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Dear educator, 

Hello and thank you for joining us for this production 

of Puccini’s, Madama Butterfly. We have many exciting 

and entertaining educational community offerings 

planned for the season, and look forward to sharing 

these with you! 

The atlanta opera student short is a fully-staged, 

abbreviated version of our mainstage production. 

Madama Butterfly student short will feature the full 

atlanta opera orchestra and chorus. Highlights from 

the three-act opera have been carefully selected and 

threaded together to create this special performance, 

providing students with the highlights of the three-

hour opera.

This will be the first opera experience for many of 

your students and will be most thoroughly enjoyed 

with a bit of preparation before they arrive at the 

theater. This guide has been developed to acquaint 

both you and your students with the opera Madama 

Butterfly, as well as to familiarize students with the 

world of opera (vocabulary, history, etc.) our goal is 

to provide you with an innovative, multidisciplinary 

approach to teaching required skills and curriculum, 

including Georgia Performance standards and national 

arts standards. Where applicable, you will find the 

corresponding standard(s) at the end of each activity 

or lesson. 

Thank you again for sharing this experience with your 

students. We value your feedback and we use it when 

planning future community engagement programs. 

We welcome comments from you, your students, and/

or administration following the performance. It is our 

sincere hope that you enjoy the performance, and look 

forward to seeing you and your students at the opera! 

sincerely, 

The atlanta opera  

community engagement Department 

1575 northside Drive, suite 350, atlanta, Ga 30318

404-881-8801 education@atlantaopera.org 

atlantaopera.org

The Atlanta Opera’s 1996 production of Madama Butterfly. (photo: Charles Rafshoon)

Welcome
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Are you worried about how to act or what to wear? 

You are not the only one! Opera stereotypes can 

make the art form seem intimidating to lots of people. 

Having an idea of what to expect at the performance 

may make it easier to enjoy your experience. Here are 

some suggestions of things you can do before you 

visit the Atlanta Opera.

Start WItH tHe StOry 
(ELACC(K-5)RL, ELACC(K-5)RI, ELACC(K-5)RF)

In simple terms, an opera is just a story that is sung. 

Before the performance, review the “Opera Strip” 

and plot synopsis of Madama Butterfly (page 16). Ask 

students to consider the story, characters, and setting 

of the opera. Use the following questions to lead a 

class discussion:

•  Where is the opera set? What is the time period? 

Who are the main characters? 

•  What is this opera about? What struggles does 

Butterfly face? What is Pinkerton’s position on his 

relationship with Butterfly?

•  What cultural differences between Japan and the 

United States are highlighted in the story?

•  What do you expect to see and hear at the opera? 

INtrODUCe VOCaBUlary terMS
(ELACC(K-5)L4-6) 

Refer to the Glossary of Opera Terms (page 14) and 

the Glossary of Terms for Madama Butterfly (page 

19). Discuss with the students about which of these 

terms they may hear and/or see during  

the performance. 

• Are any of these words familiar in other settings? 

•  Are there root words, prefixes or suffixes that are 

familiar or lend an idea to the meaning of  

the term? 

•  Use the activities on pages 15 & 20to familiarize 

students with these terms. 

DeSIGN a prOMOtIONal pOSter
(VA(K-5)MC, VA(K-5)PR)

Create a poster to promote the upcoming 
performance of Madama Butterfly. Display the poster 
in your school and send samples to The Atlanta Opera 
at education@atlantaopera.org!

PRePaRInG sTuDenTs foR THe PeRfoRmance

Students at the Cobb Energy Centre for an Atlanta Opera performance.  
(photo: Andrew Snook)
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many people have preconceived ideas about the 

opera. Read the truth behind some of the most 

popular opera myths and see if they answer some 

of your questions about the opera as well!

MYTH 1  OPERA iS bORiNG ANd STuFFy

not true! operas tell some of the most 

interesting, scandalous, and beautiful stories of 

all time. It is not unusual to find love triangles, 

murders, fatal illnesses, and messages from 

beyond the grave. 

MYTH 2 OPERA iS SuNG iN A FOREiGN 

LANGuAGE SO i WON’T uNdERSTANd THE STORy

We can help! It is true that many operas, like 

Madama Butterfly, are sung in languages other 

than english. This atlanta opera production will be 

sung in Italian. since most people in our audience 

do not speak Italian, we project english translations, 

called “supertitles,” on the screen above the stage. 

This way, you can follow along even if you do not 

understand the language. You also can read the 

synopsis of the opera before you arrive. Knowing 

the story will also help you follow along. 

MYTH 3 i NEEd TO WEAR A TuxEdO OR A bALL 

GOWN TO THE OPERA

some people like to dress up when they go to 

an opera performance but there is no dress code 

to attend an opera.  You will see people wearing 

everything from jeans to ball gowns. Dressing 

up can be part of the fun of attending an opera 

performance but you should wear whatever 

makes you comfortable. The opera is a place  

for everybody.

MYTH 4 OPERA SiNGERS juST ScREEcH ANd 

HiT HiGH NOTES ALL THE TiME

most of the music we listen to today is 

electronically reproduced and amplified by 

speakers. opera is one of the only places you’ll 

hear singers perform without a mmicrophone. all 

the sounds you will hear at the opera are natural 

and coming straight from the singers’ throats and 

the orchestra’s instruments to your ears. opera 

singers have trained for years to project their 

sound and make it larger than life. While you may 

not be accustomed to live, unamplified singing, it 

can be a wonderful experience if you think about 

how much skill is required.

make-up artists and wig stylists work to ready singers for 
performances. (photo: Jeff Roffman)

Here are a few more tips to make your trip to the 

opera more comfortable.

1.  Remember: the opera is a live performance. 

You can hear the performers on stage and that 

means they can hear you too! Please refrain 

from talking or whispering during the opera. It 

is distracting to others around you as well as to 

the singers. Please do not leave your seat during 

the performance. The Madama Butterfly student 

short will be one hour with no intermission.  

2.  Please turn off all cell phones, pagers, beeping 

watches and anything else that may go “beep” 

in the night! 

3.  Please do not take photographs or video or 

audio recordings of the performance. The light 

can affect the singers on stage.

4.  If you like what you have seen and heard, let 

the performers know! It is okay to applaud at 

the end of songs, called arias, and at the end 

of a scene. You can even, call out “bravo” (to 

the men on stage), “brava” (to the women) 

and “bravi” (for all on stage). and of course, a 

standing ovation is always welcome!
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opera is a dramatic story told through song. 

considered by many to be the most complete art 

form, it combines all of the elements of art, words, 

music, drama and dance. The earliest Italian 

operas were called by several names, such as 

“favola in musica” (fable in music) and “drama per 

musica” (drama by means of music). This last title 

is very close to the dictionary definition, and is 

the correct basis for any discussion about opera. 

The unique thing about opera is the use of music 

to convey an entire story/plot. This is based on 

the feeling that music can communicate people’s 

reactions and emotions better than words (read 

or spoken) or pictures. opera takes any type of 

dramatic story and makes it more exciting and 

more believable with the help of music. many 

famous stories have been made into operas, 

including Cinderella, Hansel and Gretel, and 

Romeo and Juliet. 

a BrIef HIStOry
(SSKG2, SS1G3, SS3G1, M(K-5)GM.8, M(K-5)GM.9, 
TAES(K-5).8)

The concept of opera was developing many years 

before the first opera was written. Its beginning 

can be traced to the ancient Greeks. They fused 

poetry and music, creating plays that incorporate 

song, spoken language and dance, accompanied 

by string or wind instruments. 

In the 1100s the early christian church set 

religious stories to music, a style known as 

liturgical drama. The first true opera, Daphne 

(1597), was composed by Jacopo Peri. It told the 

story of a Greek myth. The first great composer 

of opera was claudio monteverdi. some of his 

operas are still performed today. 

German composer christoph Gluck’s most 

famous opera, Orfeo ed Euridice (1762), marked 

a shift in importance from the performers to the 

drama. It also reduced the amount of recitative 

and laid the foundations for the progression of 

the art form. Wolfgang amadeus mozart was 

another prolific composer during this time and 

many of his operas like Le nozze di Figaro (The 

marriage of figaro - 1786) and Die Zauberflöte 

(The magic flute - 1791) are still frequently 

performed around the world.
The atlanta opera’s 2010 production of Orfeo ed Euridice.  
(photo: Tim Wilkerson)
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Opera 
arOUND tHe 

WOrlD
(ssKG2, ss1G3, 

m(K-5)Gm.8, m(K-5)

Gm.9, Taes(K-5).8)

Italy was the first country where opera became 

popular. It was the homeland of Jacopo Peri and 

claudio monteverdi. In time this exciting form 

of entertainment spread to the rest of europe. 

france and Germany joined Italy as the principal 

opera producers. eventually opera came to 

reflect the stories and musical styles of each of 

these countries. 

The Italians have always been famous for their 

love of singing, and so in Italian opera there has 

always been great emphasis placed on the singer 

and the beautiful sounds of the human voice. It 

wasn’t until the late 19th century and early 20th 

century with the later works of Verdi and the 

operas of Puccini that a balance was achieved 

between the role of the orchestra and that of the 

singer. These two forces were combined to give a 

more effective presentation of the story. 

The french have favored the pictorial side of 

drama, and this has led to a continuing emphasis 

on the visual spectacle, especially with dancing. 

for example, the Paris opera audience in the 19th 

century would not accept a work for performance 

if it did not contain a major ballet. Verdi, an Italian 

composer, had to add ballets to all of his works to 

get them performed in Paris. 

The Germans have always sought to extract from 

both the Italian and french traditions, and go 

beyond both in an attempt to present more than 

just a story. In fact, one of the greatest German 

opera composers, Richard Wagner, chose legends 

or myths for most of his opera plots so that he 

could communicate ideas as well as just a story.

DIffereNt Opera StyleS 
(m(K-5)Gm.8, m(K-5)Gm.9)

Opera Seria serious opera. These stories are often 
tragic, and typically involve heroes and kings or 
ancient myths and gods. Julius Caesar (1724) by 
George frideric Handel is a classic example of 
opera seria.

Opera Buffa comic opera, always sung in 
Italian. The jokesters in these operas are always 
the working class, such as maids, peasants, or 
servants, who keep busy getting the best of their 
employers. The Italian Girl in Algiers (1813) by 
Rossini is an amusing example of opera buffa. 

Singspiel, or “sing Play,” evolved in German 
speaking countries out of the comic opera 
tradition. It includes elements of comic opera, 
spoken dialogue interjected among the sung 
phrases, and often, an exotic or fanciful theme. 
mozart’s The Magic Flute (1791) is an example of 
this style. 

Bel Canto This Italian phrase means “beautiful 
singing”. These operas grew from a style of singing 
emphasizing long phrases, breath control and 
flexibility in singing both loudly and softly. The 
Barber of Seville (1816) by Gioachino Rossini is a 
popular example of bel canto.

Grand Opera spectacular opera. It is performed 
with elaborate sets and costumes. many people 
are needed to make it happen. Grand opera 
involves royalty, heroism, an elaborate ballet 
scene, and can often last for several hours. charles 
Gounod’s Faust (1869 version) is an example of 
grand opera. 

Music Drama a style of opera that is created by 
a single artist who writes both the text and the 
music to advance the drama. This style fuses many 
art forms, and makes each one as important as 
the others. Die Walküre (The Valkyries) (1870) and 
other operas by Richard Wagner defined this style. 

The atlanta opera’s 2013 production of The Italian Girl in Algiers.  
(photo: Jeff Roffman)
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atlaNta Opera HIStOry 

opera has been an integral part of atlanta’s 

cultural fabric since october 1866 when 

the Ghioni and sussini Grand Italian opera 

company presented three operas in the city. 

The performances were well received and soon 

after, small touring companies began to bring 

more full-length operas to atlanta.

atlantans became avid fans of opera and in 1910 

The metropolitan opera of new York toured 

atlanta for the first time. once a year, for a 

full week during spring, people flocked to the 

city to see the met’s wonderful performances 

and enjoy the many parties that were hosted 

throughout the city. 

The opera was the place to been seen, with 

people crowding the lobbies and balconies of 

the various performance venues. The met tour 

returned to atlanta every spring until 1986, 

with the exception of 1931-1939 due to financial 

complications of the Great Depression. 

The metropolitan opera company’s 1968 production of Tosca 
with Gabriella Tucci as Tosca, singing “Vissi d’arte.” 
(photo: The metropolitan opera company, Tosca 1968 touring 
season program book / The atlanta opera archives)

leontyne Price was one of the first african american featured 
singers with The metropolitan opera company. This photo 
appeared in the program for the 1964 tour of Don Giovanni, in 
which she sang the role of Donna anna. 
(photo: The metropolitan opera company, Carmen 1964 touring 
season program book / The atlanta opera archives)

With the success and popularity of the met’s 

annual tour came a desire for atlanta to have its 

own opera company. soon, several smaller, local 

opera companies began to operate in the area. 

In 1980, The atlanta civic opera association 

was created through the merging of two smaller 

companies, The atlanta lyric opera and the 

Georgia opera. In 1987 the company changed 

names to The atlanta opera, Inc. since its early 

beginnings, the company has grown and changed 

tremendously. 

The atlanta opera was the first resident company 

in the new cobb energy Performance arts centre 

in the fall of 2007. The atlanta opera season 

runs similarly to an academic calendar, opening 

in the fall and closing in the spring. It presents 

three mainstage productions at the cobb energy 

Performing arts centre, with four performances 

each. We offer two additional productions at 

smaller venues, often of special productions or 

contemporary works best staged in smaller, more 

intimate settings, with three performances each. 

We also invite students to attend special “student 

short” matinees.
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(s1P1, s2P2, s4P2, (s(K-5)cs.1) 

 
CHaraCterIStICS Of  
a traINeD VOICe 
singing in europe and america is now generally 

divided into two categories: classical and popular. 

What most people think of as operatic or classical 

singing developed in europe hundreds of years 

ago. This style flourished during the seventeenth 

century as opera became a popular form of 

entertainment and operatic music increased in 

complexity. The most recognizable characteristics 

of a classically trained voice are:

 •  an extensive range (the ability to sing both 

high and low)

 • varying degrees of volume (loud and soft)

 •  resonance in the chest and sinus cavities 

(produces a “hooty,” full or round sound)

 •  an ability to project or fill a large space 

without amplification

traINING
Very few people are born with the capability to 

sing this way. classical singers take voice lessons 

about once a week and practice every day 

for many years in order to develop a beautiful 

operatic sound. In fact, most trained voices are 

not mature enough to perform leading roles on 

a big stage until they’re at least 28 years old. 

compare that with the most popular singers 

on the radio today who could release their first 

albums as teenagers!

tHe VOCal COrDS 
science tells us that all sound is made by two 

things vibrating together. The same concept 

applies when we talk or sing. The sounds we 

make are really just the vibration of two little 

muscles called the vocal cords. The vocal cords 

are held in the larynx, which is sometimes called 

the voicebox or (in boys) the adam’s apple. 

These two little folds of tissue vary in length but 

are typically between 1 and 2 inches long. When 

you want to say something, your brain tells your 

vocal cords to pull together until they’re touching 

lightly. Then, air pushes through them, and the 

vocal cords begin to vibrate, opening and closing 

very quickly. This vibration creates a sound. The 

pitches you sing are dependent on the speed at 

which the cords vibrate. a faster vibration creates 

a higher pitch. The length of the cords also 

affects the pitch of the voice. longer cords equal 

a lower voice. 

BreatHING/SUppOrt
In order to sing long phrases with a lot of volume 

and a good tone, singers must breathe in a 

specific manner, making use of the entire torso 

area (lungs, ribs, diaphragm and viscera). as 

they breathe in, each part of this network does 

its job: the lungs fill up with air, which forces 

the ribs to expand and the diaphragm (a flat 
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muscle below the lungs) to move down. as the 

diaphragm descends, the viscera (stomach, 

intestines and other organs) are forced down and 

out. singers describe this feeling as fatness in the 

low stomach or filling an inner-tube around their 

waist. expelling the air, or singing, is essentially a 

slow and controlled movement of those muscles. 

If all of the air escapes from the lungs quickly, 

the tone of the voice will sound breathy and will 

lack intensity. successful opera singers must be 

able to isolate the diaphragm and ribs, controlling 

the rate at which they return to their original 

positions. This allows for a consistent stream of 

air that travels from the lungs, through the larynx 

and out of the mouth.

reSONaNCe 
one of the most obvious characteristics of an 

operatic voice is a full, resonant tone. singers 

achieve this by lifting their soft palate. This is a 

part of the mouth that most people don’t ever 

think about and it can be difficult to isolate. Here 

are some simple exercises to feel where it is and 

hear the resonance in your voice when you lift 

it: start to yawn. feel that lifting sensation in the 

back of your mouth? That is the soft palate going 

up. With a relaxed mouth, slide your tongue along 

the roof of your mouth, from your teeth back 

toward your throat. You should feel your tongue 

go up, then down (that’s your hard palate), then 

back up again. That soft, fleshy area at the very 

back is your soft palate. 

say the word “who” like you would say it in 

normal conversation. now, say “hoooo” like a 

hoot owl. can you hear the difference? say the 

sentence “How do you do?” as if you were an 

old british woman. lifting the soft palate is the 

foundation for the resonance in a singer’s voice. 

With a lot of practice, a singer can lift his or her 

palate as soon as they begin to sing, without even 

thinking about it.
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If you sing in a choir at school or church, you’re probably already familiar with the different kinds of 

voice types. We have the same kinds of voice types in opera, but there are a few differences:

Sopranos are the highest female voice type, with a 

range similar to a violin. In opera, they usually sing 

roles like the daughter, the girlfriend or wife. They 

can be princesses and good girls, but they can 

also have some tricks up their sleeves! Here are 

some kinds of characters that could be sopranos: 
Sleeping Beauty Beyonce

Mezzo-sopranos are similar to your choral altos. 

Their sound is darker and warmer than a soprano. 

They often play older women, sometimes they play 

evil women, and sometimes they even play young 

boys! They can be witches but they can also be 

attractive – sometimes both at the same time. Here 

are some characters that might be sung by a mezzo:
angelina Jolie lady Gaga

tenors are the highest male voice type – they often 

sing roles like the hero, the prince, the boyfriend. 

They can sound like a trumpet in both range and 

color. Tenors can be athletic and energetic and they 

can also be sensitive and emotional. They get all the 

good high notes and a lot of the applause! These 

guys are definitely tenors:
Justin timberlake adam levine

Baritones fit between choir tenors and basses 

– not as high as the tenors, but not as low as 

the basses. They can play both good and bad 

characters: sometimes they’re the boyfriends or 

brothers – or the ringleader for some comedic 

shenanigans – but in serious operas they can 

sometimes be the bad guys. 
Batman George Clooney

Basses are the lowest male voice type – they can 

sound like a bassoon, tuba or low trombone. In a 

serious opera they can represent age and wisdom 

(and sometimes evil geniuses), in a comic opera 

they can make you laugh. sometimes they steal 

the show with their super low notes and provide a 

comforting presence with their warm rumbly tones. 
Darth Vader Chef

Think of your favorite story, movie or television show. If that story was to be turned into an opera, 

what kind of voice types would be best for each of the characters? 

You can hear different kinds of voice types in popular music too. Think about your favorite singers – 

do they have high voices or low voices? What do you like best about the way they sing?
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(ssKe2, ss1e1, Taes(K-5).9)

In addition to the singers and musicians you see 

on stage and in the orchestra pit, there are many 

other folks who help bring the show to life!

Music Director/Conductor is responsible for the 

musical excellence of an opera.  They ensure 

the singers understand the music, sing in the 

appropriate style, and work with the orchestra to 

make sure everyone is playing correctly together. 

Stage Director is responsible for the action 

on the stage.  They work with the designers to 

create the concept for the production.  He or she 

helps the singers understand why their characters 

would act in certain ways, and how the characters 

communicate with each other.  

Choreographer creates movement or dancing 

for operas.  They study dance, movement and do 

research on different historical periods.

production Manager helps make the director’s 

and designers’ vision a reality by working with the 

shops that build the scenery and costumes.  

technical Director makes sure that the lighting, 

scenery, costumes and props are coordinated and 

that the crews who handle those elements know 

what needs to be done during the performance.

Stage Manager manages the rehearsal schedule 

and takes detailed notes about the stage 

directions, lighting cues and scenery changes.  

During the performance, they are backstage 

calling all the technical cues and making sure the 

show runs smoothly.

Set Designer creates the concept for the physical 

environment of the opera and works with the 

director to create the scenery that helps tell 

the story. They research history, color, space, 

architecture, and furniture.

lighting Designer helps create the mood of each 

scene with light, shadow, and color. They also 

study the music and work with the set designer 

and the director to decide how light will be used 

to help tell the story. 

Costume Designer creates the look of the 

characters with clothing. They choose the fabrics 

and supervise the construction of the costumes, 

or selection of pre-made costumes. 

Wig and Make-Up Designer creates the hair and 

make-up styling for the show in tandem with the 

costumes and the production design.  They are 

also responsible for any special effects make-up 

like scars, wounds or blood.

Wardrobe Manager makes sure all the costumes 

are clean and pressed and coordinates all the 

costume changes. Dressers help the singers put 

on their complicated costumes and change their 

costumes during the performance.   

properties (props) Master is responsible for all 

the objects that the singers touch or move that 

are not part of their costumes.  They do a lot of 

research to find the perfect period newspaper, 

set of glasses, bouquet of flowers, or book.  They 

make artificial things look real on stage, like food 

or drink. 

Crew and Stagehands includes carpenters and 

electricians. They assist with the installation of 

the set on stage once it has been built. During 

the performance they are responsible for set and 

lighting changes.

The atlanta opera stage manager calling lighting cues 
backstage, during a production.   
(photo: Jeff Roffman)
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act: a group of scenes with a common 
theme, such as a specific time or place. 

aria: Italian for “air”; a piece sung by  
one person.

Bravo: Italian for “nicely done”; 
shouted by audience members after  
a performance

Cast: all the singers and actors who 
appear on stage

Chorus: a musical piece sung by a 
group of people. 

Conductor: The individual who 
determines the musical direction of  
the performance

Duet: a song sung by two singers  
or voices

finale: The final musical number in an 
opera, often involving multiple people

libretto: The words or text of an opera

Overture: musical introduction played 
by the orchestra

Quartet: a song sung by four singers 
or voices

recitative: speech-like singing in-
between arias that advances the plot 

Score: a notated piece of music 
showing each part on its own staff

trio: a song sung by three singers  
or voices

(elacc(K-5)l4, elacc(K-5)l5, elacc(K-5)l6)

THE



15VocabulaRY

Act

Aria

bravo

cast

chorus

conductor

duet

Finale

Libretto

Overture

Quartet

Recitative

Score

Trio

a song sung by two singers or voices

all the singers and actors who appear on stage

The individual who determines the musical direction of the 
performance

a notated piece of music showing each part on its own staff

The words or text of an opera

a song sung by three singers or voices

Italian for “air”; a piece sung by one person

The final musical number in an opera, often involving 
multiple people

a musical piece sung by a group of people 

speech-like singing in-between arias that advances the plot 

musical introduction played by the orchestra

Italian for “nicely done”; shouted by audience members after a 
performance

a group of scenes with a common theme, such as a specific 
time or place 

a song sung by four singers or voices

match up the opera term with its appropriate definition.

aCtIVIty A Night At the OperA WOrD MatCH 
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aCt I 
Nagasaki, arouNd 1900

u.s. navy lieutenant benjamin 

franklin Pinkerton inspects the house 

he has leased for 999 years from 

a marriage broker, Goro. Included 

with the house are three servants 

including suzuki, the maid. They are 

expecting the bride, cio-cio san, 

known as madama butterfly, whom 

Pinkerton has purchased for 100 yen. 

To the american consul, sharpless, 

Pinkerton describes the carefree 

philosophy of a sailor roaming the 

world in search of pleasure. for the 

moment, he is enchanted with the 

fragile butterfly, but when sharpless 

warns that butterfly may not take her 

vows so lightly, Pinkerton brushes 

aside such scruples, saying he will 

one day marry a “real” american wife. 

butterfly is heard in the distance 

joyously singing of her wedding. 

entering surrounded by friends 

and family, Pinkerton’s fifteen-year-

old bride tells him how she had to 

earn her living as a geisha when her 

family fell on hard times. In a quiet 

moment, butterfly displays her few 

possessions—including figures of 

her ancestors—and then reveals that 

she has converted to christianity. 

The celebration is interrupted by 

butterfly’s uncle, a Japanese monk, 

who curses butterfly for having 

renounced her ancestral religion. 

Pinkerton angrily sends the guests 

away. alone with the distraught 

butterfly, he dries her tears and 

they proclaim their love under the 

immense starry sky. 

sYnoPsIs
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aCt II 
SceNe 1

Three years later, butterfly waits for 

her husband’s return. as suzuki prays, 

her mistress stands with her eyes fixed 

on the harbor. When suzuki shows 

her how little money is left, butterfly 

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 butterfly, Goro appears with a 

handsome and wealthy suitor, Prince 

Yamadori. brusquely dismissing both 

broker and prince, butterfly insists 

her husband has not deserted her. 

sharpless tries again to read the letter 

and suggests Pinkerton may not 

return. butterfly triumphantly carries 

in her child, sorrow, proclaiming 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. both moved 

and frustrated by her blind faith, 

sharpless leaves without revealing 

the rest of the letter. butterfly, on 

the point of despair, hears a cannon 

shot. now delirious with joy on 

seeing Pinkerton’s ship entering the 

harbor, she orders suzuki to help fill 

the house with blossoms. expecting 

Pinkerton to come running, butterfly 

settles down to wait with suzuki and 

little sorrow. 

sYnoPsIs
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SceNe 2 

When Pinkerton still has not arrived 

at dawn, suzuki insists that butterfly 

rest. before long, sharpless enters 

with Pinkerton and Kate, his american 

wife. When suzuki realizes who the 

woman is, she tearfully agrees to aid 

in breaking the news to her mistress. 

seized with remorse, Pinkerton bids 

an anguished farewell to the scene 

of his former happiness and then 

rushes away. When butterfly comes 

in expecting to find him, she finds 

Kate instead. Guessing the truth, the 

shattered butterfly 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 seppuku 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, butterfly sends him 

into the garden to play, then stabs 

herself. as she dies, Pinkerton is heard 

calling her name. 

(aDaPTeD fRom PITTsbuRGH oPeRa)

sYnoPsIs
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(elacc(6-12)l4, elacc(6-12)l5, elacc(6-12)l6)

The following are some of the terms important 

to the story of Madama Butterfly. We have noted 

when Puccini and his librettists missed the mark 

on their Japanesse translations.

abomination (noun): a thing that causes disgust 

or hatred; The bonze thinks the party after the 

wedding is an abomination

Bonze (noun): a Japanese buddhist monk, from 

the Japanese bonsō; butterfly’s uncle

burlesque (noun): a play or story that makes a 

serious subject funny or ridiculous; Pinkerton 

refers to the parade of relatives at the wedding as 

a burlesque

Cio-Cio San (noun): pronounced cho-cho-san, 

butterfly’s given name; san is an honorific title similar 

to adding mr. or ms. to someone’s english name

consul (noun): a government official living in a 

foreign city to protect the government’s citizens 

living in that city; sharpless is the united states 

consul in nagasaki

cosmopolitan (adjective): having a wide 

and refined sense of the world through 

personal experience; Pinkerton thinks suzuki 

is cosmopolitan because of her knowledge of 

Japanese lore

eloquence (noun): the ability to write or speak 

well in an effective way; Pinkerton is struck by 

butterfly’s eloquence when they first meet

firmament (noun): the heavens or sky; butterfly 

says Pinkerton is the eye of the firmament for her

geisha (noun): traditional Japanese female 

entertainers who perform music, dance, and 

games; debate still exists whether geishas are 

prostitutes. butterfly had to work as a geisha 

when her family feel on hard times. 

Hotoke (noun): butterfly’s wooden figurines that 

represent her ancestors, appears incorrectly in 

the libretto as Ottoke

Kami (noun): The spirits worshiped in the shinto 

religion; suzuki prays to these spirits after 

butterfly’s marriage to Pinkerton

kimono (noun): traditional Japanese garment, 

translates to “thing to wear,” long T-shaped robe 

that is always wrapped left over right (except  

in burials)

nakodo (noun): translates to “the person 

between people,” matchmaker or marriage 

broker. Goro is the nakodo between Pinkerton 

and butterfly 

obi (noun): a sash used to secure a kimono, tied 

in the back

renounce (verb): to formally declare one’s 

abandonment of; The bonze renounces butterfly 

after she marries Pinkerton and abandons her 

religion. 

sage (noun): a person of profound wisdom 

seppuku (noun): “stomach cutting,” a ritual 

suicide practice of dishonored samurai. females 

performed jigaki, a ritual suicide involving cutting 

arteries in the neck. 

shoji (noun): a door, window or room divider 

consisting of translucent paper over a wood 

frame; appears incorrectly in the libretto as shoshi

squalor (noun): the state of being  unpleasant 

due to neglect; suzuki says the garden, once 

bare, will be the squalor of winter

vagabond (noun): a person who travels from 

place to place without home or much money; 

Pinkerton refers to himself as a Yankee Vagabond. 

VocabulaRY: MADAMA BuTTERFLy
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aCrOSS

2.   a person who travels from place to place 

without home or much money

6.   Traditional Japanese garment, translates to 

“thing to wear”

7.   To formally declare one’s abandonment of

13.  a door, window or room divider consisting of 

translucent paper over a wood frame

14.  The state of being unpleasant due to neglect

15.  Having a wide and refined sense of the world 

through personal experience

18.  The person between people, matchmaker or 

marriage broker; Goro

19.  stomach cutting. a ritual suicide practice of 

dishonored samurai

DOWN

9.   a sash used to secure a Kimono

10.  butterfly’s given name

11.  The spirits worshiped in the shinto religion

12.  a play or story that makes a serious subject 

funny or ridiculous

16.  a person of profound wisdom

17.   butterfly’s wooden figurines that represent her 

ancestors

WOrD BaNK

VaGabonD, sQualoR, sHoJI, sePPuKu, saGe, Renounce, obI, naKoDo, KImono, KamI, 

HoToKe, GeIsHa, fIRmamenT, eloQuence, cosmoPolITan, consul,  

cIo-cIo-san, buRlesQue, bonZe, abomInaTIon

1

2 3 

4

76

8

14

17

18

20

19

15 16

12 13

9

11

10

5

aCtIVIty CrOSSWOrD pUzzle
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GIaCOMO pUCCINI (1858 – 1924)

Giacomo Puccini was born in lucca, Italy on 

December 22, 1858. Puccini was fifth in a family of 

seven girls and two boys. His father died when he 

was a young boy, leaving his mother to care for 

Giacomo and his six siblings. 

They had very little money, but his mother had 

great dreams for Giacomo. she arranged for his 

uncle, fotunato magi, to give him music lessons. 

Giacomo began work at age 11 as a church 

organist to contribute to the family’s finances, 

and later earned money by teaching music and 

playing in lucca’s taverns. Puccini saw his first 

opera when he was 18 years old. Too poor for train 

fare, he walked 20 miles to see Verdi’s Aida, and 

it totally changed his life. He knew that he would 

not become a church musician like his father, but 

would turn to opera. He made plans to move to 

milan, the center of Italian opera and the home of 

la scala, the most famous opera house in Italy. 

Giacomo enrolled in the milan conservatory and 

began meeting the most influential people in the 

opera business, slowly working his way up the 

career ladder. During this time, Puccini lived the 

life of a poor student. He shared an apartment 

with two other artists, always scraping for money. 

His lifestyle during this period later served as 

inspiration and motivation for La Bohème. 

Puccini could not have succeeded without the 

friendship of Giulio Ricordi, the most important 

publisher in Italy. Ricordi saw great promise in 

Puccini, and believed he would become a great 

opera composer. He paid Puccini a stipend for 

several years and supported his early attempts at 

writing opera. His faith in Puccini was paid back 

beyond the wildest expectations. The Ricordi 

publishing house would own the performance 

rights to four of the most popular operas ever 

written: La Bohème, Tosca, Madama Butterfly, 

and Turandot. 

In 1893, at age 35, Puccini premiered his first 

successful opera, Manon Lescaut. It launched his 

career and made him a front runner in the search 

for a successor to the great Giuseppe Verdi. Then 

followed two big hits, La Bohème in 1896 and 

Tosca in 1900. after their success, Puccini was 

in the limelight, overseeing productions of his 

operas in europe’s greatest theaters. When Verdi 

The atlanta opera’s 2013 production of Puccini’s Tosca.  
(photo: Ken Howard)



22

died in 1901, Puccini became the future of Italian 

opera, and he knew that the opera world would 

expect nothing but the best. His next opera, 

Madama Butterfly, had to be a success. 

Madama Butterfly did become a huge success, 

but it cost Puccini seven years of strife. The opera 

was cursed with delays, a car accident which 

severely injured Puccini, a disastrous premiere, 

and five revisions. In the end, Puccini triumphed 

with one of the world’s most popular operas. 

With three tremendous successes behind him 

and a seat at the top of the opera world, Puccini 

entered a long period of creative struggling, 

experimentation, and limited successes. He took 

a six-year hiatus following Madama Butterfly, 

due in part to the suicide of one of his personal 

servants and an ensuing court battle. after 

the buzz died down, Puccini returned to the 

music world premiering La fanciulla del West 

at the metropolitan opera in new York city in 

1910. Though it had a lukewarm reception by 

american audiences, it remains a staple in Italian 

opera houses.

He would live another 17 years and compose five 

more operas but only one, Turandot, would match 

the fame of his “big three”. 

Turandot was Puccini’s final masterpiece. 

Diagnosed with throat cancer in 1923, Puccini 

battled to complete his most beloved project 

before his health failed. but he fell short, suffering 

a fatal heart attack after surgery in november, 

1924. Turandot was completed by another 

composer. unlike many composers, Puccini died 

a wealthy man, with an estate valued at $24 

million in today’s money. His only direct living 

descendant is his granddaughter, simonetta 

Puccini, a retired teacher of literature who 

devotes her time to researching her grandfather’s 

works. she owns and operates the “Villa museo 

Puccini”, on the grounds of which Puccini is 

buried, along with his wife and son. 

useD bY PeRmIssIon of THe foRT WoRTH oPeRa. 

meeT THe comPoseR

The atlanta opera’s current production of Madama Butterfly was first performed at The castleton festival in castleton, Virginia.  
(Photo: Jeff Roffman)
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(sscG6, ssusH(9-16)) (s(6-8)sc1, s(6-8)sc(7-9), s7l5, s8P(1-5), sc4, sZ2, sP(1-6),

US History

puccini’s life

1861 american civil War begins

1858 born in lucca, Italy (Dec. 22)

1880 Receives degree from Pacini school of music in lucca

1864 atlanta falls to sherman (sept. 2)

1865 civil War ends

1869 15th amendment prohibits the denial of the right to vote based on color or race

1890 sherman anti-Trust act prohibits large monopolies like standard oil 

1866 14th amendment establishes equal protection under the law

1876 bell patents the first telephone and the first light bulb is produced (photos below)

1895 cotton states exhibition in atlanta (Piedmont Park, photo below)

1865 13th amendment abolishes slavery

1875 The first civil Rights act passed

1892 first federal Immigration center opens on ellis Island (photo below) 

1869 Transcontinental railroad completed

1889 spanish-american War

1884 first opera le Villi premieres

1893 first successful opera, Manon Lescaut, premieres

The first telephone
Ellis island, Ny

The first light bulb

cotton States Exhibition in Atlanta (Piedmont Park)
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1903 boston Red sox win the first World series against the Pittsburgh Pirates

1903 Wright brothers make their first flight in Kitty Hawk, nc (photo below)

1903 marie curie becomes the first woman to win a noble Prize in Physics

1903 car accident leaves Puccini seriously injured

1904 Madama Butterfly premieres 

1904 marries elvira Gemignani

1896 Plessy v. ferguson upholds the “separate but equal” ruling 

1901 Walt Disney is born in chicago (photo below)

1896 marconi patents the first commercial wireless telegraph system (photo below)

1902 first Tournament of Roses is held in Pasadena, michigan defeats stanford 49-0

1896 first modern olympic Games held in athens, Greece

1902 first “teddy bear” (named after President Roosevelt) is sold (photo below)

1895 X-rays formally studied by Rontgen

1900 first hamburger is served in new Haven, connecticut

1900 Tyrannosaurus Rex is discovered in Wyoming (photo below) 

1896 La bohème premieres

1900 Tosca premieres

Tyrannosaurus Rex

Wright brothers

Walt disney

Wireless  
telegraph

Teddy bear
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1912 The Titanic sinks (photo below)

1918 WWI ends

1914 World War I begins

1920 19th amendment prohibits the denial of the right to vote based on sex

1912 17th amendment establishes direct elector of senators

1919 18th amendment ratified prohibiting the sale of alcoholic beverages 

1917 us involvement in WWI

1910 La fanciulla del West premiers at the metropolitan opera in nYc

1917 La rondine premieres

1918 Il trittico premieres

1926 Turandot premieres

1924 Dies in brussels (nov. 29), Turandot is finished by franco alfano

1909 W.e.b. Du bois founds the naacP

1905 einstein proposes his theory of relativity (e = mc2)

1909 16th amendment establishes a federal income tax

1904 Dr. seuss (Theodor seuss Geisel) is born in springfield, massachusetts (photo below)

1904 first segment of the nYc subway opens (photo below)

1904 st. louis hosts the first olympic Games in the united states at the World’s fair (photo below)

PuccInI’s lIfe TImelIne

Subway

Titanic

Olympics

dr. Seuss
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While we often 

credit Puccini 

alone with 

the creation 

of Madama 

Butterfly, many 

hands were 

involved in 

crafting the 

story and 

development 

of the opera. 

The opera is 

based in part 

on the short 

story “madame 

butterfly” 

(1898) by 

John luther long – which 

was based on stories told to long by his 

sister Jennie correll and partially on the semi-

autographical 1887 french novel Madame 

Chrysanthème by Pierre loti. David belasco 

took long’s short story and created a one-act 

play entitled Madame Butterfly: A Tragedy of 

Japan (1900) that premiered in new York. The 

play then opened in london, where Puccini saw 

it in the summer of 1900. 

Inspired by the play, Puccini returned to Italy 

and began work on an operatic version of 

the story with his his trusted collaborators 

luigi Illica and Giuseppe Giacosa. These three 

partners had experienced great success with 

Puccini’s earlier operas Manon Lescaut, La 

bohéme, and Tosca and it was proven they 

worked well together. Illica was responsible for 

converting the story into a workable operatic 

form, Giacosa then created dramatic structure 

and set Illica’s text to verse that would work 

with Puccini’s music.

DISCUSSION:

can you think of other successful partnerships 

and collaborations in popular culture today? 

Think of songwriters, producers, and artists; or 

writers, directors, and actors – all are working 

together to produce great works for the public 

to enjoy.

(elacc9-12W3)

The librettist is the person who writes the 

libretto, or text, of an opera. The librettist and 

composer then work together to set the libretto 

to music and bring the opera to life. Puccini 

worked with his librettists Illica and Giacosa to 

bring Madama Butterfly to life. 

Write a short story you think would inspire a 

good opera libretto. Please include:

• at least three characters

• details on the time and setting of the story

•  a series of events that build to a climax  
and resolve 

•  possibly enhance your story with an 
unexpected plot twist

comPoseR & PaRTneRsHIPs

Puccini, Illica, and Giacosa.

aCtIVIty
lIBerate yOUr  
INNer lIBrettISt!
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“IMItatION IS tHe  
SINCereSt fOrM Of flattery” 
(m(6-8)Gm.6, m(6-8)Gm.8, m(6-8)Gm.9) 

like many composers, claude-michel schönberg, 

must have been inspired by Puccini’s music. 

listen to an excerpt of the “Humming chorus: 

coro a bocca chiusa” from Madama Butterfly, 

then listen to “bring Him Home” from the musical 

Les Misérables. 

can you hear any similarities between the melody 

lines of these two works?

Puccini often uses melodic fragments from “The 

star-spangled banner” to represent american 

idealism throughout the opera. This is first 

heard in the aria “Dovunque al mondo” where 

Pinkerton describes the carefree philosophy 

of a sailor to the american consul, sharpless. 

While most of the world now associates “The 

star-spangled banner” with the united states, 

it did not become our official national anthem 

until 1931; however, the us navy used it as early 

as 1889. 

consider this use of melodic fragments as an early form of “music sampling” often heard in popular 

and hip-hop music today. Kanye West has sampled the music of Ray charles and Daft Punk, Kid 

Rock’s “all summer long” is essentially lynyrd skynyrd’s “sweet Home alabama,” and Vanilla Ice 

famously sampled Queen for his hit “Ice, Ice, baby.” can you think of other popular songs that might 

contain samples?

Was Puccini ahead of his time, or simply linking america, the navy, and Pinkerton together with one 

melody? When you attend the opera, see if you can count how many times Puccini references our 

national anthem. 

comPoseR & PaRTneRsHIPs

aCtIVIty SaMplING
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Puccini’s life spanned many artistic movements in 

music, visual art, and literature. by the time Madama 

Butterfly premiered in 1904, many artists found 

themselves at a crossroads and began considering 

alternative ways to write, compose, and paint. 

(m(6-8)Gm.8, m(6-8)Gm.9,Va6cu.5)

rOMaNtIC VS.  
VerISMO MUSICal traDItIONS 

The long history of Western art music (music 

emanating from Western europe and north 

america) can be broken down into many eras 

or periods of study. Puccini was born and 

began composing during what is known as the 

Romantic period (roughly 1815 to 1910). While 

we often associate the term “romantic” with 

stories and feelings of love, the Romantic period 

in art and music was more of a reaction to 

the harshness of the Industrial Revolution and 

rationalization of the age of enlightenment. The 

Romantic artists favored intense emotion and 

irrational or unexplainable thoughts, feelings, 

or events as the subjects of their work. They 

rejected the rational and scientific and embraced 

the power of the imagination escape reality. 

artistic works in this time period were lush, 

dramatic, colorful, larger-than-life, and often 

include soaring and sweeping lines (both visually 

and musically).

The following subjects are often found as the 

basis for Romantic works:

• nature and its power and beauty

•  exotic, distant, or unfamiliar lands and people

•  stories of the past, particularly the  
middle ages

•  mystical or supernatural events and 

sometimes the macabre or terrifying

Puccini was born into the Romantic tradition 

and was influenced by the intense emotion 

present in music, art, and literature of the 

time. However, Puccini’s most popular operas 

represent a shift in Romantic ideals toward a 

more realistic view of the world and human 

nature. This style of opera is called verismo 

(meaning “realism”, from Italian vero,  

meaning “true”). 

Instead of focusing on nature, distant lands, 

and mythical creatures, verismo operas depict 

the everyday lives of everyday people dealing 

with sordid or unusually violent events. It is not 

uncommon for verismo operas to feature working 

or lower class characters struggling to get by or 

making poor choices in the name of love. Poverty, 

jealousy, and cultural revolution are the themes 

of verismo operas. although the subject matter 

changed, Puccini and other composers retained 

the Romantics’ affinity for intense emotion and 

story telling. 

even in popular culture today, artists often 

choose between telling fantastical stories 

of exotic characters and normal characters 

struggling with common problems. This 

dichotomy has been made even more apparent 

since the rise of “reality TV” programs. The twist 

for the 21st century is to now show extraordinary 

people (like celebrities and millionaires) dealing 

with everyday life. 

The atlanta opera’s 2013 production of Tosca performed at the 
cobb energy Performing arts centre. 
(photo: Ken Howard)



29

categorize these famous and popular works as Romantic or Verismo by writing an “R” for “Romantic 

or “V” for Verismo in the space to the left of each title.:

______ •  The ring Cycle (Wagner) – magical ring is sought after by ancient gods and mythical creatures

______•  The Tell-Tale Heart (Poe) – a murderer recounts his crime and tries to convince the audience he 
is sane

______•  The Walking dead (amc) – survivors living in the aftermath of a zombie apocalypse

______•  Les Miserables (Hugo) – repressed people living at the bottom of society seek a revolution

______•  The real Housewives of atlanta (bravo) – privileged women live their lives on TV and think they 
are famous

______•  La bohème (Puccini) – poor artists try to make a living in Paris

______•  aida (Verdi) – enslaved ethiopian princess falls in love with an egyptian guard 

______•  rigoletto (Verdi) – medieval jester gets tricked by the count and loses his daughter forever

______•  The Hunger games (collins) – average girl is forced to fight for her life in a televised death match

______•  dracula (stoker) – vampires are hunted by the righteous  

______•  Cavalleria rusticana (mascagni) – a picture of the simple life in a small sicilian village 

______•  game of Thrones (Hbo) – nobles houses fight in a civil war, combat mythical creatures, and 
prepare for the deep freeze of winter

______•  Erlkönig (schubert) – a musical “art song” about a supernatural elf King who captures children

______•  The adventures of Huckleberry Finn (Twain) – small town boy learns about life on the river

______•  Peter Pan, or The Boy Who Wouldn’t grow up (barrie) – a flying boy takes his friends to neverland

______•  Big Brother (cbs) – regular people trapped in a house together, hoping to be the last one standing

______•  The Call of the Wild (london) – comfortable california dog is forced to tap into his primal 
instincts in alaska 

______•  Pagliacci (leoncavallo) – the story of a sad and jealous clown in a small traveling theater troupe 

aRTs aT THe TuRn of THe cenTuRY

aCtIVIty IS tHIS “real” Or NOt?
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OtHer faMOUS tUNeS Of tHe era:

• “stars and stripes forever” (1896) by John Philip sousa – the national march of the united states

• “The maple leaf Rag” (1899) by scott Joplin

•  Pomp and circumstance, op. 39, no. 1 (1901) by edward elgar – commonly known as the  

“graduation march”

VISUal art

claude monet’s Impressionistic painting  

Impression, Sunrise (1872) 

edvard munch’s expressionistic painting  

The Scream (1893)

Vincent Van Gogh’s Post-Impressionistic painting  

The Starry Night (1889)         

Pablo Picasso’s expressionistic painting  

The Old Guitarist (1904)
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tHe IMpOrtaNCe Of NaGaSaKI 
(ssWG5, ss6H6, ss(6-7)cG(6-7), ss7e9, ss7G9, 
ssWH11, ssWH14, ssWH15, ssWH17, ssWH18) 

In 1603 Tokugawa Ieyasu closed off Japan 

from the West by shutting down its ports and 

forbidding the study of Western science and 

culture. only Dejima, a small artificial island in 

nagasaki bay was open to trade with the Dutch. 

Japan remained isolated from the Western world 

until 1853 (250 years) when united states naval 

commodore matthew Perry forcibly established 

international trade with the convention of 

Kanagawa. nagasaki became a free port again 

in 1859 and with the legalization of christianity, 

it also became the center of Roman catholicism 

in Japan. 

shortly after Perry’s intervention, Japan 

witnessed a period of great growth, change, and 

modernization known as the meiji Restoration 

(1868-1912). The leaders of the meiji Restoration 

wanted to strengthen Japan against the threat 

of colonial powers; thus, building industries and 

defense became a priority. by the time madama 

butterfly premiered in 1904, Japan had developed 

a strong military presence and captured the 

The story of Madama Butterfly is set in the port 

city of nagasaki, Japan. besides being an exotic 

setting for the opera, nagasaki 

was an important focal point 

of many changes that were 

occurring in Japan at the turn of 

the century. The opera affords 

audiences an opportunity to 

peek inside the culture and 

history of Japan and the 

struggles inherent in trying 

to blend eastern and 

Western ideals and 

traditions. 

NaGaSaKI

JapaN

attention of Westerners in europe and the united 

states alike.

nagasaki harbor was a center of heavy industry 

and ship-building during the meiji period and 

soon became a prime location for anchorage 

of the Imperial Japanese navy. These military 

connections made nagasaki an ideal target for 

the allies in World War II. The atomic bomb “fat 

man” was dropped on nagasaki at 11:01 am on 

august 9, 1945. nagasaki was able to rebuild 

after the tragedy of the bombing and is now, 

once again, a thriving and integral part of Japan’s 

industry and economy. 

tHe SHINtO relIGION Of JapaN
(ss7G12) 

an important dimension of story is the tension 

between butterfly’s ancestral religious beliefs 

(shintoism) and Pinkerton’s christian faith. shinto, 

or “way of the gods,” is the indigenous traditional 

religion of Japan. The word shinto is derived 

from two kanji: “shin,” meaning spirit or god and 

collectively regarded as kami; and “tō” meaning a 

philosophical path or study. Kami is the spiritual 

energy of the world and can manifests in multiple 

forms in nature such as rocks, trees, rivers, 

animals, and places. People can also possess the 

nature of kami. It is believed there is a plethora of 

kami throughout the world, space, and time. 

nagasaki today
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The bonze, a traditional Japanese priest or 

monk and butterfly’s uncle, represents these 

traditional beliefs of Japan and butterfly’s family 

in the opera. evidence of butterfly’s connection 

to shintoism are also represented by the hotoke 

(wooden figurines representing the souls of her 

ancestors) that are part of the few possessions 

she brings to her new home. 

In the opera, butterfly secretly visits a local 

mission and adopts christianity to please her 

new husband. Pinkerton laughs at the site of 

butterfly’s hotoke and mistakes them for puppets, 

but soon apologizes when he realizes how 

important they are to her. soon after the happy 

couple is wed, The bonze crashes the reception 

and curses butterfly for renouncing her ancestral 

culture and beliefs. Worried at first, butterfly 

is comforted by Pinkerton that everything will 

be fine in their new life because they have each 

other. This struggle between butterfly’s traditional 

beliefs and her new life becomes a central theme 

of the opera and ultimately end in tragedy. 

(mm(1-4)P(1-5), ss7e10, sseIn3)

The Yen was adopted as the official currency 

of Japan in 1871 under the meiji government. at 

the time of adoption, the Yen was valued much 

like the us dollar and most dollars were worth 

about the same around the world. by the time 

of premiere of madama butterfly, the Yen was 

valued at approximately $.50 – a “frozen” rate 

that remained from 1897 to 1931. obviously, the 

economy has fluctuated over the course of the 

last century and currently the Yen (JPY) equals 

approximately $.01. 

In Madama Butterfly, Pinkerton pays 100 Yen to 

marry cio-cio-san. In terms of us dollars, what 

did Pinkerton pay for the marriage in 1904? What 

would he have paid in 2014? 

You are visiting Japan and see a kimono for sale 

for JPY 13,500. How many us dollars will you 

need to purchase the kimono? 

JaPanese HIsToRY & culTuRe

Japanes Yen

Kimonos donated to the atlanta opera’s costume shop.

aCtIVIty
CUrreNCy 
CONVerSION
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(elacc(6-12)W4)

a haiku is a very short form of Japanese poetry traditionally containing three attributes:

1.  The juxtaposition of two images or ideas and a kireji (“cutting word”) between them. The kireji 

serves as a kind of verbal punctuation mark, which signals the moment of separation.

2.  Traditional haiku consist of 17 on, or syllable, in three phrases of 5, 7 and 5

3.  a kigo, or seasonal reference, such as “flower” for spring, “hot” for summer, etc. 

study these classic examples of haiku. Do they follow the 5-7-5 on pattern? 

can you identify the kireji and kigo?

Haiku 1:

cherry blossoms bloom 

softly falling from the tree 

explode into night

Haiku 2:

at the age old pond 

a frog leaps into water 

a deep resonance

consider the three attributes and examples of haiku above and try to construct your own. start with 

the basic idea of your poem, even if it doesn’t fit the 5-7-5 structure, then find more appropriate or 

descriptive words to make your haiku more creative.

JaPanese HIsToRY & culTuRe

aCtIVIty HOW are yOU at HaIKU?
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(elacc(K-5)W)

Reviews of performances are important to every opera company. They help the company know how 

the performance was enjoyed in the outside world, and get other people excited about coming to see 

the show! 

To write your own review, you can focus on two different elements – what you saw and what you heard. 

a review often combines two things – facts and feelings. It is a piece of straight reporting in which 

the reviewer tells the reader what he or she saw (facts), and an opinion piece in which the reviewer 

tells the reader what they liked or didn’t like about those elements (opinions). Here is an example of a 

reviewer reporting what they saw:

“The town plaza is suggested by Paul Steinberg’s dizzyingly colorful set,  

with a mosaic floor and walls and piñatas hanging from above.”

for the first part of your review, briefly describe what you saw on stage – report what the sets, 

costumes and lights looked like. These are the facts about the show. 

next, give your opinion about whether you liked these choices. Did they help tell the story effectively? 

aCtIVIty
WrItING aBOUt WHat We See: 
FActS & OpiNiONS

critics need to have a great vocabulary of descriptive words when they write about what they hear so 

that the people reading their reviews can imagine what it was like to be there. People use lots of different 

adjectives to describe the voices of opera singers. Here’s a review that’s chock-full of great adjectives:

“The light, smoky baritone of George Gagnidze only hints at Rigoletto’s 

outsize emotions, and the sweet, pure soprano of Lisette Oropesa keeps 

Gilda sweet but inert. The handsome, hyperactive tenor Vittorio Grigolo has 

two registers, bellowing and crooning, and the conductor, Marco Armiliato, 

has his hands full trying to keep up with Mr. Grigolo’s wayward tempos.”

sometimes it is very hard to describe the way music makes us feel. While there are definitely objective 

facts we can evaluate when we listen to music (qualities like loud or soft, fast or slow) most of the time 

we listen subjectively. This means that every opinion is valid – you don’t have to know anything about 

opera to be moved by someone’s singing or a beautiful instrumental solo. 

Write a few sentences about the character you liked best and why. How did the music help tell you who 

the character was? Think of five adjectives to describe the way that person’s voice sounded to you. 

How did it made you feel to listen to them?

aCtIVIty WrItING aBOUt WHat We Hear: 
the Art OF the Adjective

In your opinion, what did you like best about the production? What did you think could use some 

improvement? Would you recommend that other people come see this opera? 

aCtIVIty SUM It all Up
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Major support for The Atlanta Opera is provided by the City of Atlanta Office of Cultural Affairs. This program is 
supported in part by the Georgia Council for the Arts through the appropriations of the Georgia General Assembly.  

GCA also receives support from its partner agency – the National Endowment for the Arts.

The Atlanta Opera would like to thank the following for their generous support of our community engagement programs. 
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National Endowment for the Arts
Nordson Corporation Foundation

SunTrust Trusteed Foundation
Wells Fargo

Frances Wood Wilson Foundation

SpeCIal tHaNKS
Kendeda Fund

Livingston Foundation
The Rich Foundation
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