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Furlanetto’s supremacy in the
big bass repertoire. He
opens the 2008-9 season in
December with a new Don
Carlos conducted by Daniele
Gatti, and returns for Fiesco,
Boris, Padre Guardiano, and
even Oroveso in Norma—
another Siepi role. This will
be a role debut for Furlanetto.

It is Don Carlos, though,
that has been of singular
significance on his career
journey. ‘My first important
debut was as Colline in
Trieste in December 1974, but
the following January 1 did
my first performances of Don
Carlos in Torino. I was the
Monk and my King Philip
was Boris Christoff. He was
already 64 or 65 and it was
after his brain operation, but
he was still sensational.” It
was as the Inquisitor that
he made his Met debut in
1980. ‘And I did it again in
1982, when they made the
video with Freni, Domingo,
Bumbry and Ghiaurov. You
wouldn’t recognize me because they made a mask that covered my face and 1 really
looked 90 years old. The third act, starting with Filippo’s aria. through the duet with
the Inquisitor, the duet with Elisabetta and then the quartet, is one of the sublime
sequences in Verdi and in all opera. It’s unique.” I ask whether he prefers the four- or
five-act version. ‘“Well, if they do the five-act version with Fontainebleau, it makes no
difference to me, as I only appear in Act 2, but I think you should only do it if you have
a wonderful tenor and a wonderful soprano for the original first act.” The Turin Don
Carlos was in the four-act version that Verdi made for La Scala, almost invariably the
choice of Italian theatres, but Furlanetto had previously sung the five-act version in a
reconstruction of Covent Garden’s legendary Visconti production in Rome. ‘It looked
very out of fashion,” he remarks stoically, ‘and there were long intermissions.” Did you
have the dogs in the monastery garden scene? ‘Yes, of course! And I loved them.’

He reminds me, too, that he sang in the original French (five-act) Don Carlos when
the Royal Opera took Luc Bondy’s production to the Edinburgh Festival—but, given
the choice, understandably perhaps, he would rather sing Filippo than Philippe. ‘It was
written in French first, of course, but Verdi remodelled the entire piece as an Italian
opera. Maybe because I am Italian, I didn’t feel as comfortable doing it in French. On

B Furlanetto as Zaccaria, Verona, 2000
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B Furlanetto in ensemble: (1.) as Don Alfonso in ‘Cosi fan tutte’ at Salzburg,
1993, with Bruce Ford as Ferrando and Jeffrey Black as Guglielmo; (r.) as
Meéphistophéleés’ in ‘Faust’ in San Diego, 1988, with Richard Leech in the title role

the other hand, I didn’t have any problems when I did Les Vépres siciliennes in French,
or Jérusalem, the French version of 1 Lombardi.’

Don Carlists will argue endlessly over which version corresponds more closely to
Verdi’s wishes—scholars tend to favour the original French, singers generally the
standard Italian translation—but few opera-lovers who care about text will deny the
special pleasure to be derived from hearing Italians in their own language. ‘It’s funda-
mental,” says Furlanetto, ‘and for a very simple reason: you need singing actors who
really live through the words. The most important vehicle for the drama in opera—
it doesn’t matter if the libretto is brilliant or stupid—is the text. When you hear the
monologue of Filippo, where the words are in any case great, you are experiencing not
only great opera but great theatre. The words that Filippo has in Verdi are showing a
kind of human aspect which is missing in the Schiller play.’

Nicholas Hytner must be one of the few living directors—at least outside Germany —
to have tackled both Schiller’s play and Verdi’s opera. Furlanetto has worked with
him before. ‘I did a beautiful, beautiful Figaro with him in Geneva, twice I think, in
1989 and 1993. I am very glad to work with him again after quite a few years, and
especially on a piece such as Don Carlos. And 1 love working with Tony Pappano,
whom I have known since he was the pianist in the Mozart Festival of Barenboim and
Ponnelle in Paris and Washington, when I did my first Figaro. Tony is not only a great
pianist and a great conductor: he really understands voices.’
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Furlanetto has worked with most of world’s leading opera conductors over the last
three decades. Barenboim, Muti and Levine are obvious favourites, but he retains fond
memories of Herbert von Karajan, even though he first sang with him towards the end
of the great Austrian maestro’s life. ‘I will never forget the time when I was doing
Leporello with Karajan in Salzburg and Don Giovanni with Muti in Milano—the
glorious Strehler production—almost at the same time. It was fascinating to experience
the difference between these two great conductors in the trio at the beginning, and at
the death of the Commendatore. Karajan was quite old at the time and had a very
different attitude to death from Muti, a much younger man, who treated the scene much
more aggressively. Karajan was almost resigned at this point. Now I feel very much
the same about Filippo or Boris. If you sing these roles when you are 50, it will be
different from when you were 35. And more interesting, I would say.’

Despite his reverence for the Salzburg supremo, Furlanetto is not uncritical —indeed
he is refreshingly candid about some of his more notorious miscastings. ‘Karajan had
some strange ideas— Carreras as Radames, Ricciarelli as Turandot—and I remember
one day in a break during a rehearsal, he said to me, “I think you should do
Escamillo!”.You couldn’t say no to Karajan, so I was clever and I said to him, “Oh, by
the way, maestro, did you see the new Porsche that just came out?”, and he forgot
completely about Escamillo. Thank goodness for me, because it is much too high.’

He is no less upfront when discussing Karajan’s successor in Salzburg, Gerard
Mortier, now the director of the Opéra in Paris where Furlanetto recently sang Fiesco
in what he calls “an ugly production’ of Simon Boccanegra. ‘1 was in Salzburg for the
entire time of Mortier. He did some beautiful things. There were some crazy ones, too,
but the Don Giovanni with Chéreau was for me the best I have ever done. When you
do Don Giovanni for as many years as [ did, you know there is a sort of damnation or
curse behind the piece and you will never be totally satisfied with any production. Even
Jean-Pierre Ponnelle—who was a god among stage directors for me—his Don
Giovanni was too much like himself. But Chéreau’s was the finest production I have
appeared in. I did eight performances each summer for three years [1994-6], and I will
never forget the moment of the great D minor chord and the huge head of the
Commendatore crashing through this great wall—and I had to stop it. I was almost
crushed by it. I was always terrified.’

Furlanetto speaks as he sings, with a sepulchral basso profondo. It’s the voice of devils
and villains; I wonder about comic roles, other than Don Basilio, which he might still be
tempted to sing. “Well, I adore Mustafa in L’italiana in Algeri, especially in the Ponnelle
production, which I have done at the Met, several times in Vienna and in Munich. That’s
by far my favourite comic role. Pavarotti always wanted me to do Dulcamara with him,
but it never happened. I once did Don Pasquale—but only once—because Muti wanted it,
but I didn’t really enjoy it. I feel extremely comfortable with the repertoire I am doing.’

Although his repertoire is much larger than our discussion makes out, encompassing
Cosi fan tutte—both Guglielmo and Don Alfonso—La gazza ladra, Maometto secondo
and Semiramide, La Gioconda, La Juive, Faust, Le Cid, Hérodiade, Pelléas et Mélisande
and Yevgeny Onegin, 1 ask about other plans for new roles. ‘Almost all the roles I wanted
to do, I have already done. But there is one left, which for an Italian was always and
remains quite a challenge: Baron Ochs. I have loved it since I sang the Polizeikommissar
in Der Rosenkavalier—the third opera of my career—in Trieste. The Ochs was Manfred
Jungwirth. I watched him from the wings and thought, well, maybe one day I should try
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B Furlanetto (1.) as Procida in ‘Les Vépres siciliennes’ in Rome, 1997, (r.) as Don
Giovanni at Covent Garden, 1996

to sing it. I saw other great Ochses such as Kurt Moll, but for me Jungwirth was the most
Viennese Ochs. It will be an enormous amount of work, as there is an enormous amount
of text, but I have my good friends in Vienna who will help me, I hope. I will do it in 2011
in San Diego for the first time. But I love a challenge.’

Although in earlier times there was a thriving tradition of Italian basses singing Wagner,
he doesn’t feel drawn to the repertoire, and mentions his lack of fluent German as a
drawback. Falstaff was scheduled, but he studied the role and changed his mind—he
insists he is a true bass and not a bass-baritone. In New York last year, he was offered a
role in the Broadway production of South Pacific, which he would love to do if he could
find the time. ‘Pinza sang it in the 1940s and it was a big success for him.’

This probably doesn’t presage a crossover into musicals and movies, however, since
Furlanetto has a well-defined sense of his destiny and has pursued his career with a
judicious self-appraisal and caution that reminds one of his compatriot, the soprano
Mirella Freni. ‘Last year I sang some concerts and a recording of Leporello in Budapest
to mark the tenth anniversary of Solti’s death, and it seemed to me easier than ever.
This year they want to do Figaro, and I'm still happy to do these roles in concert, but
never again on stage. You know, some years ago, I saw a colleague of mine as Figaro
who was famous in this role, but he was already 55 or more and to be frank, he moved
and looked like a 55-year-old when Figaro should be at most a 30-year-old, especially
when having to climb steps or a ladder. I promised myself that when I arrived at that
moment, it’s time to go.’

Happily, for Philip, Fiesco, Boris and Don Quichotte, Furlanetto’s bass is just about
at its peak—he has years ahead of him before it will be time to go.
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