare the second part
of their plot: Nannetta will be Queen of the Fairies and
the others, also in disguise, will help to continue Falstaff’s
punishment. Ford secretly promises Caius that he will
marry Nannetta that evening. Mistress Quickly overhears
them…
Scene ii: Windsor Great Park
As Fenton and Nannetta are reunited, Alice explains her
plan to trick Ford into marrying them. They all hide as
Falstaff approaches. On the stroke of midnight, Alice
appears. She declares her love for Falstaff, but suddenly
runs away, saying that she hears spirits approaching.
Nannetta, disguised as the Queen of the Fairies, summons
her followers who attack the terrified Falstaff, pinching and
poking him until he promises to give up his dissolute ways.
In the midst of the assault Falstaff suddenly recognizes
Bardolph, and realizes that he has been tricked. While
Ford explains that he was ‘Brook’, Mistress Quickly scolds
Falstaff for his attempts at seducing two younger, virtuous
women. Falstaff accepts that he has been made a figure of
fun, but points out that he remains the real source of wit in
others.
Dr. Caius now comes forward with a figure in white. They
are to be married by Ford. Alice brings forward another
couple, who also receive Ford’s blessing. When the brides
remove their veils it is revealed that Ford has just married
Fenton to Nannetta, and Dr. Caius to Bardolph! With
everyone now laughing at his expense, Ford has no choice
but to forgive the lovers, and bless their marriage.
Before sitting down to a wedding supper with Sir John
Falstaff, the entire company agrees that the whole world
may be nothing but a jest filled with jesters, but he who
laughs last, laughs best!
Robert Carsen
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Genesis of the Opera
GIUSEPPE VERDI (1813 – 1901): DEFINING ITALIAN OPERA
From the 1830s until his death, Verdi was the reigning opera composer in Italy. Over
the course of his career the art form underwent significant changes, including shifts
in preferred subject matter, staging conventions and techniques of composition.
Verdi was front and centre in driving many of the innovations that modernized Italian
opera.
For Verdi’s predecessors and contemporaries the traditional way of structuring opera
was to combine musically impressive set-pieces (arias, ensembles, duets) that had
clear beginnings and endings with sections of recitative and dialogue that moved the
plot along until the next occasion for an extravagant musical number.
Verdi thought this created an unrealistic “start-and-stop” quality that detracted from
the force of the drama. He sought new modes of expression that would allow for a
faithful retelling of his dramatic sources, while keeping the action moving forward
with greater musical continuity.

Giuseppe Verdi, circa 1870.
Photo: Ferdinand Mulnier
(1817–1891)

WHEN GIUSEPPE MET ARRIGO
Verdi maintained a prodigious output of
VERDI
operas throughout his career. But in the early
1870s, shortly after Aida premiered and was
+ BOITO...
instantly hailed as a classic, Verdi’s production
OH YEAH
dropped off sharply. Why the composer went
into a semi-official retirement, especially at
a moment when he seemed at the peak of his
powers, remains something of a mystery. Whatever the reasons,
Verdi relocated to a farmhouse in a village near Milan and did not
complete a new opera for more than 15 years.
Arrigo Boito (1842-1918),
circa 1890.
Photographer unknown

This period of inactivity troubled Verdi’s music publisher, Giulio
Ricordi, who couldn’t tolerate the thought that one of Italy’s most
illustrious – not to mention lucrative – composers might live out
his days in idleness. Aiming to spark Verdi’s creativity, Ricordi put
forward the poet and librettist Arrigo Boito as a possible collaborator
for Verdi.

Boito was a generation younger than Verdi, as well as a more cosmopolitan and liberal-minded
thinker than the composer. Though these differences of opinion had created friction in the
past, Boito’s gifts as a dramaturge were too compelling for Verdi to resist, and any prospect of
intellectual squabble failed to overshadow the exciting possibilities of their collaboration.

Giulio Ricordi (1840-1912);
Litography by Mancastropa

After working together on revising an earlier Verdi work, Simon Boccanegra, for a remount
at La Scala, the poet and composer embarked on a brand new opera, Otello, an adaptation of
Shakespeare’s Othello performed in Italian. The opera premiered in 1887 to rave reviews and
overwhelming public acclaim. Verdi was out of retirement.
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ARRIGO SUGGESTS FALSTAFF
It was Boito who suggested the subject of their next work, a
comic opera centered on William Shakespeare’s character,
Falstaff.
“There’s only one way to finish better than with Otello and
that’s to finish triumphantly with Falstaff. Having sounded
all the shrieks and groans of the human heart, to finish with
a mighty burst of laughter – that will astonish the world.”
(Arrigo Boito in a letter to Verdi, 1889)

Verdi was instantly enthused by the idea, probably for two
reasons.
First, he had always loved Shakespeare as a source – in
addition to Otello, Verdi had already adapted Macbeth
back in 1847. Moreover he had been consumed through his
entire career with plans of turning King Lear into an opera
which, even though it never materialized, demonstrated
what an enduring touchstone Shakespeare was for Verdi.
Second, Verdi had been looking to write a comedy for 40
years. His only comic opera up to that point, Un giorno di
regno (“King for a Day,” 1840), was a colossal failure at its
premiere and led to the opinion in some critical circles that
Verdi was incapable of writing a comedy.
So Falstaff presented Verdi with the opportunity to set one
of his favourite poets to music, not to mention silence his
critics. This awakened an extraordinary creative energy
and zeal in the composer.
Above: Falstaff at Herne’s Oak, from The Merry Wives of Windsor by
James Stephanoff, 1832.
Below: Windsor Great Park, 2008. Photo: Andrew Smith
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WORKING ON FALSTAFF
Sir John Falstaff is one of Shakespeare’s greatest
achievements, on par with Lear, Hamlet and Macbeth.
Twentieth-century literary critic Harold Bloom counts him
among the preeminent articulations of the human (not an
uncontroversial claim):
“Shakespeare essentially invented human personality as
we continue to know and value it. Falstaff has priority in
this invention.
Shakespeare, from Falstaff on, adds to the function of
imaginative writing, which was instruction in how to speak
to others, the now dominant if more melancholy lesson of
poetry: how to speak to ourselves.” (Harold Bloom)
Boito and Verdi used The Merry Wives of Windsor for
the opera’s plot, making a series of thoughtful cuts to
streamline the action. But they also interpolated passages
from Henry IV, Parts I and II, to create a more compelling
and interesting Falstaff than the buffoonish character
found in The Merry Wives. (Falstaff, as he is depicted in
the Henry plays, is undoubtedly an immoral and besotted
glutton, but he also has a philosophical depth that is
flattened in The Merry Wives.)
Verdi wrote the music for Falstaff in less than two years.
He was 80 by the time the work was finished.

Verdi’s correspondence from this period is marked with
none of his usual complaints about the hard-going travails
of composition, seemingly confirming a popular – though
no doubt simplified – notion about the opera: released
from the pressures of financial expectations or the need to
please his critics, singers or theatre managers, Verdi wrote
with a complete freedom and zest.
“In writing Falstaff, I haven’t thought about either theatres
or singers. I have written for myself and my own pleasure.”
(Verdi, as quoted in The Grove Guide to Verdi and his Operas by Roger
Parker)

MUSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
Falstaff features extremely rich and inventive
orchestration; its music seems to respond with quicksilver
sensitivity to the language of the libretto and makes rapid
melodic shifts. There is a great deal of musical variety on
display and Verdi opts for a looseness of form throughout.
In general, Verdi also situates the melody in the orchestra
as opposed to the vocal line, and limits the use of setpieces. Instead of arias, most of the action and reflection is
sung in arioso (more tied to the rhythm of speech than an
aria, but more melodic than recitative), which is in keeping
with Verdi’s attempts to discard the theatrical artificiality
of opera and create a more naturalistic form of dramatic
expression.

Instead of achieving a successful seduction, Falstaff finds himself terrorized by those who would
teach him a lesson. (Teatro all Scala, 2013). Photo: Rudy Amisano
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Listening Guide
INTRODUCTION
When Falstaff premiered at La Scala, Milan in 1893,
it landed at the centre of a critical controversy raging
between two opposing points of view. On the one side were
those who saw the future of Italian opera as lying within
the “Wagnerian” camp; that is, in compositions that veered
in the direction of orchestral complexity, constant melodic
development, a reduction of the role of the melodic line
and, the subordination of music to the text – elements
not generally associated with the great Italian bel canto
tradition in which melody and the singing line dominated.
In Italy, this led almost immediately to a critical view
that largely negated Verdi’s later works such as Otello
and Falstaff. This prevailing opinion held that the
essence of 19th-century opera was found in the bold
clash of unadorned, elemental emotions as typified by
Verdi’s middle period operas, Rigoletto, Il Trovatore and
La Traviata. Subsequent to these works, it was felt his
inspiration had declined largely due to his perceived
affinity towards Wagner.
A second, opposing group of Italian critics asserted that
Verdi did actually achieve perfection with Falstaff – that
it stood at the summit of his career. They explained away
the Wagnerian “problem” by attributing Falstaff’s musical
innovation to the internal creative development of Verdi’s
mind as opposed to any wholesale adoption of Germanic
influences.
So, where does Verdi himself fall in this critical maelstrom?
He did make it clear his last opera would be quite
different from anything he’d previously written. It was to
be the comedy he always wanted to compose and from a
musical point of view, Verdi said he wrote it as much for
his own amusement as for the public’s. This resulted in
a remarkable continuity of form, with practically none of
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the discernible set-pieces with distinct beginnings and
endings which were the building blocks of Italian opera up
until that point.
Verdi’s Falstaff is extremely rich, inventive, and fastpaced; the orchestration is sensitive to every shift in the
language of Arrigo Boito’s libretto – so, when an image in
the text changes, the music turns on a dime and adopts a
different tempo and mood, befitting the tone of the text.
Paradoxically, this extreme invention is probably also the
reason why, at first, audiences did not embrace this opera
in quite the same way as they had with Verdi’s earlier
works. There is a fleeting quality about it. Falstaff contains
an abundance of melody, without much repetition; tunes
come and go almost before they can be grasped. The
immediately memorable, hummable tunes of Rigoletto
and La Traviata are no longer foremost on the composer’s
agenda.
Indisputably, Falstaff was progressive and largely left
behind the traditional 19th-century Italian operatic
framework. However, vestiges of the old forms consistently
push through its otherwise continuous and fluid texture
(see excerpts 1 and 3). These “throwbacks” clearly indicate
that Verdi still believed in upholding the primacy of
the voice, but his decades of experience enabled him to
concentrate any vocal display into an extremely distilled
form and to use sophisticated harmonic resources that are
as pioneering as anything else written at the time and for
many years afterwards.
The tracks listed below are excerpted from Falstaff, Decca
4784167. Vienna Philharmonic and the Vienna State
Opera Chorus; Herbert von Karajan, conductor. Giuseppe
Taddei, Ronaldo Panerai, Francisco Araiza, Piero de Palma,
Heinz Zednik, Federico Davià, Raina Kabaivanska, Janet
Perry, Trudeliese Schmidt and Christa Ludwig. You can
also experience the Listening Guide online at coc.ca/
COCRadio.

coc.ca

Falstaff Study Guide

1

MUSICAL EXCERPT
Act III: Aria: “Sul fil d’un soffio etesio” (“Borne on the freshening breeze”)
CONNECTION TO THE STORY
As part of an elaborate plot to trick Falstaff at nighttime in the forest of Windsor Park, Nannetta is
disguised as Queen of the Fairies and invokes the forest’s nocturnal magic.
MUSICAL SIGNIFICANCE
This enchanting aria stands alone as the one number in Falstaff which retains the closest links to Verdi’s
compositional past. It is constructed strophically (two stanzas, each with a choral response) and is unique
within the opera as a self-contained, closed piece: it is clear where the first and second verses end (listen
at 1:12 and 3:46); where the chorus makes their replies (1:16 and 3:49) and it has a distinct “ending” (cue
applause!). Verdi’s use of a more conventional formal structure for this aria seems appropriate – after
all, Nannetta is definitely taking on a “role” in this scene; a theatrical set-up meant to trick and torment
Falstaff. The structure may rely on tradition, but its orchestration shows Verdi at his most sophisticated,
using harp and divided violins, a soft swirl of woodwinds (at 0:20), and the glow of horns to support
Nannetta’s high, clear voice as it conjures up the moonlit park setting and the glimmering forms gliding
and weaving within it. At 0:38, Nannetta (as the Queen) invites her fairies to dance and the pulse switches
to a gentle 3/4 time, the accompaniment offering a serene, waltz-like dance rhythm on quiet chords played
by harp, horns and strings.
FURTHER REFLECTION
Disguise is a theme that is found in many operas. But disguises don’t just appear on stage. What disguises
might you have on a day-to-day basis? How do these disguises help us and how do they inhibit us?

Nannetta and Fenton struggle to hide their secret
courtship amidst all the chaos (Royal Opera House,
Covent Garden, 2012). Photo: Catherine Ashmore
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MUSICAL EXCERPT
Act I, Part 1: “So che se andiam, la notte, di taverna in taverna” (“True, as we go from tavern to tavern at
night”)
CONNECTION TO THE STORY
Falstaff berates Bardolph and Pistol, angry that their exorbitant bar bills will impact his own ability to eat
and drink and that if he becomes thin… no one will love him!
MUSICAL SIGNIFICANCE
This excerpt demonstrates just how attuned Verdi was to Arrigo Boito’s text, his musical imagination
spurred on by each twist and turn of the story. Listen at the beginning as Falstaff reflects on all his
years of drinking with Bardolph and Pistol which are expressed in a kind of weaving, zig-zaggy melody
that mimics the trio’s wobbly path from tavern to tavern. This tune is quickly thrown over for another
as Falstaff describes the brightness of Bardolph’s (decidedly sozzled) nose, comparing it to a guiding
lantern. The original musical idea of the inebriated walk is therefore replaced at 0:14 by an upwardly
shooting tune, almost like a lick of flame climbing upwards. Already, in only four lines of text, musical
ideas shift at a rapid pace. This is a microcosm of what Verdi does throughout the opera, using the music
to expand the meaning of the text, providing orchestration that’s very tightly coiled around the meaning
and the shape of the words.
Next, Falstaff’s fear that Pistol and Bardolph’s spending habits will cause the eventual wasting away
of his own substance is matched by a descriptive, admonishing, braying rhythm on all three trumpets
(0:40). Contemplating a potentially debilitating loss of girth at 0:54, Falstaff sings of the importance
of his paunch: “Se Falstaff s’assottiglia non è più lui” (“If Falstaff gets thin, he won’t be himself”). Verdi
strategically orchestrates this line using a piccolo (the highest pitched wind instrument) at one end of the
range and a cello (a lower-pitched string instrument) at the opposite end. Played together they musically
telegraph Falstaff’s broad girth which is mirrored by the wide range between these two instruments.
The passage ends with Falstaff proclaiming his paunch as a kind of royal kingdom in which a thousand
tongues cry out his name, all to the strains of a triumphant fanfare (1:41). And so, in a brief 90 seconds,
Verdi takes us through a quick, constantly shifting series of melodies in which the orchestra, vocal line
and text travel together in locked step, very, very quickly!
FURTHER REFLECTION
A lot of the musical effects in Falstaff are onomatopoeic – that is, the sounds imitate the idea they are
attempting to describe. Take some instruments you know (flute, violin, tuba, cello, saxophone etc.) and
think of what types of characters, emotions or situations they might best describe.

3

MUSICAL EXCERPT
Act I, Part 2, Ensemble: “Del tuo barbaro diagnostico?” (“Your barbaric diagnosis”)
CONNECTION TO THE STORY
During this brilliant concertato (interaction of two or more groups of voices) the women and men plot
against each other while Nannetta’s boyfriend, Fenton, soars above all the agitation saying he only has
thoughts for his love!
MUSICAL SIGNIFICANCE
This bravura, chattering ensemble presents a daunting challenge, demanding impeccable diction from
the singers who must deliver their lines at lightning speed and with the utmost clarity. Nine voices are
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divided into three groups: the men (Dr. Caius, Bardolph, Pistol and Ford who start the ensemble); the
women (Alice, Meg, Nannetta and Mistress Quickly joining in at 0:05); plus Fenton whose solo tenor line
hovers above them all (heard for the first time at 0:22).
As the finale to Act I, this concertato hearkens back to the opera buffa (comic opera) tradition of Rossini
who used similarly frantic, multiple-voice ensembles to conclude his acts in operas such as The Barber
of Seville. Although often seen as the last great flower of buffa tradition, Falstaff far outstrips any such
model both in terms of its form and substance. By this point in his development, Verdi’s relationship
with his forebears, not to mention his own past, had grown extremely complex so that Falstaff neither
looks back slavishly to 18th-century opera buffa, nor aggressively forward to the symphonism of Puccini.
Instead, it embodies something nearer to chamber music and in this way, is completely unique.
One very clear marker which distinguishes this concertato from its potential historic models is its
integration of short, vocal melodies (like Fenton’s solo line at 0:22) that possess an intense, sweet, heartpiercing freshness which Verdi sprinkles throughout the opera’s complex ensembles. This integrated type
of lyricism provides an important countermeasure of seriousness to the opera’s predominant comedy,
allowing Verdi to offer a more complete, realistic portrayal of the human condition.
Finally, the ensemble ends with perhaps the most gorgeous melody in the entire opera but, typically, it’s a
fleeting moment. At 1:25 Alice launches “Ma il viso mio su lui risplenderà” (“But my face will shine upon
him”): a glowing, surging melodic gem often claimed to be the most beautiful Verdi ever wrote. However,
before we can be completely swept away by its gorgeousness, a measure of irony is added when the
women continue “…come una stella sull’immensità!” (“…like a star over the bottomless deep!”). Here, the
intentional pun on the word “immensity” refers not only to physical space, but to Falstaff’s girth, setting
off peals of merry laughter in the women (at 1:54).
FURTHER REFLECTION
In a state of cluttered sound and everyone talking around you, what would you do to get your own point
across?

The hunt is on for Falstaff! He’s in the blue laundry hamper in the front on the left...
(Teatro all Scala, 2013). Photo: Rudy Amisano
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MUSICAL EXCERPT
Act III, Part 2, Ensemble: “Tutto nel mondo è burla!” (“All the world’s a joke”)
CONNECTION TO THE STORY
Admitting that he has been duped, Falstaff insists on “a chorus to finish the play.” His subject: “All the
world’s a joke” and man is borne to be made fool of, though he who laughs last laughs best!
MUSICAL SIGNIFICANCE
Ending an opera with a big ensemble summarizing the piece’s moral lesson is not unusual – it’s a
standard opera buffa (comic opera) convention. However in choosing a fugue (in which a short melody
– the subject first heard at 0:06 – is introduced by one part and successively taken up by others), Verdi
settled on a musical form which would not have sounded particularly beautiful to the 19th-century Italian
ear, and was certainly not expected even in the framework of a 19th-century Italian opera buffa. The
fugue is not usually found in operatic music; it’s a technique governed by strict rules and associated with
the earlier Baroque era as exemplified by the works of Bach. In the context of Falstaff as a whole, Verdi’s
decision to deploy the fugue is curious: just as the entire texture of the opera has been characterized by a
very fluid musical expression of loose forms and rapid changes, at the final moment when everything is
summed up, Verdi reaches back to a highly academic, traditional structure.
Verdi’s reasons for writing a fugue have been explained in various ways: that his perfect mastery of
contrapuntal technique (writing for various voices which sing at the same time) was his way of getting
back at those who in his youth refused to admit him into the Milan Conservatory. It has also been
interpreted as a sort of call-out to the younger generation of Italian composers not to discount the basics;
not to embrace uncritically the rise of a modern music that left no place for the old-fashioned fugue.
Despite its lofty, academic origins, Verdi insisted on calling his finale a “comic” fugue, working it into a
climax which breaks off dramatically. After a silence Falstaff, alone and unaccompanied, utters a slow,
mock-tragic “Tutti gabbati!” (“We all are fools!” at 2:30) to which the others dolefully reply the same
(2:39), as though a sudden cloud were temporarily blocking the sun. That cloud disappears as quickly
as it came; the tempo recovers; there is a rapid crescendo (increase in volume) and the opera ends as it
began, with a great orchestral flourish (2:53).
FURTHER REFLECTION
The main character in Falstaff is a bit of a clown – not a hero, nor a young lover. Name some other
main characters in opera, musicals, books or movies that are comic, rather than serious. What makes
them funny? What kind of comedy do they use to make you laugh? Are they similar to or different than
Falstaff?
Boito
and Verdi used
Shakespeare’s The Merry
Wives of Windsor for the
opera’s plot, making a series of
thoughtful cuts to streamline the
action. But they also interpolated
passages from Henry IV, Parts I
and II, to create a more compelling
and interesting Falstaff than the
buffoonish character found in
The Merry Wives.
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What to Look for
FROM 1590 TO 1950
This COC production of Falstaff is staged by acclaimed
Canadian director Robert Carsen, who sets the opera in
England during the 1950s.

SET DESIGN AND COSTUMES
Falstaff takes place in several locations around the London
suburb of Windsor.

He decided on this approach because the Elizabethan
period in which Shakespeare wrote the play turns out
to share many similarities with post-WWII England:
both were undergoing changes in the stratification of
society along class lines. The aristocratic class began to
lose its power, while the upwardly mobile business and
professional classes surged to a position of great financial
strength. In the 1950s, as in the 1590s, English society
became acutely aware of social relations among the classes
and paid particular attention to money and moral value.
“There were parallels in terms of class struggle
and the rise of the middle classes, represented in
the opera by the very rich Ford, and the twilight
of the aristocracy represented by Sir John who’s
clinging to his aristocratic roots.” (Robert Carsen)

w

The Garter Inn is where Falstaff is keeping court. It is
rendered as a country hotel, with oak-paneled walls
that recall the smoking room of a gentleman’s club.

w

Instead of the traditional garden, a posh hotel
restaurant serves as the location for the hatching of
the women’s revenge plot.

w

Ford’s home is a giant, sprawling modern kitchen with
brightly coloured cupboards and high-tech gadgetry
and appliances. This design features plenty of bright
green and pink pastels.

w

For Windsor Great Park, the site of Falstaff’s final
comeuppance, the wood-paneled walls that dominate
throughout the opera make another appearance and
then slide apart to reveal a starry nighttime backdrop.

In vibrant, vintage 1950s fashion, (l-r) Kai Rüütel as Meg Page, Ana María Martínez as Alice and Amanda Forsythe as Nannetta plot
to teach Falstaff a lesson. (Royal Opera House, Covent Garden, 2012). Photo: Catherine Ashmore
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FALSTAFF’S FEAST
As a character, Falstaff is a man of large appetites. His
preoccupation with food is also mirrored by his sexual
avarice, the pursuit of which he frequently compares to a
hunt. In light of this textual emphasis on the bon vivant
aspect of Falstaff, Robert Carsen has integrated food and
drink into every scene of the production. With so many dishes
and drinks to cart out, it’s no wonder that this production has
the largest props crew our stage manager, Jen Kowal, has ever
worked with (for more, see our Spotlight on Jen, on page 20).

COSTUMES
The costumes by designer Brigitte Reiffenstuel have been
hailed for their attention to detail and historical realism.
w

Men wear a lot of tweeds, a rough woolen fabric
associated with English dress and particularly favoured
for outdoors activities, like hunting.

w

Falstaff first appears in greasy unwashed long johns; for
his attempted seduction of Alice Ford he dons traditional
fox-hunting attire (a brilliant red coat with tails); for the
final scene, his disguise as the Black Huntsman has him
in a deerstalker with deer antlers, along with the original
long johns.

w

Bardolph and Pistol – since their characters are
essentially opportunistic, petty criminals – are dressed
with a 1950s-gangster look

w

Women wear a lot of glamorous 1950s dresses (especially
prominent are pinched waists and big skirts), gloves,
pillbox hats, etc.

One of the principal challenges in designing costumes for a
production like this is that clothes in the 1950s would have
been highly incompatible with the physical demands a singer
places on her body as an instrument. Boning in a corset, for
example, would restrict the breathing necessary for an opera
singer. As such, Reiffenstuel had to be particularly savvy with
fabric, cuts, and structuring to give a historically accurate
look, without hindering the physical movement and organic
mechanics of an opera performer.
Left: Top: The props for the feast are incredibly detailed. Middle: Falstaff
n a dashing hunting outfit to inspire his sexual conquest. Below: Falstaff
sports another look – grubby long johns, deerstalker and horns in the
Windsor Great Park scene. Ambrogio Maestri as Falstaff. (Royal Opera
House, Covent Garden, 2012). Photos: Catherine Ashmore
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COC Spotlight: Jen Kowal
Not everyone at the COC is an opera singer… take a peek
behind the scenes and learn about the many diverse
careers available in the arts!
Have you ever stopped to think how it is that performances
run so smoothly on stage? It takes a lot of leadership and
co-ordination from one highly organized person behind

the curtain. Meet one of our extraordinary stage managers,
Jenifer Kowal. Hidden from view from the audience, Jen is
the conduit for all communication between the conductor
in the pit, everyone waiting backstage, and the front-ofhouse ushers. Because of stage managers like her, you can
guarantee a seamless performance every time you come to
the opera.

Position: Stage Manager
Name: Jen Kowal
Role in the Company (a very brief and informal job description):
I run the rehearsals, technical rehearsals and performances. Throughout
the process, I communicate information about the opera to all areas of the
production department.
Hometown: Fort Worth, Texas
Education: Indiana University, Theatre Major

Jen Kowal

(Stage Manager)

When did you first became interested in opera? First, I was a stage manager
in straight theatre and then moved on to musicals. Since I am able to read
music, opera was a perfect fit.
What made you decide to pursue this sort of career path? I was 13 when I
decided that I would like to become a director of either movies or theatre. I
was active in theatre in high school, and then studied directing in university.
Once there, I fell into the role of stage manager and loved it.

What is a typical day like for you? What things are you responsible for? My days have a lot of variety. During the rehearsal
period, it is my responsibility to see that the set, props and rehearsal costumes are ready for the rehearsal. I ensure that all
necessary singers and music staff have arrived and then begin the rehearsal. I then write down blocking (where the singers
move onstage during a scene) and keep track of notes or changes to the different areas of production (props, costumes, set and
lighting).
Once we move the rehearsals to the theatre, I distribute detailed paperwork informing the crew how to run the show (scene
changes, costume changes, etc.). I run rehearsals with the crew to practise their moves.
During performances, I sit at a desk wearing a headset and call cues from an opera score. These cues tell the crew when to
change the lights and move the scenery. I also call singers to the stage when it time for their scenes.
If someone was interested in becoming a stage manager, what would you recommend they have in terms of skills or
experience? The number one, most important skill in stage management is knowing how to interact with people. This is
followed closely by organizational skills.
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What do you love most about your career? I love that stage management lets you work with many different people and
aspects of the theatre. It is a very exciting and interesting career.
What do you enjoy the least about your career? The long hours can be tiring and may prevent you from attending family
events.
Favourite part about this upcoming production of Falstaff?
Falstaff was the first opera that I ever worked on 23 years ago and it has always been a fond memory for me. I am also looking
forward to the challenge of working on this production because it will have the largest props crew in the history of my career.
Craziest stage managing situation you’ve had to deal with during your career?
I worked on the Pope’s mass on World Youth Day 2002 in Toronto and had to line up a group of 600 bishops in the rain.
They were supposed to proceed up the main staircase of the stage, but I lost track of some of them. They ended up using the
wheelchair ramps instead, holding up their umbrellas. It made the front page of the Toronto Star the next day.
What do you enjoy outside of opera?
I love spending time with my husband and two children. I also have an interest in interior design and like to practise it in my
own home.

Above: (l-r) Soprano Erika Sunnegårdh, director Atom Egoyan,
and Jen at the Salome opening night party during the COC’s
2012/2013 season.

Canadian Opera Company 2014/2015

Above: Jen on headset, stage managing a
production of Miss Saigon in Pittsburgh.

coc.ca

Falstaff Study Guide

20

Active Learning
One of the best parts of taking your students to the opera is the discussion and further exploration the opera can inspire. Take
a deeper look into the themes and story of Falstaff with these discussion questions and ideas for further exploration.
w

Read The Merry Wives of Windsor in class and compare and contrast the two pieces.

w

Compare the era in which the piece was initially set (Elizabethan England) with the setting of this production (post-war
England). What parallels can you draw between the two societies? Why might Robert Carsen have chosen to stage the
opera in this more contemporary era?

w

Compare the character of Falstaff seen in this opera with the one Shakespeare wrote in The Merry Wives of Windsor and
Henry IV (Parts I and II).

w

Verdi attempted to create a more naturalistic form of expression in opera by writing fewer arias (solos) in Falstaff, instead
composing in ariosos (see page 12). Did Verdi achieve this increased naturalism? Why or why not?

w

Rewrite your favourite scene from another character’s point of view.

See the Listening Guide on page 12 for more great discussion starters!

Did viewing
the opera spark some
scintillating debates or
discussions? Would your
students like to share examples
of their work with the COC?
E-mail us at
education@coc.ca.
We’d love to hear from
you!
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Nannetta and the conspirators set out to torment Falstaff in Windsor Great Park at night. (Teatro all Scala, 2013). Photo: Rudy Amisano
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The COC offers a wide variety of school programs for Kindergarten to Grade 12.
To find out more, visit our website at coc.ca/Explore or contact:
Education & Outreach
Canadian Opera Company
227 Front St. E., Toronto, ON M5A 1E8
Tel: 416-306-2392
Fax: 416-363-5584
education@coc.ca
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