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This French film of Madama Butterfly, directed by 
Frederic Mitterand, makes maximum use of exterior 
scenes to accentuate the theme of differences in 
America and Japan cultures. It features the Chinese 
soprano Ying Huang who portrays the 15-year old 
heroine, Cio-Cio-San and steals the show. She landed 
the part by beating out some 200 singers competing 
for the role. In my opinion, it’s hard to imagine that 
anyone could have sung it more creditably. You will 
believe she IS Butterfly, not only because she’s young 
and Asian, rather than a middle-aged Caucasian 
woman in make-up, but also in her overall portrayal of 
this demanding role, a young woman, betrayed, who 
shows courage and strength of character far exceeding 
her years.  

PLOT  
The film begins with Goro, the marriage broker, 
showing a house overlooking Nagasaki harbor to Lt. 
Pinkerton, a U.S. naval officer, who will occupy it with 
his Japanese bride-to-be, Cio-Cio-San (Butterfly). We 
see how Japanese houses, with sliding doors and 
panels, allow instant alterations to walls that in 
Western architecture are permanent. We meet 
Butterfly’s loyal maid, Suzuki.  
The American Consul, Sharpless arrives, breathless 
from having climbed up the hill. He is troubled to hear 
that Pinkerton considers the marriage a brief lark 
while he’s stationed in Japan. Sharpless urges 
Pinkerton to be more sensitive to the trust of his 
innocent bride, but his concerns are dismissed by the 
insensitive American officer who proposes a toast to 
the day when he will marry “a real American wife”.  
As with most Puccini operas, much attention is given 
to setting the scene. Here we meet her relatives and 
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OPERA TRIP PLANNING 
Planning has begun for a 
Riderwood group to see Later the 
SameEvening at the Clarice in April 
and the merry month of May may 
offer a Maryland Lyric Opera 
concert production of Don Carlo at 
Strathmore and a Washington 
National Opera performance of 
Carmen at Kennedy Center Opera 
House, both afternoon 
performances. For more 
information, stay in tune with the 
Riderwood Trips program.

PRIMARY CAST FOR 
MADAME BUTTERFLY  

Ying Huang:  Cio-Cio-San 
Richard Troxell:  Pinkerton 
Ning Liang:  Suzuki  
Richard Cowan:  Sharpless 
Jing Ma Fan:  Goro 
Christopheren Nòmura:  Prince Yamadori 
Constance Hauman:  Kate Pinkerton 

Orchestre de Paris and the Choeurs de 
Radio France directed by James Conlon 

NEXT WEEK IN ENCORE 
On March 25th, we will feature 
Verdi’s Otello which astonished the 
opera world in several ways. Verdi 
was in his mid 70s, and thought to 
be retired. His previous work was 
Aida that had premiered fourteen 
years earlier. Moreover the music 
itself was structured in the new 
manner being explored by Wagner. 
Steve wrote that a love for Otello is 
an acquired taste. Try a taste!
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learn of her dark memento, the ceremonial 
sword her father used when he was “invited” 
by the Emperor to commit suicide. Then we 
witness their Japanese-style marriage, filled 
with civility and good wishes.  
The mood changes quickly when Butterfly’s 
uncle, the Bonze, a Shinto priest, arrives and 
cuts her off from the family because she 
plans to convert to Christianity for her 
husband. The encounter should cast a pall 
over the wedding, but this director added 
what I consider an inappropriate distraction 
by having him appear as an apparition, 
floating in and out like Mary Poppins.  
Puccini treats us to a glorious extended love 
duet between Pinkerton and his bride. It 
proceeds at an appropriately leisurely pace, 
with Puccini’s lush harmonies touching our 
spirit, and we hear musical tidbits that 
remind us of their cultural differences. Then 
the sliding doors are closed and the couple 
retires to be alone in their honeymoon 
retreat, shut off from the outside world. In a 
live stage presentation, this ends Act One. 
On film we go to blackout.  
When action resumes, it is three years later. 
Pinkerton left Japan with his ship shortly 
after the wedding; he has not been heard 
from since. Suzuki tells Cio- Cio-San that 
foreign husbands who leave their wives do 
not return to them. But Butterfly will have 
none of it. She is a tower of strength, and 
chastises Suzuki for her lack of faith. Suzuki, 
who knows better, fights to keep back her 
tears.  
We now hear Butterfly sing the most famous 
aria of the opera, Un bel di (one fine day) in 
which she fantasizes the scene when his ship 
comes into harbor, how she will act, and 
what will then transpire as he rushes up the 
hill to embrace her. It is presented with great 
sensitivity, augmented by the 
cinematographer’s skill; the camera moves 

about the house, and we periodically see 
harbor and mountains through open doors.  
Sharpless arrives with a letter from 
Pinkerton. Cio-Cio-San’s excitement is 
palpable. Overcome with emotion, she asks 
Sharpless to read it aloud. Initially, 
Pinkerton describes Butterfly in loving 
terms, and she hungrily soaks it up. But we 
know he does not intend to return to her. 
Typically cowardly, Pinkerton has given 
Sharpless the thankless task of giving her the 
bad news.  
Goro is present with Yamadori, a suitor who 
is much older than Butterfly and has already 
had several wives and divorced them, 
Japanese style. Goro notes he is wealthy and 
would provide the financial security Butterfly 
now desperately needs. She retorts that she 
is married, and to an American, where such 
easy divorces are not allowed. But when 
Sharpless asks what she would do if 
Pinkerton were not to return, we hear a bass 
drum depict her heart breaking at the 
thought. She replies that since her family has 
renounced her, she has only two options: 
return to being a Geisha or die. When he 
does not relent, she angrily throws him out 
and never hears the last part of the letter.  
A cannon fires, signaling that a ship is 
entering port. Butterfly excitedly peers 
through the telescope she has always had at 
hand for just this moment. Yes! It is 
Pinkerton’s ship, the USS Abraham Lincoln! 
How long, she wonders, before he climbs up 
the hill to embrace her? One hour? No, it 
must be more. Two then? To this teenaged 
naïf, reality fades into the background as she 
allows her fantasies to take over. (Listen to 
how well Puccini and his librettists have 
encapsulated her emotions as we embrace 
and share her excitement.)  
A two-part musical intermezzo of uncommon 
beauty follows her fantasy. First Butterfly 
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tells Suzuki to collect every flower still 
blooming in the garden. She wants the house 
filled with their aromas. The two women 
strew the entire house and veranda with 
flowers, and as they work, they sing the 
exquisite “flower duet”. Second, we hear 
what is known throughout the opera world as 
the “Humming Chorus,” sung without words 
and minimal orchestration. Mitterand 
inserts old newsreels here that I feel are 
inappropriate, but the music carries the 
scene and conveys the heart-breaking 
emotions as Puccini wanted.  
Act Three on stage begins in the morning 
after the three have waited all night in vain. 
Suzuki wakens Butterfly and urges her to 
take the sleeping boy and rest, while she, 
Suzuki, remains to watch for Pinkerton. After 
Butterfly leaves, Suzuki discovers Goro, then 
Sharpless, Pinkerton and a Western woman.  
In slow progression, Suzuki learns that the 
woman is Pinkerton’s wife, that Pinkerton 
has learned that he has a son, and that he 
and his wife Kate are determined to rescue 
the boy from the perceived squalor of 
Japanese life – especially as he would grow 
up the son of a penniless single mother. They 
intend to bring him to America so he can 
enjoy the benefits of their way of life.  
As Pinkerton looks around the flowered 
household, he finally feels remorse for his 
heartlessness. (Too late!) There follows 
Pinkerton’s touching aria, “Addio forito asil” 
(farewell flowery refuge of happiness and 
love). It’s a stunning operatic moment of 
transformation in which he acknowledges his 
previous errors and the damage they have 
caused. He knows his inner peace is forever 
lost; he will always be haunted and 
tormented by his guilt. Then, ever the 
coward and unable to face the woman he 
betrayed, he retreats, leaving to others the 
burden of asking Butterfly to give up her son 

forever. Kate repeats her promise to be a 
good mother, and asks Suzuki to tell 
Butterfly. Suzuki promises she will, but 
predicts Butterfly will cry a lot.  
Suddenly Butterfly calls from inside the 
house. Suzuki tries but fails to catch her 
before she comes out. And we must prepare 
ourselves to experience the final scenes and 
the progressively more powerful emotions 
that become little short of agony. Butterfly 
appears, all aflutter. “He is here. He is here”, 
she cries excitedly, happy beyond words. She 
rushes about, searching frantically, but 
doesn’t see him anywhere. Nobody speaks, 
and she realizes something is wrong. She 
notices Kate. Her mind is reeling. What is 
happening? She turns to Suzuki, “Why are 
you crying?” Before Suzuki can answer, 
Butterfly, filled with dread, stops her. “No, 
tell me nothing, or I may fall down dead.”  
Seizing upon the only possibility she could 
envision, she asks Suzuki if her husband is 
still alive and demands a one-word response, 
yes or no. Suzuki answers, almost inaudibly, 
“Yes.” That should be good news! So what 
can it be? Sharpless tells her that Kate is 
Pinkerton’s wife. At once the situation is 
clear to Butterfly, including her realization 
that she will be called upon to surrender her 
son. In keeping with the assessment we have 
already made of Butterfly’s strength of 
character, we can presume that she has 
already determined what she must do. She 
reacts with great dignity: “So be it. I must 
obey.” (He is her husband.) “Will you give up 
the boy?”, Kate asks Butterfly. “Only if he 
comes to fetch the boy himself”, she answers 
and tells Sharpless and Kate to go away and 
return in half an hour. Blackout.  
We next see Butterfly only a few minutes 
later, but everything has changed. She 
removed the pure white robe she wore 
awaiting Pinkerton. She retrieves her father’s 
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sword as she makes her final arrangements. 
Clearly, she intends to follow her father’s 
example, using the same ceremonial dagger. 
Puccini’s score leaves us with no doubt, as we 
hear a bass drum beating like her heart – 
and ours. She asks Suzuki where the boy is. 
Told that he is playing, she tells Suzuki to go 
be with him. Suzuki hesitates, knowing what 
her mistress has in mind.  
Butterfly commands her to obey. Then, as 
she kneels with the sword in her hand, she 
fantasizes seeing her father, also in pure 
white, as he committed Hara-Kiri. She reads 
the inscription: “Con onor muore chi non 
swerar vita con onor” (It is better to die with 
honor than to live without honor). Suddenly 
her son appears. Suzuki has thrust him into 
the room, trying to prevent the inevitable. 
Butterfly sings a heart-wrenching aria that 
begins “Tu, tu” (you, you) in which she says 
to the uncomprehending child that she hopes 
he never learns that she sacrificed herself so 
that he never knows the shame of having a 
mother who abandoned him. Then she sends 
him off to play.  
The next scene is entirely the invention of the 
Director. In it we see Suzuki carry the boy 
out in the midst of a heavy rainstorm to a 
waiting carriage which bears him and Kate 
away. The camera returns to the house, and 
we see Pinkerton enter as Butterfly commits 
suicide. Then, a second invention of the 
Director: Pinkerton lifts up her almost 
lifeless body for a final kiss. Only then does 
the screen slowly fade to black.  
One can only guess at Mitterand’s reasons 
for these additions to the opera’s score, but I 
suspect it was intended to take the edge off 
the immense pain we feel at the opera’s 
conclusion, which is tough enough.  

Many have heard me say that I judge how 
much I enjoyed a performance of this opera 
by how many tissues I needed. That’s why a 
box of them has been placed on the table 
outside the theater door. When your eyes dry 
and your emotions return to normal, try to 
re-experience some of your feelings in a 
calmer setting. And hum a Puccini melody as 
you do. You’ll feel better for it.   -Steve 

A Film by Frédéric Mitterand 
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Opera at Riderwood
Opera At Riderwood is a resident group 
presenting recorded operas weekly as Encore 
Opera and live operatic concerts as Purple 
Lady Productions. Notes & News is 
published every week to inform the opera 
community at Riderwood and is distributed 
without charge to the cubbies of residents 
without email. 
Residents are invited to join and work with O@R 
members: Mike Beard, David Blackman, Paula 
Cook, Joe Davidson, Judith Dighe, Trudy Downs, 
Betty Dunkins, Irwin Goldstein, Maxine 
Goldstein, Sallie Holder, David Knutson, Sally 
Koenig, Joan Kugler, Gene Martin, Sally Porter, 
Leah Solat, Mary Ann Stroker, John Szabo, and 
Millie Trimble, among others.
Notes & News is edited and printed by Gene Martin 
and distributed by Leah Solat, Mary Ann Stroker, 
and Judith Dighe. To subscribe, send your name 
and (cubby) address to Leah Solat, PV 409 or email 
lsolat@comcast.net
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