
It may be that, in psychological terms, Verdi composed Falstaff in “revenge”
– fifty years later – for the fiasco of his Un giorno di regno, but for anyone
wishing to analyse the significance of Verdi’s last opera from the critical and
aesthetic viewpoint, such an affirmation is certainly rather short-sighted.
Although the tradition of the opera buffa – and particularly Rossini’s influen-
ce on it – is present between the lines in Falstaff, Verdi’s score, considered by
Casella as marking the beginning of modern Italian music, is beyond the tra-
dition of the musical drama, which only appears in this opera in the form of
parody or citation. Indeed, Verdi once said that the best place for perfor-
mances of his new opera was not the Teatro alla Scala, but his home, Villa
Sant’Agata. The references to his other operas are irresistible: Mistress
Quickly’s “Povera donna!” recalls La Traviata, while Bardolfo and Pistola’s
“Immenso Falstaff” mocks the famous chorus in Aida, “Immenso Fthà”.
Whereas the traditional opera buffa is articulated in musical structures that
are, at least in part, independent of the action on stage, it seems that in Fal-
staff Verdi somehow puts the music into action and turns the words into
music. The opera begins with a sort of parody of the sonata form, compri-
sing a first theme, a second theme and development. This parody is echoed
in the words “Ecco la mia risposta” at the start of the second theme, and
“Non è finita!” at the beginning of the development. Perhaps Verdi also wi-
shed to poke fun at the “symphonism” of younger Italian colleagues. The
distance from the 19th-century operatic tradition is also apparent in the vo-
cal parts and in the relationship between the singing and the orchestra. The
voice no longer holds absolute sway and it is integrated as far as is possible
into the fabric of the orchestra, without any stentorian peaks. Of course,
there is Ford’s powerful monologue, but it is a sort of quotation or parody of
the jealous baritone. As for turning the words into music, the few recurrent
themes in Falstaff all originate from a verbal element: “Dalle due alle tre”,
“Te lo cornifico”, and so on. Once, in a letter praising Il barbiere di Siviglia,
Verdi quoted Figaro’s “Signor giudizio, per carità” saying it was “neither me-
lody, nor harmony… but the declaimed word, just true and essential music!”
Verdi, whose passion for Shakespeare was well-known, wrote his last opera
with the librettist Arrigo Boito, who had a significant role in the last phase of
Verdi’s creative output: with Boito’s aid, he rewrote Simon Boccanegra in
1880 and composed Otello in 1887. The role of Falstaff was played by the
French baritone, Victor Maurel, who incidentally had played the first Iago.
He was an artiste who, as Verdi would have said, hated singing just to raise
his voice! In a letter to Boito, Verdi said of Iago, although it might also apply
to Falstaff: “It is a curious thing. The part of Iago, with the exception of a
few outbursts, could be sung entirely mezza voce”. While composing Fal-
staff, he writes to Ricordi to warn him that he intends to pay particular at-
tention to the rehearsals at the piano since his forthcoming opera “will need
to be sung differently from other modern comic operas, or from old opere
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buffe. […] Our singers are generally only capable of raising their voices; they
have no elasticity in their voices, nor do they scan their words clearly or ea-
sily, and they lack accent and breath”. Despite his dominant role in the ope-
ratic tradition, it is clear that he is detaching himself from it and refers to it
in ironical terms. In some way, Falstaff is a posthumous opera. Of course, the
composer’s comic vein, apparent in operas such as Un ballo in maschera or
in the character of Fra Melitone in La forza del destino, is an important pre-
mise. Neither should we forget what he wrote in a letter to Monaldi (3 De-
cember 1890); “For forty years I have wanted to write a comic opera, and
for fifty years I have been acquainted with The merry wives of Windsor”. But
Falstaff is more ironical than comical, and it is full of melancholy. When it
was staged for the first time at La Scala on February 9, 1893, everyone was
aware that it would be Verdi’s last opera. And on consigning the score to Ri-
cordi, at the end of 1892, at the age of almost eighty, he enclosed the fol-
lowing heart-rending note of farewell: “The last notes of Falstaff. Everything
is finished! Go, go old John… Go your way, as long as you can… Amusing
sort of scoundrel; eternally true, under different masks, in every time, in
every place! Go… Go… Walk, walk…Farewell!!!”

(Traduzione di Chris Owen)
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