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‘““Madame Butterfly”’
Time and Place: Early 20th Century, Nagasaki, Japan

ActI A house on ahill
Intermission

ActIl Three years later, same scene
Intermission

Act Il Next morning, same scene

Puccini’s Madame Butterfly is famous for having been a fiasco at its premiére in February
1904, but by May of that year Puccini had revised the work, which has become one of the most
popular and famous operas in the entire repertoire. Butterfly’s aria “Un bel di”’ is known and loved
even by millions who have never seen an opera.

The opera opens in early 20th-century Nagasaki. Lieutenant B.F. Pinkerton of the United States
Navy is inspecting the house found for him by Goro, a Japanese marriage-broker who has also found
him a Japanese bride. Sharpless, the American consul at Nagasaki, arrives and expresses his dis-
approval of Pinkerton’s planned marriage, pointing out that the young woman in question may be
taking the matter more seriously than Pinkerton seems to. The bride-to-be arrives with her relatives
and friends. Her name is Cio-Cio San, but her friends call her “Butterfly.”” She not only has fallen in
love with Pinkerton, but has renounced her own faith to adopt his, a move that, once discovered,
would estrange her from her own people forever.

While the marriage contract is being signed, Butterfly’s uncle, the Bonze (a Japanese priest),
enters and loudly denounces her for having abandoned her faith. Her relatives censure her and leave;
Butterfly is badly shaken, but Pinkerton comforts her.

Act II opens three years after Pinkerton has left Butterfly with a promise to return “when the
robins nest.” Suzuki, Butterfly’s devoted maid, is skeptical that Pinkerton will ever return, but
Butterfly reaffirms her faith in him. She does not realize that Pinkerton has married an American and
plans to return with her to Nagasaki. He has written Sharpless to have him break the news to
Butterfly, but faced with her childlike optimism, Sharpless is unable to. They are interrupted by
Goro and Yamadori, a wealthy Japanese suitor, whom Goro urges Butterfly to marry, since she lacks
any financial support. She replies that she is already married. When Yamadori leaves, Sharpless again
tries to bring Butterfly to her senses, but she responds by bringing in her infant son, who has been
born since Pinkerton’s departure. A cannon salute indicates the arrival of an American warship in the
harbor, and Butterfly, discovering it is Pinkerton’s ship, is elated. She and Suzuki decorate the house
with flower blossoms, and the two of them, along with Butterfly’s child, wait for Pinkerton’s
arrival. Night falls, and only Butterfly manages to stay awake, still certain her faith and constancy
will be rewarded.

Act I1I opens the next morning, when Suzuki awakens and persuades Butterfly to get some rest,
promising to awaken her as soon as Pinkerton arrives. He appears after Butterfly retires; with him are
Kate, his American bride, and Sharpless. Pinkerton is unable to face the consequences of his
heartlessness; he sings a tearful farewell to the house where he once knew happiness, and flees.
Butterfly, aware that people have arrived, enters and quickly discerns the truth. With stoic courage
she tells Kate that Pinkerton may return and claim his son in a half hour.

After Sharpless and Kate leave, Butterfly blindfolds her son and, going behind a screen, mortally
wounds herself with her father’s sword. She struggles to reach her son and dies just as Pinkerton
returns.
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