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Work composed

Madama Butterfly is an opera in three acts (originally
two acts) with an Italian libretto by Luigi lllica and
Giuseppe Giacosa. Puccini based his opera in part on
the short story "Madame Butterfly" (1898) by Jo
Luther Long and dramatized by David Be
Puccini also based it on the novel M
Chrysantheme (1887) by Pierre
based loosely on actual e
Nagasaki in the ea

0 Wi t hPaagcihi, there is no opera; without
opera, the world is an even drearier place
than the evening news would have us
think. o

So says William Berger in his recent study,
Puccini Without Excuses. Among Pucci
prestigious output (think Turandot, Tosca, and La
Bohéme), Madama Butterfly, | think, is the most
compelling. According to Opera America,
Butterfly ranks among the most often performed
operas in America.

What makes this story so gripping? Great opera
always begins with a good story, the story then
attaches itself to compelling music, and both
come together as great theater. We have all
this in Madama Butterfly.

The tale of Madama Butterfly (in America we say
itas OMadamo6 as if in
French Madame or the Italian Madama) is a
simple one. Lt. Pinkerton, a dashing U.S. Navy
officer stationed in faraway, exotic Japan,




BUTTERFLY

V A nickname given her by friends;
real name, Cio-Cio-San.

V  Daughter to a wealthy Samurai
who committed hara-kiri by order of
the Mikado

V  Became a geisha, an entertainer;
only 15 years old when we meet her
V  Deeply in love with Pinkerton,
her genuine devotion drives the
story.

V  As suggested by the title,

contracts what he considers a temporary marriage to Cio-

Cio-San (cho-cho-sahn), a geisha called OButterfly,6 who

renounces her ancestral religion and family in her adoration

for the lieutenant. When Pinkerton leaves for America, he
promisestoreturn,O wWhen t he r olButterfly nest a
blissfully ignores warnings of his unfaithfulness and

adamantly insists that her husband would never forget his

son, oOSorrow. 6 Three year | a
but Butterflyds devotion and
realizes he has not returned for her. He has married an

American woman, and they decide to take the child.

Impoverished and shattered, now realizing she can no

t

er
he

Madama Butterfly, this story is all longer live with honor, Butterfly chooses to die with honor
about her. byenact i ng a Japaineis @&bad@khioinobwal ,

If we are to

understand the
power this opera will have over us, we must find the heart of
this story. What is Cio-Ci 0  greatmisfertune! Where is
Pinkertonds great shame?

Let us first understand the setting. The story is set at the
beginning of the 20t century, in Nagasaki, Japan. It was the
principal port of Japan & and the great number of seaman and
sailors in town (originally Chinese and Dutch, now British and
American)s pawned a b u sis0gamblingaed i |
prostitution. '

Behind t on ingstoeryl@ssa long-stamding | | i ‘f
institution, the oOtemporary
Somewhere between the status of a prostitute and a
concubine, the oOtemporary
out of the sexploitation industry, away from being an
oent ert @i geidhaadr wors& Such an arrangement 0 where a military officer

would lease a small house in an exotic setting with a docile, doll-like Japanese young girl appealed to
European male fantasy. It also gave him the illusion of respectability, and, more importantly, freedom
from diseases common in the sex trades.

The wedding contract had no real legal force, of

coursee Thi s was only Omarriage
The young woman had no rights to alimony,

child support, etc. Custom expected that when

the foreignerds plefsting ch
Nagasaki, he was also abandoning his Owife.0

Under Japanese law, desertion was divorce. It

freed the young girl to se
if she so desired. This was the custom. No one

blinked twice at it.

We must grasp this if we are to understand the
tragedy of Madama Butterfly. There was no
shame for Pinkerton in choosing this kind of
temporary affair.

OLD PHOTOS of JAPAN

Nagasaki harbor, 1880's




None of the characters ever suggests

otherwise. Everyone anticipated that, at

some point, he would leave Nagasaki,

oabandondé his owife, o6 and
to someone else.

Everyone, that is, except Cio-Cio-San.

Therein lays the heartbreak: True love. It is
PUCCINI’S MADAMA her soul, her heart, her unswerving devotion

_}" ' to one who ultimately proves faithless that
BU I I ERFLY will drive her to a fatal end. She is young,
tender, naive, trusting, believing promises
falsely made, and steadfastly hoping against all

evidence to the contrary. As t hi s but t er f dheywdlldbreavdurrhepss. ar e br oken,
Act One

After an energetic orchestral prelude d showing something, perhaps, of the scurrying about for the

upcoming wedding O or perhaps hinting at the calamity to come,we j oi n Pinkerton as th
br ok er ,sliows@im areund his newly leased house. It sits on a hillside overlooking the Nagasaki

harbor, away from the noise of the city below. Nowal ong wi t h t he house comes a
Oapanese marriage.0 Usually a month-by-month situation, it is easily broken once the foreigner decides

to leave town.

We learn the girld sickn a me, O0Butt er f | y nsél Sharglesstatriees tAware Pinkeetenn C o u
about this contract. He has recently overheard Butterfly at the Consulate, to discover that, unlike most
obridesdé in this ki ngdhemafriagaquite seriogslg! WYaen Rinkertah et hei s t a ki
earlier when he first came to Nagasaki, she fell deeply in love with the tall, handsome American officer.

This is the story, this is what no one expects 0 Butterfly's intense, loving devotion to Pinkerton. She

genuinely believes this marriage will be a real and permanentone, not o6 eampotrlae.yl aw dir
Sharpless admonishes Pinkerton not to trifle with this younggirld s af f ect i ons.

Pinkerton laughs it off; he boasts of holding to a carefree philosophy of seeking pleasure wherever he
can find it. He is the Yankee vagabondo,t h e @ w & tradelidg now, but looking forward to a day
when he can marry an American, a oOr eal wife. 0

At last, the marriage party arrives, Cio-Cio San,f or t hi s i s B beitfimégyant friend8.n r e a |
tender scenes, Butterfly not only explains her family history to Pinkerton, but also further relates that

she has even abandoned her ancestral religion for his God. She also shows him her few possessions,
including something she deems oO0sacred. 6 We | earn
thatitis a harakin,and honor sui ci ded6 sword. The emperor,

the Mikado, sent it to Cio-Ci 0 Sand®Asdhdwast her . %’NKERTON

obedient,0 Gor 0 s Jhissworsl betomds iynportant

at the end of the opera, of course. V  Lieutenant Benjamin Franklin

Pinkerton, U.S. Navy

After the bride and groom sign the wedding contract, a .

. ) V  Serving aboard the USS
frightful character, her uncle, arrives to curse Butterfly loudly Abraham Lincoln, stationed briefly in
for abandoning her religion, and thus her family. Everyone now Nagasaki, Japan
knew what she had tried to keep secret. Contrary to custom V' Young, full of himself, one who
and expectation, she has cut herself off from her family and B MU ACETIE) o3
friends: she h laced h It wholly d d hi cannot see the depth of Cio-Cio

riends; she has placed herself wholly dependant on this Sands | ove
faithless, reckless cad. The lieutenant should have known V  Ultimately, this character cannot

be redeemed; we feel nothing but
shame and disgust for him.



better. He really should have. The tragedy is set in motion. We can all guess how it will end.

The new husband throws the guests out of the house, comforts his new wife, and takes her to be his
own. The beautiful duet they sing, the longest love duet in opera, only intensifies our emotional bond to
t hi s y owelfarg. Thg buttdrflp is about to be torn apart and there is nothing we can do to
prevent it.

What to listen for:

In addition to several English words sprinkled here and there,li st en f or pieces of the
Banner.0 See what they mean to the story. As well, listen forPu c c i ni 0 Sunesladdsouradf f ol k
throughout the opera. He went to great lengths to create a Japanese atmosphere in Madama Butterfly.

Finally, observe the greatand obviousc ont r ast b et we edevotButd Rinkertdn hnghlss t e n d e
reckless disregard for anything but his own sexual satisfaction. It staggers us.

Act Two

Three years have passed, and we learn that Pinkerton

has gone back to America. Cio-Cio San steadfastly holds

on to his promise that he would return,0 wh en t he

r o bi n sinthe &= df imtinent poverty, and against
everyone 0 scontinges tb Wwaik. Whils liere

servant, Suzuki, prays to her gods, Butterfly sings what is

likely the most famous soprano aria in all opera: Un bel

d.ocOne fine day wedl |l e@e a wi s|
the extreme verge6oof the seads

Sharpless brings a letter from Pinkerton. He needs to tell

her that the lieutenant is returning to Japan, but will

bring his American wife with him.1 n Pi nkert onds m
least, he is clearly beyond any obligation to Cio-Cio San.

And he wants Sharpless to explain it to her! Her great

delight, however, when hearing that there is news 0 her

disarming faith in Pinkertondb r ea ks t hlwartCouns el
He cannot bear to tell her the news. Instead, he curses

Pinkerton.

In a scene not included in our performance, Goro offers

Butterfly another suitor, a would-be husband to replace

the long-gone Pinkerton. Sharpless strongly urges her to consent. Apparently, only Butterfly believes

herself still t oShbee i0sMaadna nbo APmenrkiecratno nwidf e dingl i vi ng i
for her husband to return and take her back to the United States. As if we needed more reasons to

loathethe 0 Ya n k e e wa withebs ben uhfaltéring love for Pinkerton. She utterly refuses to take

help from any source, against every reasonable inference that her husband has abandoned her.

One of the wonderful things about opera is the sudden surprise. Entire stories turn on a moment.

Butterfly shows Sharplessa young boy, Pinker t onhdsys; enaerhisfathdi s na me
returns theboy® name wi | | Sardyaharguwbant Will ré&xuinaoyher énce he learns he has

a son!

Sharpless, however, presses still further. oO0OWhat

that doubt begins to trouble her mind. If so, she fends against it well enough. She has but two options,
she replies. The first is unacceptable: She might return to being a geisha, an entertainer. The other
option is death, the only course she would agree to.



As Sharpless goes to inform Pinkerton that he has a son, Butterfly and Suzuki hear cannon fire in the

harbor. Incredibly,t hey see t hat i &spair bgconRs dalikoastjoy. DheyGcstters hi p! D
flower petals all over the house, to prepare for his arrival. In a most wrenching scene, Butterfly and son

wait in the main room, awake all night (she, at least), waiting for Pinkerton to come. She is rigid,

motionless, watching, faith unshaken for the return of the man we know has forsaken her.

What to listen for:

The highlight of this act is the aria, Un bel di. It is beautiful when sung in recital. It tears our hearts when
sung here within the context of the story.

One fine day wedl lovseere tah ewiesxpt roefmes nvoekreg ea roifs itnhge
and afterwards the ship will appear. Then the white ship will enter the harbor, will thunder a salute.

You see? Hebds arrived!
| shanot g o Nd, bskalhstand there omehe trow &f therhill and wait, and wait a long time,

and | shandt find the | ong wait weari some.

And from the midst of the city crowd a man - a tiny speck - will make his way up the hill. Who can it be? And

when he arrives - what what will he say He 6 | | cal |l , oButterfly!d6 from th
Not answering, | &1 | partly compato die at the fidt dneeting, Andpadrifletwérrigd t o t e a
heol | caMy ,dédardllli tctall d \ile hames he fised o cplk nee whendniecamé v er b en
here.

| promise you. Keep your fears; with unalterable faith | shall wait for him.

Despite the tragic end that seems now so inevitable, there
are a couple wonderful moments. Listen for the beautiful
duet between Butterfly and Suzuki while they are

scattering flowers about the house. Listen, also, for the
famous and hauntingO hummi ng chor @ys, 6
waits at night f @énjoyithleisrthe h u s
last pleasant music we hear-.

Act Three

As dawn breaks, Suzuki discovers Cio-Cio San still awake,
waiting for her husband to come to her. The servant
insists that she get some sleep. As soon as she is gone,
Sharpless and Pinkerton enter, followed by an unknown
woman. We discover it to be Kate, the American wife.
They have come to take the boy back to America. Suzuki's
joyful surprise at seeing Pinkerton quickly gives way to
angry grief. She nevertheless agrees to break the news to
Butterfly, to help her in this difficult time.

Looking around, Pinkerton finally understands his horrible
mistake. He discovers the house to be a shrine kept to his
memory! The flower petals scattered everywhere are
daggers to his conscience. Now he grasps the full impact of
his faithless abandonment of the one who had given him her
whole heart. Overwhelmed with shame, remorse, and grief the coward flees the house.

Butterfly awakes, hears voices, and excitedly comes out @ as she thinks O to see Pinkerton! She meets
Kate instead. Despite the twisted version of the tale Pinkerton gave her, Kate seems to understand



immediately what has happened. She earnesty s e e ks Butterf |l yd6s forgiveness.
to give Pinkerton his son, only if he comes 0in o
decided her end. She explains that then her sonds nar
peace. 6

Sending all away, even Suzuki, she takes out her father's harakiri sword. She reads its inscription: "Death

with honor for the onewhocan no | onger | ive with dishonor. o6 As
blade serve his daughter. Suzuki pushes the young boy into the room for a final, emotional farewell with

his mother. Butterfly blindfolds him and puts an American flag in his hand!

Sending him out to play, she seizes the dagger that it might do its work. As she lay dying, she hears
Pinkerton cry out, "Butterfly! Butterfly!"

What to listen for

There are some remarkable moments in this final act. Listen, first, for the loud drum stroke when the
sword falls to the floor. Also, pay attention to how the opera ends. The first act had softly predicted the
inevitable doom as it spun softly in its last notes on an unresolved chord. So the final chord of this opera
ends the same way (B minor gives way to G major) 0 but now loudly. Now the tragedy is fully told,
nothing has been held back. The flight of this butterfly is stopped forever.




