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This is our second performance of this Turandot, a 
performance you are unlikely to have seen unless you saw it 
here, last year.  That’s because Chinese composer Hao Weiya 

gave this Turandot a new finale only in the last decade, when it was performed 
for the first time in Beijing, produced by the China National Center of 
Performing Arts.  The whole cast, orchestra (except the conductor), and the 
staging director, Chen Xinyi, are Chinese.  Moreover, this production was not 
marketed in America until last year.  It was worth the wait.  We first screened 
the traditional “Turandot” in 2010; I’ve revised my Notes where appropriate.    
Turandot (rhymes with ‘plot’) was Puccini’s last opera, and the story of its 
composition is itself the stuff of opera.  Puccini died before the opera was 
completed, and the saga of how the final act was written reads like a dime 
store novel.  In 1919, Puccini first decided to set a play by Schiller as his next 
opera.  He researched extensively the pentatonic scale used in most Asian 
music. So, it was not until 1924 that he had created a working outline  of the 
opera and it was still unfinished when he traveled to Belgium to undergo  
surgery for throat cancer. The operation was not considered to be life-
threatening, but it proved to be fatal.   
Puccini left many sketches and notes for Turandot’s finale, but there were 
disputes about who was best qualified to use that material to finish Puccini’s 
work.  Early efforts proved unacceptable.  Finally, Franco Alfano with whom 
Puccini had worked on some of his ideas for the opera was selected.  I agree 
with most commentators that he was not up to the task.  His music was not up 
to what the maestro would have composed.  But whose would be?  In the end, 
Alfano fell back on a reprise of Nessun Dorma as the motif for the final duet.    

Runtime: 127 minutes • Filmed in  Beijing by NCPA  •  DVD released  in 2016  
by Naxos of America  • MPAA not rated • ASIN: B01JVKSHQ8 
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“Turandot” premiered on April 25,1926, with Arturo Toscanini conducting.  
Reportedly, he stopped when he got to the last bar of Puccini’s music, turned 
to the audience and allegedly said: ‘This is where the maestro laid down his 
pen’. (There are other versions of the story, but none of that matters.)  
A few words about Puccini’s prior output leading up to this, his twelfth opera, 
together with an overview of his thirty-year career preceding it.  For a dozen 
years after the Cav-Pag revolution of 1890-92, he was the leading practitioner 
of the form of opera known as verismo, which tended to show the more 
ordinary, hence seamy side of the lives of ordinary people.  
His early operas were distinctly lackluster while he learned his trade.  Then 
1894 brought “Manon Lescaut” which was mildly successful.  After that he hit 
his stride with three consecutive blockbuster hits, each of which I have shown 
many times: “La Boheme” (1896), “Tosca” (1900) and “Madam Butterfly” in 
1906.  Then, the muse left him.  
Another twenty years went by before “Turandot”  was premiered.   It’s setting 
was about as far removed from Verismo as one can get.  Instead of modern 
times, it is set in a legendary, by-gone era; instead of a country familiar to us, 
the locale is Imperial China; instead of watching common real-life situations, 
we are in a fantastic make-believe world; and instead of common folk, our 
central figure is the future Empress of China.  So you should not be surprised 
when I tell you that its story is totally enveloped by that history. 
The attraction of “Turandot” owed much to Puccini’s inimitable gift for stage-
craft, as he transformed the basic story into a spectacular eye- and ear-
popping work.  That said, it’s still the case that nothing could match what was 
done for today’s production for which the Chinese authorities spared no 
expense.  The result is a show with the scope and magnitude that Puccini must 
have had in mind while he strove to complete this, his Magnus Opus. 
That’s what I wrote in 2010.  I would not have predicted my seven-year old 
commentary would be eclipsed by my reactions to this production. 

ACT ONE  
We’re outside the Imperial palace, the setting for all three acts, with one major 
modification added for the last act.  It is dusk, and the palace compound is 
overflowing with people listening to an official of the Emperor’s court reading a 
royal decree. The Turandot, daughter of the Emperor, will marry the first 
adult male of noble blood who can solve a test consisting of only three riddles.   
(And we think:  Wow! Some prince might be lucky enough to become next in 
line to sit on the throne of be Emperor of China — and just for solving three 
riddles.  What ambitious young nobleman wouldn’t jump at the opportunity? 
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So why has she remained unmarried for years? Well, there’s a catch: Turandot  
(Sun Xiuwei, Soprano) decreed that any candidate who fails the test is to be 
beheaded. After that, his head will be placed on a pike and exhibited around 
the compound. (No wonder she is known as “The Ice Princess”.)  Pursuant to 
Puccini’s preferred approach, the  opera opens with  an extended orchestral 
introduction that sets the mood. The citizenry is anxiously awaiting the rising 
of the mood, which will  signal the time for the next beheading 
Among the vast throng, two figures stand out: a blind, old man named Timor 
(Tian Haojiang, basso) and his female attendant Liu (Yao Hong, soprano).    
(Puccini had added her character to the original story’s to create a heroine 
whose death will be filled with pathos, in the mold of young female characters 
like Mimi or Cio-Cio-San. (He considered Liu to be his favorite among that list.) 
When the crowd gets too rowdy, the police rough them up and the old man is 
knocked down.  Liu calls out for someone to help and our hero Calàf (Dai 
Yuqiang, tenor) steps forward.  They soon discover that he is Timor’s long-lost 
son. They have not seen each other for many years since Timor, who had been 
the ruler in a neighboring country, had been overthrown and made an outcast.  
Liu and Calàf then sing back-to-back arias that are Puccini at his lyrical and 
romantic best.  Calàf asks her why she has stayed with the old man all these 
years; she answers that it’s because he (Calàf) once smiled at her. (How’s that 
for hokey?) But for some in the audience, the tears will already be welling up. 
Then Calàf sings his heart-rending reply that will no doubt finish the job. 
Now we meet the Princess herself.  And she’s a piece of work!  Of course, she 
is beautiful -- just as operatic Princesses are supposed to be -- but she’s also 
cold and aloof.  She demonstrates at once why she has earned the sobriquet of 
“The Ice Princess” when some softies in the crowd ask for mercy for the Prince 
of Persia who is about to have his head cut off. She motions them into silence, 
in effect saying “he had his chance and he failed.  So tough luck!” 
Now the magical element of opera takes over.  Calàf had come to the city 
intending to be among the minority protesting the Princess’s tough and 
inflexible policy. But when she appears on the balcony and he see her in all her 
gorgeousness, he immediately has a change of heart.  Against the pleas of his 
father and Liu, as well as the sound advice of all around him, he decides to go 
after the prize himself.  And he ain’t gonna wait!  He intends to do it right now!   
The procedure for accepting Turandot’s challenge is to strike the huge gong in 
center stage three times.  As Calàf boldly proceeds toward the gong, three 
officials named Ping, Pang and Pong address our hero.  “Are you nuts?”, they 
ask.  “All you’ll get is the chance to be the next guy whose head is on a stick”.    
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But all sensible efforts are futile. Calàf pushes past everyone, and to the 
accompaniment of some of Puccini’s most evocatively stirring music, he strikes 
the gong three times.  As he does, the volume of the orchestra rises to ever 
higher levels, and we experience the first of the thrilling finales to each act. 

ACT TWO 
The first scene consists of interchanges among Ping, Pang and Pong who are a 
sort of Greek chorus commenting on the predictable consequences of Calaf’s 
decision. “Life was pretty neat around here”, they reminisce, “until our beloved 
but vengeful Princess started her policy of endless beheadings. It’s not so 
much that we care for the losers, but our life is filled with angst from all the  
excitement. We sure hope she’ll find a winning candidate soon and get 
married.  Then all of us here at court  can return to our old way of life”. 
After a long musical introduction, scene two begins when Turandot speaks for 
the first time and describes the reason for her cruel policy.  Long ago, her 
grandmother, who was a fine and noble empress, was dethroned by three men 
who raped and beheaded her.  As a result, she has wreaked vengeance on all 
men who seek to wed her.  Having told her tale, she embarks on her 
interrogation of Calàf, fully expecting to set up another beheading.   
1. She poses her first riddle: “What dies every day in every human heart, only 

to be reborn in the morning?  After a moment, Calàf, answers:  “La 
Speranza” (Hope).  The referees scan their scrolls and nod approval. She 
looks a little nonplussed but continues.   

2. She asks her second riddle: “What is like a flame but is not a flame, can 
grow cold or, with dreams of conquest, flare like the setting sun?”  After a 
slightly longer period of head-scratching, Calàf answers “Il sanguine” (Blood).  
Again the referees nod silently. He’s right again, and the Ice Princess looks 
more unhappy, but continues.   
3. She asks her third riddle, and we are made aware that it is by far the 
toughest:  “What is the ice that can set you afire?”  This is indeed a stumper, 
and Puccini milks the situation for all it’s worth.  Calàf thinks a much longer 
time, pacing around the stage, apparently seeking enlightenment from the 
faces around him.  Seeing that he is struggling, the crowd begins to murmur 
as they conclude that he’s gonna be the princess’s next victim.  
At last his face brightens, and he answers: “Turandot”.   
There is a stunned silence in the crowd.  Omigosh! He’s done it!  Each answer 
is correct!  This has never happened before!  Turandot is mortified.   
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She appeals to her father, the Emperor, begging that he not countenance her 
being wed to this unknown stranger, saying in effect: “He’s a man, for gosh 
sake, and I’m your darling daughter.  You gotta help me get out of this pickle”      
The Emperor says in effect “he’s answered all three of your riddles”.  Then 
adds “You set up the rules of the game, and you have lost.  Since you and I 
are both members of the Emperor class, we must always act honorably.  So 
you’ll have to suck it up and marry him, like it or not”.  
Hooray!  The crowd is ecstatic.  Instead of another beheading, there’s gonna 
be a royal wedding, and peace will once again reign in the land.  But she 
doesn’t give up that easily.  She turns to Calàf and hurls a final challenge at 
him: are you such so heartless that you will force me to submit to your 
demands against my will?  Now our hero is not only an honorable prince; he’s 
also filled with supreme confidence that his love will overcome her icy-
coldness.  “Nope”, he answers, “I’ll get you to love me of your own free will”.   
“Even though I’ve won your challenge”, he tells her, “I’ll make you a sporting 
proposition:  Nobody in the city knows my name. If you can discover it before 
the moon goes down tomorrow morning, I’ll release you from your obligation 
to marry me.”  Then he adds: “What’s more, you can treat me like all those 
other losers with their heads mounted on a stick, and behead me too.”  
She looks to Daddy who says, in effect, ”if it’s okay with him, it’s okay with 
me”.  As the orchestra swells to an even more glorious crescendo than the end 
of Act One, we hear a foretaste of the aria that opens the last act and is the 
signature number for the opera. 

ACT THREE 
In the first two acts, the Chinese director faithfully followed Puccini’s story line, 
but pruned some repetition. In this final act she uses that time to create an 
even greater sense of Asian ambience and greatly increases the emotional 
impact of the finale. (at least for me). When the curtain rises, we see that a 
long stairway has been added to the set stage-left which ascends into the 
wings, as if to heaven. A host of all white, angel-like winged figures intervene 
via the staircase; their last interaction is to accompany Piu’s soul to heaven. 
An lengthy introduction sets the mood.  Turandot, so intent on evading 
marriage to this (ugh!) man, decreed that nobody in the city shall sleep.  
Everyone must devote themselves to discovering the stranger’s name or 
perish. And although all have been searching, Calàf’s name is still secret.  He 
sings “Nessum Dorma” (no one shall sleep), the most famous aria in the opera 
(and perhaps in the entire canon of tenor arias). It has been played in so many 
venues and circumstances, even many who know no opera have heard it.  
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The mob is back, furious at facing death, but Calaf will not relent.  Turandot’s 
soldiers drag in Liù and Timur to torture them into revealing Calaf’s name.  
Calàf tries to protect them by saying neither of them knows his secret when 
Turandot appears and commands Timur to speak. To protect the old man, Liu 
cries out that she alone knows the stranger's identity. The soldiers turn on her.   
They torture her, but Liu remains silent. Struck by her endurance, Turandot 
asks Liù her secret; Liu replies “Love" and sings an aria of haunting beauty 
that will rival your experience in any other opera.  When Turandot signals the 
soldiers to intensify the torture,  Liù grabs a dagger from one of them and kills 
herself. The angels reappear to escort her on the stairway to heaven. 
Turandot starts to question Calàf when he suddenly takes her in his arms and 
forcibly kisses her.  And what a kiss it is!  Not having known physical passion, 
her reaction lets him know he’s won and the prince whispers his name in her 
ear. Turandot, her head reeling with new feelings, approaches the Emperor, 
and announces she knows the stranger's name: “Love.”  The orchestra breaks 
into the last and greatest of the opera’s three finales.  Whew!  

SOME FINAL COMMENTS 
No opera in the Italian repertory matches Turandot’s spectacular setting or 
requires as phenomenal a pair of powerful voices for its lead singers. And, you 
must admit, Puccini has given your emotions a helluva ride.  With the possible 
exception of “Aida”, no other opera will match the size of this production, but 
it’s only a difference in scale. I hope you have a greater appreciation for the 
number of artists, on and off stage, whose talents are essential for mounting 
any opera.  Opera is and always will be the product of many people whose 
names we rarely learn or recall. 
I close with my standing hope that you will come to agree with me that opera 
is an art form like no other, and to that end, I repeat that it’s my fervent wish 
that these weekly commentaries will have helped many of you to reach that 
conclusion.  

NEXT WEEK 
On the first Friday in July, the 6th, we will present our Happy Birthday to the 
USA with the film 1776 and the Ballad for Americans.    The film retells the tale 
of how our Declaration of Independence was achieved.  The sausage-making 
aspect of legislation and the flawed compromise they reached are neatly and 
nicely obscured by the good music, pleasant singing, and an interesting peek 
at John and  Abigail Adams’ life. 
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Hello Opera Lovers, 

I have been reading a bit of the more academic, 
critical literature about the operas we show, vainly 

trying to catch up with Steve’s erudition and long-gathered operatic lore.  I 
was surprised to realize that I had never considered together his two Chinese 
women, Butterfly and Turandot, polar opposites in many respects.  Butterfly is 
the perfect picture of the submissive, obedient, loving servant to her husband, 
adopting his God, accepting even that he owns their child.  Turandot is the 
haughty hater of men, regal in autocratic rule, stone-cold killer of lovers for 
their temerity in desiring her.   Taken together, Butterfly and Turandot have 
defined the Western stereotypes of Asian women for many years in a manner 
that is compatible with the whore/Madonna view of women. 

Alas, Giacomo Antonio Domenico Michele Secondo Maria Puccini was a well-
known womanizer who eloped with the wife of a friend. So, he might well 
make the dishonor roll of #MeToo were he alive today.  And, to think he was 
the son of a woman widowed when he was five, who worked hard to promote 
his talent and career as well as raise him.  Some guys! 

Mr Puccini died of complications from the radiation treatments for his throat 
cancer.  But he might well have succumbed from frustration trying to resolve 
the contradiction of “frigid” Turandot instantly becoming passionate lover.  And, 
she does so in such a public setting!   

Last year’s G Note for Turandot reported on a criticism of the opera.  If you are 
interested enough you can read that in our archives on Riderwood Life, or ask 
me for a copy. 

See you at the opera. 

Page �  of �7 7

               6/25/18    Gene’s  
            Note 

O P E R A  AT  R I D E RWO O D  

Steve Schwartz GV 416 
Paula Cook KC 211 
Gene Martin KC T12

YOUR OPERA NOTES… 
For This Friday 

1:00 pm at Encore 

1st Class 
Delivery: 

Courtesy of
Paula Cook &

Riderwood 
Staff 


