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Synopsis of the Opera 
 
ACT I.  
Japan, early twentieth century. On a flowering terrace above Nagasaki harbor, U.S. Navy Lieutenant B. F. Pinkerton inspects 
the house he has leased from a marriage broker, Goro, who has just procured him three servants and a geisha wife, Cio-Cio-
San, known as Madama Butterfly. To the American consul, Sharpless, who arrives breathless from climbing the hill, Pinkerton 
describes the carefree philosophy of a sailor roaming the world in search of pleasure. At the moment, he is enchanted with the 
fragile Cio-Cio-San, but his 999-year marriage contract contains a monthly renewal option. When Sharpless warns that the girl 
may not take her vows so lightly, Pinkerton brushes aside such scruples, saying he will one day marry a "real" American wife. 
Cio-Cio-San is heard in the distance joyously singing of her wedding. Entering surrounded by friends, she tells Pinkerton how, 
when her family fell on hard times, she had to earn her living as a geisha. Her relatives bustle in, noisily expressing their 
opinions on the marriage. In a quiet moment, Cio-Cio-San shows her bridegroom her few earthly treasures and tells him of her 
intention to embrace his Christian faith. The Imperial Commissioner performs the wedding ceremony, and the guests toast the 
couple. The celebration is interrupted by Cio-Cio-San's uncle, a Buddhist priest, who bursts in cursing the girl for having 
renounced her ancestors' religion. Pinkerton angrily sends the guests away. Alone with Cio-Cio-San in the moonlit garden, he 
dries her tears, and she joins him in singing of their love. 
 
ACT II.  
Years later, Cio-Cio-San still waits for her husband's return. As Suzuki prays to her gods for aid, her mistress stands by the 
doorway with her eyes fixed on the harbor. When the maid shows her how little money is left, Cio-Cio-San urges her to have 
faith: one fine day Pinkerton's ship will appear on the horizon. Sharpless brings a letter from the lieutenant, but before he can 
read it to Cio-Cio-San, Goro comes with a suitor, the wealthy Prince Yamadori. The girl dismisses both marriage broker and 
prince, insisting her American husband has not deserted her. When they are alone, Sharpless again starts to read the letter and 
suggests Pinkerton may not return. Cio-Cio-San proudly carries forth her child, Sorrow, saying that as soon as Pinkerton 
knows he has a son he surely will come back; if he does not, she would rather die than return to her former life. Moved by her 
devotion, Sharpless leaves, without having revealed the full contents of the letter. Cio-Cio-San, on the point of despair, hears a 
cannon report; seizing a spyglass, she discovers Pinkerton's ship entering the harbor. Now delirious with joy, she orders 
Suzuki to help her fill the house with flowers. As night falls, Cio-Cio-San, Suzuki and the child begin their vigil. 
 
ACT III.  
As dawn breaks, Suzuki insists that Cio-Cio-San rest. Humming a lullaby to her child, she carries him to another room. Before 
long, Sharpless enters with Pinkerton, followed by Kate, his new wife. When Suzuki realizes who the American woman is, she 
collapses in despair but agrees to aid in breaking the news to her mistress. Pinkerton, seized with remorse, bids an anguished 
farewell to the scene of his former happiness, then rushes away. When Cio-Cio-San comes forth expecting to find him, she 
finds Kate instead. Guessing the truth, the shattered Cio-Cio-San agrees to give up her child if his father will return for him. 
Then, sending even Suzuki away, she takes out the dagger with which her father committed suicide and bows before a statue 
of Buddha, choosing to die with honor rather than live in disgrace. As she raises the blade, Suzuki pushes the child into the 
room. Sobbing farewell, Cio-Cio-San sends him into the garden to play, then stabs herself. As she dies, Pinkerton is heard 
calling her name. 
 
                                                                   The Origins of Madame Butterfly 
                                                                                   By Javier Fuentes 
 
The romantic period was a revolutionary cultural movement that broke away with many aesthetic expectations giving artists 
the power to freely express their emotions, imagination and individualism during most of the nineteenth century. The world of 
the inner mind sparked artists’ interest in fantasy and brought the unconscious, the irrational, the world of dreams, the past, the 
far away and the long-ago to their creations. The French Revolution had given rise to nationalism and together with the 
romantic ideals of individuality it became an important political movement that in music used folk songs, dances, legends and 
each country’s history to express a musical national language. But since the imagination has no boundaries, this fascination 



with national identity instilled artistic minds with ideas of foreign lands. That attraction for things and places remote, 
picturesque and mysterious became a trend in their art known as exoticism. 
 
People were leisurely traveling all over the world and sharing the experience of their explorations with the rest of the western 
world. The emergence of photography was showcased together with the greatest innovations of the 19th century in the first 
World’s Fair, The Great Exhibition of 1851. The rise of the “Second British Empire” (1783 – 1815) began an exploration of 
the Pacific and this added to the exoticism and sensualism of the Victorian era. In 1854 Commodore Perry finalized his treaty 
with Japan and that became one of the last foreign places to be opened to the western culture. 
 
“Japanisme” became a new fashion trend in the late 19th and early 20th century with Japanese gardens and interior design being 
much in vogue. A sense of romance and intrigue had become part of the common ideas about foreign countries and certain 
Japanese customs like mixed-bathing and Geisha-houses picked the erotic minds of western men with sensual fantasies of 
conquering Japanese girls. 
 
In France Julien Viaud (1850 – 1923), better known as Pierre Loti, wrote the novel MADAME CHRYSANTHÈME in 1887. 
Loti had actually been in Japan engaged as a naval officer and understood the culture better than most writers of the time 
trying to portray Japanese culture in literature. The plot inspired André Messager (1853 – 1929) to write a comédie lyrique in 
1893 that was successful for some time. Later in the 20th century curiosity led Sir Frederick Ashton (1904 – 1988) to 
choreograph a ballet based on this story in 1955 with music by Alan Rawsthorne (1905 – 1971). 
 
Irvin and Jennie Correll were missionaries of the American Methodist Mission and in 1892 their mission took them to 
Nagasaki in Japan. Though Jennie was always very discret about it, in 1895 she learned from a shopkeeper of some events that 
had happened more than twenty years before. One of three Scottish brothers, believed to be Alex Glover, had an affair with an 
entertainer called Kaga Maki who used Cho-San (Miss Butterfly) as a stage name in a local teahouse. The affair was 
considered a temporary marriage in those days for which the “bride” was usually paid 100 yen or 20 Mexican dollars, and the 
“husband” had the right to end the marriage at any time he desired. On December 8, 1870 the couple had a baby boy who was 
named Shinsaburo. The man abandoned both the woman and the child and left Japan. His brother Thomas and his wife 
Awajiya Tsuru claimed the boy and adopted him. Shinsaburo was renamed Tomisaburo, but was called Tom for short: Tom 
Glover. Kaga Maki married a Japanese man whom she later divorced and died in Nagasaki in 1906. Much later Jennie learned 
of Kaga Maki’s death and about Tom Glover, but history has it that Tom finished his education at universities in Japan and the 
United States and went back to Nagasaki where he married a British merchant’s daughter named Nakano Waka. During World 
War II Nakano Waka died and during the hard years after the atomic bombing of Nagasaki and the subsecuent surrender of 
Japan in 1945, Tom Glover commited suicide. 
 
In 1897 Jennie Correll took a leave and stayed at her brother’s place in Philadelphia where she shared Kaga Maki’s story with 
her brother. John Luther Long (1861 – 1927) was a lawyer, but had aspirations to become a writer and seeing the potential of 
the story his sister had told him he began work on a short story. MADAME BUTTERFLY was published in the 1898 January 
edition of the CENTURY ILLUSTRATED MAGAZINE and soon caught the eye of the American playwright David Belasco 
(1853 – 1931). Collaboration was made between Belasco and Long to turn the story into a play. Loti’s MADAME 
CHRYSANTHÈME was used as a source of information to substantiate the story with cultural details and on March 5, 1900 
the one act play debuted in New York at the Herald Square Theatre. The play was revised into a three-act version and brought 
to London by Belasco. This second version was staged at the Duke of York’s Theatre only seven weeks after the premiere of 
the first version in New York and this time it was seen on the opening night by Giacomo Puccini (1858 – 1924) who was in 
London for the premiere of his Tosca in Covent Garden. Puccini couldn’t fully understand the dialogue because of the 
language, but was so moved by the story that he rushed backstage to meet Belasco and state his desire to write an opera based 
on the play.  
 
Puccini wrote five versions of MADAME BUTTERFLY with a libretto by Luigi Illica (1857 – 1919) and Giuseppe Giacosa 
(1847 – 1906). But the first version had a failed premiere at la Scala in 1904. Pietro Mascagni (1863 – 1945) had given Italian 
audiences in Rome a powerful image of Japan with his opera IRIS in 1898 and though history has given us no proof, it’s 
believed that the premiere of MADAME BUTTERFLY was deliberately subverted by either the Sonzogno publisher, who was 
a rival of Ricordi, or by supporters of Mascagni who believed Puccini was trying to imitate Mascagni’s success with IRIS. 
Unfortunately Illica’s libretto for IRIS was dramatically weak because of its heavy use of symbolism and history was hard on 
it making it rarely performed nowadays. 
 



Images, sounds and recreations of nature are found in almost all romantic creations and Butterfly is no exception. We get a 
glimpse of Butterfly in deep thought waiting for her lover all through the night; and the music makes a portrayal of the night, 
the rising Sun and the morning with its colors and sounds. Trying to portray nature as closely as possible, Puccini used sounds 
that resembled real birds and those in the audience who wanted to ruin the performance, found in that moment their chance to 
do so by answering the bird sounds with cats, dogs, cows and goat sounds. Composer and librettists immediately withdrew the 
opera from la Scala. 
 
For a second version in Brescia (also in 1904) Puccini and his collaborators made many revisions and cuts to the score and 
libretto. A third version was made for the Metropolitan Opera in 1906 and revisions for a fourth version were made for 
performance in Paris in 1907. The Paris edition was revised for a fifth and final version that was published as the “standard 
version” of the opera. But in modern times curiosity has brought the original 1904 version to the stage and the recording studio 
as more people become intrigued by Puccini’s original vision of Cio-Cio-San. 
 
The big screen brought MADAME BUTTERFLY several times to 20th century audiences. In 1932 Belasco’s play was filmed 
with Sylvia Sidney and Cary Grant. In 1955 a co-production between Italy and Japan brought the opera to the cinema. And in 
1995 another film of the opera was directed by Frédéric Mitterand with Ying Huang and Richard Troxell as the leads.  
 
The allure of Butterfly also inspired Claude-Michel Schönberg (born in 1944) and Alain Boublil (born in 1941) to write the 
musical MISS SAIGON. In 1988 a play was written by David Henry Hwang (born in 1957) entitled M. BUTTERFLY and in 
1987 director Adrian Lyne made the movie FATAL ATTRACTION in which a woman with borderline personality disorder is 
obsessed with a married man and Puccini’s opera and even commits suicide while listening to the opera on an alternate ending.  
 
MADAME BUTTERFLY has survived the test of time through an entire century being the most performed opera in the 
United States and one of the top five in the rest of the world. Audiences seem never to get tired of her and opera companies 
could not survive without her. Her secret might be her power to have people identify with her feelings. The entire opera is set 
from her point of view and the audience can do nothing but sit and watch her suffer knowing what is really happening and not 
being able to help or advise her. It’s a real person’s life with everyday problems and hopes of a better life and true love. The 
drama is accompanied by one of the most gorgeous musical scores ever composed with authentic national themes such as THE 
STAR SPANGLED BANNER (American national anthem), the KIMIGAYO (Japanese national anthem) and other original 
Japanese themes like the MIYASAMA, more familiar in Gilbert and Sullivan’s THE MIKADO, that give even more 
authenticity to the story. This is an enduring and audacious woman of whom we’ll hear of for many years. And we’re happy 
we will. 
                                                               About Teatro Lirico D’Europa 
  
Teatro Lirico D’Europa was created in 1988 by the late Yves Josse, a former ballet divo and brilliant French arts promoter, 
and Giorgio Lalov, a young Bulgarian opera singer who made his debut at Teatro alla Scala, Milan, at the age of 25 while 
participating in Scala’s famous international training program for young singers. The collaboration between Josse and Lalov 
was a huge success in a very short time, resulting in tours with over 250 performances a season throughout France, Belgium, 
Switzerland, Germany, Japan, the Netherlands, Spain, Italy, Sicily, and Portugal including performances for Opera Dijon, 
performances at Salle Pleyel in Paris, Okinawa Performing Arts Center, Tivoli Gardens in Copenhagen, Theatre Carre in 
Amsterdam, Congresshaus in Zurich, Theatre Trinidade in Lisbon, Teatro Atlantida in Barcelona, Salida de La Compania in 
Madrid, Teatro Cervantes, Madrid, Teatro Bueno Vallejo, Madrid, Teatro Lope de Vega in Seville, Le Cirque Royale in 
Brussels and L’Atrium Theatre on the Island of Martinique. Lalov created the sets and costumes for the productions and 
organized the chorus and orchestra in Bulgaria. He drew soloists for the productions from a huge reservoir of operatic talent in 
Bulgaria, central Europe and the USA. Josse booked the performances for the company from his office in Paris. From the very 
beginning, the company established itself as highly competent in delivering traditional, full-scale productions featuring a large 
orchestra and chorus, and professional opera singers who performed at the top national theatres in their native countries. The 
unusual chemistry of the company proved to be very popular with European audiences. Teatro Lirico D’Europa had completed 
over 2000 performances worldwide at the time of Josse’s passing in 1995.   
       
1995 marked a new beginning for Teatro Lirico D’Europa with the birth of Lalov’s American son. Lalov shifted his focus 
from touring in Europe, to touring in the USA Teatro Lirico D'Europa had developed a firm history of success with a huge 
portfolio of hundreds of rave reviews for full scale opera productions that had been presented all over Europe at 180 different 
venues including Italian summer festivals such as Festival Busetto, Festival San Giovanni Valdarno, and open air festivals in 
Spello, Montecatini Terme, Siena, Chianciano Terme, Cortona, Padova and Aimini.The company also had a fine collection of 
outstanding, professionally mastered live CD recordings. Lalov's wife, Jenny Kelly, organized the materials and began to 



make offers to theaters in the US. By winter 2000, she had booked the first major American tour for the company. The 
response to the debut tour from both press and theater management was very positive indeed. The popular company has 
completed 11 consecutive USA tours with over 600 performances at 107 different venues including performances for 9 
American regional opera companies who have presented Teatro Lirico’s production on their seasons of opera numerous times.  
The February 2002 issue of OPERA NEWS presented a 4-page article on Teatro Lirico D'Europa written by former BOSTON 
GLOBE opera critic Richard Dyer that stated: 
 
"In the past couple of years the company has presented TURANDOT, AIDA and NABUCCO in Boston. The physical 
productions and Lalov's stagings were reassuringly traditional. Lalov's stagings tell the story clearly. The solo and ensemble 
singing in all three operas was lusty, whole hearted-full throated and honest. Something personal and passionate that is often 
missing from evenings of opera." OPERA NEWS - Richard Dyer – Feb. 2002 
 
Teatro Lirico D'Europa embarks on its 12th consecutive season of US tours in Fall 2010 - Winter/Spring 2011 with 70 
performances of 4 different full-scale operas: Puccini’s TOSCA, Puccini’s MADAMA BUTETRFLY, Puccini’s TURANDOT 
and Donizetti’s LUCIA DI LAMMERMOOR. The company will resume it’s European touring during season 2011-12 after its 
American tours. 
 


