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OPERA AT RIDERWOOD          
NOTES & NEWS

This opera’s very existence is a lasting tribute to the genius 
of its composer. It premiered in Milan in 1893, when 
Giuseppe Verdi was in his 80th year and all his 
contemporaries were either resting on their laurels or dead.  
Yet this ‘retired gentleman farmer’ amazed the entire opera 
world by bringing forth a new opera, which was 
immediately acclaimed as a masterpiece.  And after more 
than 50 years of composing dramas, this one was a comedy! 
It was different in other ways as well:  specifically, in the 
manner of his overall approach to his musical composition.  
It was a change that had begun with his last opera, Otello 
(1887), in which there were but a few stand-alone pieces or 
arias while the bulk of the story moved forward in a 
through-music mode.  In this, his final opera, Verdi went 
even further.  There are few pieces of music in the score that 
could be accurately described as an aria.  Instead, the plot 
moves forward by the continuous interactions of the lead 
singers (there are a lot of them) and Verdi’s music goes with 
the flow.    
Thus it is that you’ll hear innumerable snippets of lovely 
melodies which remain undeveloped, resulting in neither a 
full-fledged aria or even variations on that theme.  Instead, 
Verdi continually segues into another snippet, usually 
including new orchestral ideas.  It’s an approach that is 
different from what we’re used to hearing, hence takes 
getting used to – rather like olives. 
A word of introspection: if I’m telling you that this 
masterpiece owes much of its greatness to its being 
different, don’t I have the duty to explain why that is so?  
Yep.  So on the next page, I provide brief excerpts of 
comments about Falstaff that I’ve taken from two of the 
opera world’s most prestigious and authoritative 
compendiums regarding the genre: 

The New Kobbe’s Opera Book, edited by The Earl of 
Harewood and Antony Peattie. 

“It would take a book to describe Falstaff in sufficient detail 
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On August 12, Encore presents 
Mozart’s Don Giovanni. What more. 
can I say to encourage you to attend. 
Indeed, what more needs to be said 
about one of the most loved 
composer’s most loved operas? Ah 
hah! I’ll tell you who is singing… Mr. 
Giovanni is Bryn Terfel, held,over 
from this week and probably staying 
in a guest room. Renée Fleming is 
Donna Anna, and Solveig 
Kringelborn is Miss er, Donna Elvira 
with Leporello sung by Ferruccio 
Furlanetto, Don Ottavio by Paul 
Groves, Masetto by John Relyea and 
Zerlina Hei-kyung Hong. Whatta cast! 

Steve’s Schwartz’s Encore Notes 

Falstaff 
   Giuseppi Verdi 

English Subtitles • 157 Minutes :02:37. 
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The Annapolis Opera Company 
(AOC) presents the fully staged opera 
with acclaimed professional stars 
and English surtitles on Sunday, 
August 28 at 3:00pm in Annapolis at 
Maryland Hall for the Creative Arts.  
Riderwood Trips is not an option, 
but we can get group rates —$64 
tickets— if 10 or more people want to 
go and we have some drivers willing 
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to do anything like justice to the kaleidoscopic 
variety of the score.  There is a sparkle, a 
rapidity of utterance, a speed of movement, an 
economy of means in the ensemble writing that 
has no equal in music written since Mozart...The 
music is more fluid than in Otello and rhythmic 
ideas are caught up, dropped, and used again 
with a dexterity which Shakespeare himself never 
excelled in his own medium.  It is as light as air, 
and yet out of it, Verdi has fashioned 
Shakespeare’s Falstaff, drawn, appropriately, in 
the round,  speaking Italian, but more English at 
heart than in any English musical recreation of 
him.”   
The New Grove Book of Operas, by Stanley 
Sadie 
“Perhaps the most immediately obvious 
difference between Falstaff and all Verdi’s 
previous operas lies in the music’s tendency to 
respond in unprecedented detail to the verbal 
elements of the drama.  In much of the score, but 
especially in the great duets and monologues, the 
listener is bombarded by a stunning diversity of 
rhythms, orchestral textures, melodic motifs and 
harmonic devices.  Passages that in earlier times 
would have furnished material for an entire 
number here crowd in on each other, shouldering 
themselves unceremoniously to the fore in 
bewildering succession.”   
“While those descriptions are rather more florid 
than is my wont, they nonetheless accurately 
reflect my own thoughts.  Hence I commend them 
for your consideration as you watch and listen to 
this final musical output from the genius that was 
Giuseppe Verdi.”   

Now I return to my own words:    
In response to Verdi’s oft-expressed desire to do 
one more opera based on a Shakespearean play, 
Arrigo Boito, his librettist for Otello, as well as 
for a rewritten version of his less successful 1857 
opera, Simon Boccanegra (1881), presented him 
with a libretto comprising a revised version of 
the Bard’s Merry Wives of Windsor with some 
scenes from an earlier Shakespearean play, King 
Henry IV.  

In the earlier play, a young and vibrant version of 
the man for whom the opera is named had a 
different persona.  Then, as here, he had been a 
liar, a cheat and a braggart.  But he was also 
humorous and an altogether pleasant companion 
for Prince Hal.  In other words, he was once a 
likable rogue.  Not so here.  
The play premiered some time around the year 
1600, when Queen Elizabeth was nearing the end 
of her glorious reign of half a century. Soon 
afterward, the story was put out that Shakespeare 
had written it because the Queen had been so 
taken by the positive aspects of Falstaff’s 
character as depicted in Shakespeare’s historical 
plays about King Henry IV (the heroic 
protagonist who was her ancestor), that she asked 
the playwright to write another play in which 
Falstaff had a more prominent role.    
In the resulting play and today’s opera, Falstaff 
the character is not all that likable. Rather, he has 
become an old and hugely overweight moocher 
who is always on the lookout for money.  He also 
drinks too much on a regular basis and – most of 
all -- he possesses an ego as large as his belly, 
such that he still fancies himself to be a credible 
candidate for being considered a competent 
seducer of younger women – which, quite simply, 
he ain’t.  This self-induced fantasy both amuses 
and angers the two proper married ladies he 
thinks he is fooling, so they determine to give 
him his come-uppance.   
The manner in which they accomplish this is the 
central theme of the opera. And although the 
ladies succeed in utterly humiliating Falstaff, it is 
all done in so light-hearted a manner -- supported 
in no small measure by Verdi’s incomparable 
music that is equally light-hearted.  As a result, 
we in the audience are not all that uncomfortable 
as we watch Falstaff be made the brunt of the 
well-deserved but nonetheless rather heartlessly 
humiliating revenge that is exacted on him by the 
two ladies who are  ‘The Merry Wives of 
Windsor’.   

PERFORMANCE INFORMATION 
Filmed for Royal Opera House 1996 by BBC • DVD 
released 2001 by KULTUR • ASIN B001RPZDXG 
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CHARACTERS AND SINGERS  
SIR JOHN FALSTAFF: Bryn Terfel, baritone 
FORD (a wealthy townsman): Roberto Frontali,  
baritone  
ALICE FORD (his wife): Barbara Frittoli, 
soprano 
NANNETTE (their daughter): Desirée Rancatore, 
lyric soprano  
MEG PAGE  (a married lady): Diana Montague,  
lyric mezzo  
MISTRESS QUICKLY: Bernadette Manca di 
Nissa, mezzo-soprano  
FENTON (in love with Nanetta): Kenneth Tarver, 
tenor  
DR. CAIUS  (a wealthy townsman): Robin 
Legate, tenor  
BARDOLFO (a servant to Falstaff): Peter Hoare, 
tenor  
PISTOLA (another of Falstaff’s servants): 
Gwynne Howell  
The entire production was under the musical 
direction of Bernard Haitink, KBE 

PLOT 
ACT ONE  

Scene 1: Inside the Garter Inn 
Falstaff is in the inn where he and his servants, 
Pistola and Bardolfo, have spent another night 
sleeping off another of their all-night binges, and 
there is much bickering going on, including who 
it was last night who picked the pocket of another 
regular in their group, Dr. Caius.   
After this introductory by-play, we are made 
aware of the plot’s central theme:  this 
ludicrously fat old knight has amorous designs on 
two proper married ladies living in Windsor: 
Mistress (Mrs.) Alice Ford and Mrs. Meg Page.   
(Their wealth is an added but secondary point of 
interest for Falstaff.) His two letters are addressed 
to each of them separately.  Based on nothing 
more than his over-sized ego, he believes the 
ladies are each attracted to him and hopes the 

letters will draw a positive amorous response 
from at least one of them.       
He asks Pistola and Bardolfo to deliver them. 
They refuse. Falstaff drives them both out of the 
inn and sends his page to deliver them. 
Scene 2:The garden outside the Ford residence 
Here we meet our four lady protagonists: Meg 
Page, Mistress Quickly, Alice Ford, and her 
daughter Nannetta.  They are busily  engaged in 
backyard gossip when they discover that Falstaff 
has sent identical letters to Alice and Meg, each 
suggesting an amorous liaison.  The ladies pour 
scorn on this arrogant knight and vow to extract 
their revenge on him.  They then exit. 
Now enters a group of five men: Caius, Bardolfo, 
Pistola, Mr. Ford (Alice’s husband) and a 
younger man, Fenton. Pistola and Bardolfo warn 
Ford of Falstaff’s intentions towards his wife.  
Ford pretends to be unperturbed, but in fact he is 
an easily aroused and jealous husband.  During 
this scene, we also see the only two young people 
in the opera, Fenton and Nannetta (she’s the 
Fords’ daughter) sneaking some kisses, for they 
must be discreet since Ford does not approve of 
him and wishes to marry his daughter off to Dr. 
Caius.   
The women return and map out their plan.  They 
intend to entrap Falstaff by telling him that Alice 
and Meg are ready to meet with him (separately).  
Mistress Quickly is delegated to be their 
intermediary for delivering that false information 
to the fat knight. 

Scene 3: The Garter Inn 
Falstaff is back with his servants when Mistress 
Quickly enters.  She informs him that Alice Ford 
is alone every day in her home between the hours 
of 2:00 and 3:00 (which time frame is repeated 
several times in the opera, in a manner 
reminiscent of the refrain ‘Mil e tre’  from the 
catalog aria in Mozart’s Don Giovanni), and is 
even now awaiting his arrival.  Falstaff takes the 
bait and decides to go there this very day.  Then, 
just before exiting the inn, Mistress Quickly tells 
him that Meg Page is in a similar frame of mind, 
and will be available between 3:00 and 4:00.   Of 
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course, Falstaff buys into this ridiculous story as 
well (although it is the Ford household where the 
ladies’ first act of revenge will take place). 
Meanwhile, the jealous Mr. Ford decides to 
initiate a plan of his own to test his wife’s 
faithfulness.  He has Bardolfo and Pistola 
introduce him to Falstaff as an out-of-towner 
named Brook who is infatuated with Alice (who 
of course, is his wife).  In an extended scena, he 
tells Falstaff that he lusts after that lady and 
bribes Falstaff to seduce her (he knows his offer 
will be accepted since he had already been told 
that Falstaff intends to do that on his own). Thus, 
so goes Ford’s reasoning, having already been 
unfaithful with another man, Alice will be readily 
susceptible to the advances of this supposed out-
of-town stranger.    
Of course, Falstaff loves the idea (especially 
since Ford gives him a large bag of coins).  When 
Falstaff exits the stage momentarily to spiff 
himself up and change his clothes, Ford regales 
us with a fortissimo monologue in which he 
expresses his outrage at Falstaff and his anger at 
his wife (who, based on no evidence, he has 
already decided has cuckolded him).  
Falstaff then returns, dressed in more appropriate 
attire, and the two men exit to start down the road 
in the direction of the Fords’ house.  (They intend 
to arrive there separately.)  So ends Act One. 

ACT TWO 
Scene: Inside the Ford household. 

It is that afternoon, and the women are busy 
making preparations for Falstaff’s arrival for 
what he expects will be an assignation with Alice, 
but at which the ladies intend to do him dirt.   
Those preparations include setting up a folding 
screen behind which people can (and will) hide, 
and having two of Alice’s servants bring in a 
huge oversized wicker laundry basket and placing 
it in the middle of the room.    
Then Falstaff arrives, he is already counting his 
seduction chickens but he is put off by Alice with 
a series of excuses until Mistress Quickly 
frantically tells them that Meg is approaching, 
with worse news: the master of the house, Mr. 

Ford, is coming!  Where can Falstaff hide?  First 
he hides behind the screen, which has been 
transformed into a telephone-booth size cubicle, 
as Ford and a group of men with him busily look 
everywhere for the fat knight.  This being a farce, 
they look in every nook and cranny (including the 
large but empty laundry basket) but of course not 
the screen.  Then, when the men are busy 
elsewhere, Falstaff relocates his hiding place to 
the basket, and the women cover him up with a 
lot of clothing and linens.  All this is done in a 
state of frenzied chaos. 
Meanwhile the two lovers, seeing what a 
convenient hiding place is offered by the now-
empty screened-in cubicle, have hidden there to 
exchange a few more kisses.  Then, when one of 
their kisses is too loud, all the men, led by Ford, 
are certain they have cornered the elusive 
miscreant.  The men then make an elaborate 
charade out of forming a battle line and slowly 
sneaking up on the screen.  When they finally 
open it up, they’re amazed to find – Fenton and 
Nannetta. 
During an extended scena in which all is noise 
and mayhem, four of Alice’s servants enter.  They 
pick up the now-heavy laundry basket, (which, as 
we have seen, is filled with a lot of dirty clothing 
and one very fat old knight).  Then, with many a 
grunt and groan, they carry it to the window at 
the back of the stage, where they manage to lift it 
up and dump its contents out the window.  A 
series of loud splashes tells us that both laundry 
and knight have landed in the river which runs 
behind the house.  

ACT THREE   
Scene 1: The patio behind the Garter Inn 

Falstaff is sitting alone, feeling very sorry for 
himself at the humiliation and physical 
discomfort he incurred from having been thrown 
into the river among the Fords’ soiled clothing 
and linens. Then he orders   some wine, and 
quickly cheers up.  Listen as the former 
atmosphere of gloom with which the scene 
opened changes as Verdi’s orchestrations convey 
a happy aura to match Falstaff’s now-revived 
emotions.   
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Then Mistress Quickly enters through the patio’s 
back gate.  Her mission: to coax Falstaff into 
making another try at seducing Mistress Ford.  At 
first, he’s not interested, but hope springs eternal 
(stirred on by the old fool’s ego) and she finally 
persuades him to try again to have a tryst with 
Alice.  This time, there are special requirements.  
The supposed assignation is to take place outside 
of town, in a location well-known in English 
legend: Herne the Hunter’s Oak Tree in Windsor 
Forest.  Falstaff is to appear there at midnight 
disguised as the black hunter himself, complete 
with a hunter’s garb and with a set of antlers 
sitting atop his head.    
[NOTE. An Oak forest is well known in English 
and other nations’ folklore.  Some of you may 
recall the opening scene in Bellini’s opera 
Norma, which I showed here earlier this year.  In 
that opera, the Druids were convening in just 
such a forest so that Norma, their high priestess, 
could gather mistletoe, which is a parasitic plant 
that grows at the tops of oak trees.  The mistletoe 
was to be used in their religious rites.  
[In addition, the site had special significance in 
English folklore. According to legend, the hunter 
Herne hanged himself from that very tree, and as 
a result, the spot was believed to be haunted by 
witches and sprites. (Even  knights bought into 
that legend).  And as part of their plot to persuade  
Falstaff to never again pursue them, the women 
intend to make use of that legend.] 

Scene 2: Windsor Forest 
As the curtain rises, the setting is dominated by 
Herne’s Oak. This last scene takes place in 
moonlight, and the opera’s stage director has 
given the scene a delightfully light and airy 
ambience, even as Falstaff is induced to feel 
downright scared by what to him is an eerie 
place. 
… 
Several actions have previously occurred.  Alice 
Ford has arranged to have numerous children 
dressed as sprites and elves, etc., hiding in the 
woods, ready to appear when the trap has been 
sprung on their victim.  Mistress Quickly has 
dressed Nannetta in a green costume (NOT white, 

for reasons explained below) and also has 
arranged for a man with a score to settle with 
Falstaff to be dressed in white and be wearing a 
horned mask, so Caius will take him for 
Nannetta.   
A pair of conflicting plans are in the works. Ford, 
who is intent on having his daughter Nannetta 
married to Dr. Caius, tells the prospective groom 
to wear white and to be on the look-out for a girl 
also wearing white, then to stand with her before 
him to receive his blessing to be wed (hence the 
reason for the ladies’ having arranged for 
Nannetta to be wearing green). Since everyone 
will be in disguise (as you in the Riderwood 
audience well know by now, this is a favorite 
device for comedic operas) where such outward 
signs are the supposedly the only for the 
characters on stage to tell who is who.  It’s also a 
convenient way to introduce the sort of mistaken 
identities that propel the action.  
At Falstaff’s arrival, all the participants in the 
charade hastily don their disguises and the mood 
on stage becomes that of a haunted and scary 
setting.  At first he is seen wearing a ridiculous 
set of antlers and is wrapped in a heavy hunter’s 
cloak.  Midnight strikes as Falstaff anxiously 
counts out the chimes and tries to console himself 
by remembering that in Greek mythology, the 
king of the gods, Jove, also disguised himself (as 
a bull) in his quest for his Europa.  He meets 
Alice, and then Quickly, but as noises are heard, 
they both disappear into the forest to investigate, 
leaving Falstaff alone to deal with his anxieties 
(which are now plentiful).   
Such can be the power of folklore. 
Now enters Nannetta, who is disguised as the 
Queen of the Fairies.  Sprites and little people 
come out from hiding and dance around her.  
Nannetta and the little people all sing to Verdi’s 
appropriately delicate music that adds to the 
ethereal nature of the scene – at least to them and 
to us.  To Falstaff, the setting has only become 
even scarier. 
Bardolfo now appears and stumbles over the 
recumbent figure of Falstaff, who has by now 
hunkered down on the ground so as not to be seen 
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by the fairies.  Bardolfo calls upon everyone to 
come out and gaze at Falstaff, and they all unite 
in taunting the unhappy figure, until finally, 
Falstaff recognizes Bardolfo as being among his 
tormentors.    
Everyone on stage now unmasks and the 
ludicrous nature of Falstaff’s situation becomes 
apparent to all, including the fat knight.  He tries 
to make lemonade out of the lemon that is his 
situation by proclaiming that while a joke has 
certainly been played on him, a joke is only witty 
when Falstaff is part of it. 
Now it is time for the marriage ceremony at 
which Ford intends to see Nannetta wed to Dr. 
Caius.  Just as he asks the masked couple  
dressed in white to stand before him, another 
masked couple appears.  They are dressed in 
green.  Ford does not recognize them, but in 
order to get on with it, he has them stand on his 
other side, so there will now be a double 
wedding.     
The ceremony over, both couples unmask, 
revealing those in green to be Nannetta and 
Fenton, while Caius’s  “bride” is a man!   But this 
is farce, so everyone readily accepts what has 
happened, and the final curtain falls on a scene 
filled with contented people. 

A FINAL WORD 
It would be presumptuous of me as impresario of 
the Riderwood Opera Theater to say anything 
other than that I agree with the experts’ 
comments quoted on page 2.  So I won’t.  But 
why would I?  Everything they say encompasses 
my own thoughts.  I hope you in the audience 
share them, and that you will exit the Encore 
Theater with a sense that Verdi’s 1893 exit from 
the operatic stage was also a curtain call worthy 
of the old Maestro’s illustrious career.  
    Steve Schwartz 

Opera at Riderwood
Opera At Riderwood is a resident group 
presenting recorded operas weekly as 
Encore Opera and live operatic concerts as 
Purple Lady Productions. Notes & News is 
published every week to inform the opera 
community at Riderwood and is 
distributed without charge to the cubbies 
of residents without email. 
Residents are invited to join and work with 
O@R members who wear many hats and fill 
many shoes: Mike Beard, David Blackman*, 
Paula Cook, Joe Davidson, Judith Dighe, Trudy 
Downs, Betty Dunkins, Irwin Goldstein*, 
Maxine Goldstein*, Sallie Holder, David 
Knutson, Luanne Knutson, Sally Koenig, Joan 
Kugler*, Clinton Marshall*, June Marshall, Gene 
Martin, Harry Monocrusos, Sally Porter, Mina 
Schwartz, Mort Schwartz, Leah Solat, Mary 
Ann Stroker, Donna Suchmann, Mina Sweet, 
John Szabo*, and Millie Trimble, among others. 
(*Selection Committee member)
Notes & News is edited and printed by Gene 
Martin and distributed by Leah Solat, Mary Ann 
Stroker, and Judith Dighe. 

To subscribe, send your name and (cubby) 
address to Leah Solat, PV 409 or email 

lsolat@comcast.netADDRESS LABEL HERE

 to take others.  Let me know if you’d like to go 
and if you are willing to drive or need a ride. 
Also, please, if you will be using a rollator / 
walker.  There’ll also be a signup sheet at Friday’s 
Encore opera. Payment for tickets must be 
received by August 18. 

This is the opening production of AOC’s, 50th! 
Anniversary season of presenting live, fully 
staged productions featuring professional 
artists, who have/are appearing on major 
opera stages in the US and internationally. 
For more information about the impressive 
cast and production, check out: 
https://annapolisopera.org/event/la-boheme-2/ 
Also, I am happy to answer any questions you 
may have about Annapolis Opera or this 
production, Leah Solat, Annapolis Opera 
Trustee and past-President PV409 Ph: 
443-994-3327

https://annapolisopera.org/event/la-boheme-2/
https://annapolisopera.org/event/la-boheme-2/

