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The opera "Madama Butterfly" was inspired by a
short story of the same name by John Luther Long
from 1898. The story was based on the French novel
Madame Chrysantheme (1887) by Pierre Loti and
was adapted into a play by David Belasco. Puccini,
who watched Belasco's play in London in 1900, was
captivated by the touching story of Cio-Cio-San, a
sensitive and vulnerable Japanese girl who marries
Benjamin Franklin Pinkerton, a heartless American
naval officer, and is subsequently abandoned by him.

(It should be noted that some scholars claim such
events actually took place in Nagasaki at the end of
the 19th century).

The composition of the opera took four years. Its
premiere took place in February 1904 at La Scala in
Milan. Madama Butterfly is one of the most beloved
operas in the international repertoire and is regularly
performed on stages of opera houses around the
world.

The original story is contemporary with Puccini's life,
but this production of the Jerusalem Opera places the
plot in Nagasaki, in the aftermath of its destruction by
the atom bombs at the end of World War II.

Its performance today marks the centenary of the
death of G. Puccini in November 1924,
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About "Madama Butterfly"

Before becoming one of the world’s most beloved
operas, Madama Butterfly went through five different
versions by Puccini. The original two-act version,
premiered on 17 February 1904 at La Scala in Milan, was
poorly received by the audiences. Puccini then revised
the score, splitting the second act into two, with the
Humming Chorus bridging the new Act Il and Act III.
The revised version premiered in May 1904 and was an
instant success. The most commonly performed version
today is Puccini’s fifth and final revision from 1907.

The Star-Spangled Banner

Contemporary listeners might be surprised to hear the
national anthem of the United States quoted more than
once in Madama Butterfly. In Puccini’s time, however, the
song was known as the anthem of the US Navy. Adopted
by the Navy in 1889, it only became the official national
anthem by a congressional act signed by President
Herbert Hoover in March 1931. Lieutenant Pinkerton’s
aria ‘Dovunque al mondo’ takes its first two bars directly
from the anthem, whereas ‘O say, can you see..” is used
in later arias by both Pinkerton and Butterfly herself.

The use of the Navy anthem is of great significance:
it alludes to the stereotypical behavior of sailors, who
were known for forming superficial and temporary
relationships with women in various ports, without
regard for the impact on the women they abandoned
when they sailed away. Through the use of the Navy
anthem, Puccini highlights Pinkerton’s casual and
opportunistic attitude toward his marriage to Butterfly,
as if to tell us that this is what one should expect from
a sailor.

Puccini uses the anthem in the same aria (‘Dovunque
al mondo’) in which Pinkerton describes to Sharpless
the wandering Yankee, who drops anchor as he pleases
and takes a girl at every port he arrives at:

Pinkerton: Life does not satisfy him
unless he can claim for his own

the flowers of every shore.. ..

Sharpless: It's a simple, familiar idea . ..
Pinkerton:...the love of every pretty girl.

P: La vita ei non appaga
se non fa suo tesor

i fiori d’ogni plaga.. ..

Sha: E un facile vangelo . . .
P: d’'ogni bella gli amor

Later, Pinkerton raises a toast with Sharpless to his
marriage, openly stating that his real intention is to
eventually marry an American girl in a true marriage.




Cio-Cio-San - Weakness or Courage?

Cio-Cio-San (Butterfly) is a young girl, just fifteen years
old, from a poor family. Her marriage to Pinkerton was
arranged by the matchmaker Goro with the consent
of her family. Some say she was a victim of their
exploitation and view her as a weak figure who does
not take control of her fate but is rather swept along
by events until she is forced to abandon her son and
end her life. But is this really the case?

In the opera, Butterfly is often portrayed as fragile
and naive, but all her actions and deeds demonstrate
determination and strength.

At the end of the first act she tells Pinkerton:

"They say that beyond the sea,

when a butterfly falls into the hands of a man,
it is pierced with a pin

and pinned to a board!”

Dicon ch’oltre mare

se cade in man delluom
ogni farfalla d'uno spillo
e trafitta

ed in tavola infitta!

This sentence accurately describes her character:
she is completely clear-headed and uses the chilling
metaphor of the butterfly to express her deep
fears and vulnerability. She is aware of the cultural
differences between herself and Pinkerton, knowing
that Pinkerton sees her as temporary property or as a
passing pleasure, not as a true partner, and thus she is
anxious about her fate.

All of Butterfly’s actions stem from her own choices,
and she demonstrates increasing strength as the opera
progresses: she chooses to take the risk and marry
Pinkerton despite knowing the differences between
them, which shows her determination to take control
of her destiny; she decides to leave her family for him
and converts to his religion, paying a heavy personal
price; she bravely faces the criticism of her family; and
she rejects Yamadori and, as a result, perhaps other
potential suitors.

In her wonderful aria in the second act - "One Fine Day”
(“Un bel di”) - she expresses her loyalty to Pinkerton and
her absolute devotion to the path she has chosen, even
if it is fraught with difficulties.

Her farewell aria is noble and expresses unconditional
love for her son. In her decision to abandon her son and
give him to Pinkerton, she is not yielding to Pinkerton’s
request, but rather making an active, thoughtful choice,
thereby ensuring a better future for her son, in the land
and culture she has chosen, while leaving him with the
memory of a mother strong enough to sacrifice herself
for him. When all hope is lost, she chooses death with
dignity, the death her father bequeathed her. She prefers
death to living a life of disgrace, guided by the same
sense of self-respect that has driven her throughout the
opera.

Thus, Butterfly is not a passive victim of her fate but
a character who makes difficult and brave decisions,
driven by love, a sense of duty, and honour. Her strength
comes from her unwavering commitment to the choices
she has made, and she earns the audience’s sympathy
not out of pity, but because, despite her disadvantaged
position, she is the strongest character in the opera.



Synopsis

Japan. Lieutenant Benjamin Franklin Pinkerton of the
US. Navy inspects a house overlooking Nagasaki
harbor, leased from a marriage broker, Goro. The
house includes three servants and a geisha wife, Cio-
Cio-San, also known as Madam Butterfly. The lease is
for 999 years, with monthly renewals.

The American consul, Sharpless, arrives, and Pinkerton
shares his carefree philosophy of life, unsure if his
feelings for Butterfly are genuine love or just a whim.
He intends to marry Butterfly. Despite Sharpless’s
warning that Butterfly may view the marriage seriously,
Pinkerton dismisses the concerns, stating he will
eventually marry a real American wife.

Butterfly arrives with her friends for the ceremony. She
admits she is 15 and from a once-prominent family
that has fallen on hard times, forcing her to become
a geisha. She quietly reveals she has visited a Christian
mission and intends to adopt her husband’s religion.
After the marriage, her uncle, the Bonze, arrives and
curses her for abandoning her ancestral faith. Pinkerton
orders everyone to leave, and the relatives denounce
Butterfly. Pinkerton comforts her, and later, they meet
in the garden and make love.

Six years have passed since Pinkerton sailed back to
the United States. Cio-Cio-San awaits her husband’s
return at her home. Suzuki prays to the gods for help,
but Butterfly berates her for believing in lazy Japanese
gods rather than in Pinkerton’s promise to return one
day.

Sharpless appears with a letter from Pinkerton, but before
he can read it to Butterfly, Goro arrives with the latest
suitor, the wealthy Prince Yamadori. Butterfly politely
serves the guests tea but insists she is not available for
marriage and — her American husband has not deserted
her. She dismisses Goro and Yamadori.

Sharpless attempts to read Pinkerton’s letter and suggests
that perhaps Butterfly should reconsider Yamadori’s
offer. In response, she presents the consul with the
young son she has had by Pinkerton. She says that his
name is “Sorrow,” but when his father returns, he will be
called “Joy.” Sharpless is too upset to tell her more of the
letter's contents. He leaves, promising to tell Pinkerton
of the child. A cannon shot in the harbor announces the
arrival of a ship - it is Pinkerton’s. Overjoyed, Butterfly
joins Suzuki in decorating the house with flowers from
the garden. Night falls, and Butterfly, Suzuki, and the child
settle into a vigil watching over the harbor.

Dawn breaks, and Suzuki insists that Butterfly get some
sleep. Butterfly carries the child into the house. Sharpless
appears with Pinkerton and Kate, Pinkerton’s new
wife. Suzuki realizes who the American woman is and
agrees to help break the news to Butterfly. Pinkerton is
overcome with guilt and runs from the scene, pausing
to remember his days in the little house. Cio-Cio-San
rushes in hoping to find Pinkerton, but sees Kate instead.
Grasping the situation, she agrees to give up her son but
insists Pinkerton return for him. Dismissing everyone,
Butterfly takes out the dagger with which her father
committed suicide, choosing to die with honor rather than
live in shame. She is interrupted momentarily when the
child comes in, but Butterfly says to him goodbye and
blindfolds him. She stabs herself as Pinkerton arrives,
calling out for her.



Gabriele Ribis - Stage Director:

Puccini’'s masterpiece often risks being reduced to a simple postcard
depiction of Japan. However, | believe that when the great Italian
composer decided to adapt David Belasco’s play into an opera, he
was primarily captivated by the character of the protagonist-by her
unwavering faith in her "husband” and, above all, in love.

Cio-Cio-San appears almost oblivious to what is happening around her,
refusing to listen to anyone, which ultimately leads to her near-total
isolation. My inspiration for this production comes from the history of
war brides—-those women who, after World War I, married American
soldiers and moved to their husbands’ countries, leaving everything
behind. In Japan alone, there were about 45,000 such women. Cio-Cio-
San could easily have been one of them. She was ready to sacrifice
everything for Pinkerton, dreaming of a new life in America.

Inthe originallibretto, Cio-Cio-San’s most offensive actis her conversion
to Christianity, which leads to her repudiation by her relatives, led by
Uncle Bonzo. For the war brides, the "betrayal” was likely seen as more
political-a rejection of their country after a devastating defeat, which
was still linked to religion, as the emperor was considered a god.

In my staging, | aim to highlight Cio-Cio-San’s isolation and the difficult
choices that led her to that point, showing once again how vastly
different the motivations of love are, compared to those of politics
and war.
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Greece and Russia. He is a regular guest at Opéra Montecarlo and invited to important opera houses
such as Zurich Opera, the Israeli Opera, Festival of Perelada (Spain), Les Chorégies d’Orange (France),
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Giovanni" and “La Canterina”.

Director of the “Piccolo” opera festival in northern Italy - Friuli Venezia Giulia, and of the Borderless
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Solennelle”, Beethoven’s 9th Symphony, Mahler’s 4th Symphony.

Performs often with the Jerusalem Opera.
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Ivan Defabiani

Lyric tenor, born 1986 in Borgosesia, Italy. He studied with
William Matteuzzi and graduated in opera singing at the
Conservatory "G. Verdi" in Milan, specializing with Gianfranco
Cecchele.

Defabiani made his operatic debut as Fritz in Mascagni’s
“L’Amico Fritz” under Leo Nucci and Donato Renzetti, and was
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He debuted as Alfredo in Verdi’s “La Traviata” under Muti's
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Shahaf Regev

Israeli-Hungarian baritone Shahaf Regev was born
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Music and Dance, under Hungarian Soprano Agnes
Massini.

Shahaf was a member of “Meitar” Opera Studio
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Schaunard in “La bohéme”, Betto di Signa in “Gianni
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of orchestras, such as the Jerusalem Symphony
Orchestra, the Haifa Symphony Orchestra, the Israel
Camerata Jerusalem and others.
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