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PREFACE



This guide is aimed at the ordinary opera-goer and opera-lover, usually a busy person who wants to know the essentials of the opera but has little time to grasp them.


It provides key background information to Madama Butterfly, told engagingly by someone who knows the opera intimately.


It is light, easy to read, and entertaining. Relevant information has been carefully selected to enhance your appreciation of Puccini’s work.


It is authoritative, but not dense or academic. It is unburdened with the clutter that can easily be obtained elsewhere. It concentrates on information that it will help you to know in advance.


Read quickly before going to the opera or listening to it at home, you will get the very best out of the performance and have a truly enjoyable experience.


Opera can be a great social occasion. Being knowledgeable and well-informed, you’ll appreciate this magical art-form much more if you read this first.


I hope you enjoy the opera!


Michael Steen














USING THIS EBOOK



A very quick grasp of the opera can be gained by reading the opening section on ‘The opera and its composer’ and the ensuing ‘Who’s who and what’s what’. Further elaboration may be found in the sections entitled ‘The interval: talking points’ and ‘Act by act’.


The footnotes and boxes are an integral part of the information. The reader is encouraged to go to these by clicking on the links.
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PUCCINI’S MADAMA BUTTERFLY



A SHORT GUIDE TO A GREAT OPERA



The opera and its composer


Who’s who and what’s what


The interval: talking points


Act by act



THE OPERA AND ITS COMPOSER



Early in Puccini’s opera, we hear that Cio-Cio-San is called ‘Madame Butterfly’ because she possesses all the delicacy, lightness and transparency of the fluttering tiny creature. In her early years, Maria Callas was invited to sing the part for her début at the Metropolitan Opera. To everybody’s amazement, she turned the opportunity down: she reckoned that at nearly thirteen stone it would not work. How wise she was.


Much later, when a slimmer Callas sang in Chicago, a member of the audience commented, ‘I never want to hear her Butterfly again … I’ll end up liking this dreadful opera.’ We can wonder whether it was Butterfly, the geisha,1 which the individual did not like, or whether he was offended by Puccini’s subtle portrayal of the arrogant cultural superiority assumed by ‘the West’. It is surely amazing that music which quotes several times, and most disrespectfully, ‘The Star-spangled Banner’ can be found at the very top of lists of much-loved and most popular operas in the USA.


The libretto of Madama Butterfly is based on a story, almost certainly a true one, published in an 1898 magazine.2 The author was a Philadelphia lawyer, John Luther Long. The Far East had opened up to Western trade in the second half of the 19th century. Japan was now topical, sufficiently so for Gilbert & Sullivan to produce their operetta The Mikado in the mid-1880s.3


Puccini, who was most careful in his choice of opera libretti, had for some time been searching for a suitable subject to follow Tosca. He had even had a serious look at the possibilities of Victor Hugo’s novel Les Misérables but rejected the idea. A one-act stage version of Long’s story, by David Belasco4, was seen by the stage manager of Covent Garden who suggested that Puccini should come and see it. Thereafter, the negotiations with Belasco took nine months.


Luigi Illica, who was a rough republican, produced the structure and first draft of the libretto; Giuseppe Giacosa, a smooth socialite, versified and polished it. This improbable and quarrelsome team, the ‘Holy Trinity’ (as the music publisher Giulio Ricordi called them), had also created Puccini’s Manon Lescaut, La Bohème and Tosca.


The première of Madama Butterfly took place at La Scala on 17 February 1904. Rosina Storchio was Cio-Cio-San, Giovanni Zenatello was Pinkerton, and Giuseppe de Luca was Sharpless. Puccini was very confident of its success. But complete pandemonium broke out in what was to be one of the sensational failures in the history of opera. Puccini withdrew it and revised it. He cut some of the material dealing with the wedding in Act 1, and also provided for an interval, which some today regard as a mistake, between the night and the dawn in Act 2.
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