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The treatment of multilingualism and extra-linguistic cultural references (ECRs) in two
recent English translations for UK performances of Madama Butterfly by Giacomo Puccini,

1904 (original Italian libretto by Luigi Illica and Giuseppe Giacosa)

Case Studies:

Amanda Holden (1988); surtitles for live performance at the Royal Opera House (ROH)
Amanda Holden (1997); singable version of the libretto for a Raymond Gubbay production at the

Royal Albert Hall (RAH)
(both reproduced by kind permission of the author)

The interlingual translation of opera libretti (termed ITOL here for the purposes of brevity) is

complicated by the interaction between words, music and theatre that the genre presupposes,

creating a unique crossover between dramatic translation and music-linked translation (MLT) within

the context of audio-visual translation (AVT). Due in part to the wide range of specialisms needed by

researchers and practitioners, literature on the subject is scanty; although the number of

publications in the field has increased in the last 20 years, ‘the topic of translation and music has

remained on the periphery of translation studies’ (Susam-Sarajeva, 2008 p.190). This essay will first

consider the complications and cultural complexities of ITOL and place the available literature within

the larger framework of translation studies, before taking two translations of Puccini’s Madama

Butterfly as a case study to investigate some key points of discussion.
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Complications of ITOL – a brief overview

“Our everyday life has exploded with a diversity of communicative modes - language, image,
music, sound, texture and gesture… multimodality now surrounds us with a

vast array of modes acting interactively and separately in order to 'speak' to us.”
(Kress and Leeuwen, 2001 – sleeve notes)

Opera is a multimodal art form (Virkkunen 2004) in which words and music are drawn together to

create an interrelated score; this ‘master document’ is then interpreted by musicians and, if

necessary, a creative team consisting of a director and staging, lighting and costume designers, to

create a symbiotic work. The extralinguistic features of an opera are numerous (see Kress and

Leeuwen’s list of communicative modes above, all of which can be covered in a modern operatic

production), fully integrated and of considerable importance, meaning a translator must come to a

multiliteral understanding of the work before commencing a successful translation.

This said, it is generally accepted that the music and not the libretto (or staging) is the driving force

of an opera (Golomb 2005). While rather unduly pessimistic about the lot of a librettist, H.W. Balk

accurately describes him as opera’s ‘junior partner’ (Balk 1983 p.93): the composer is considered a

work’s author, in all but a few cases it is solely his name on the production’s promotional material,

and opera is classed as belonging to the musical rather than literary or theatrical canon. This is

reflected in the practical methods commonly employed in the shaping of a score; historically, the

composer was likely to set a pre-existing libretto and make his own revisions as necessary, but in

post-Wagnerian times many write their own (Michael Tippett and Judith Weir being notable British

examples) or work more collaboratively with the librettist, although still in a senior role, as

suggested by Benjamin Britten:

‘The musician will have many ideas that may stimulate and influence the poet. Similarly when the
libretto is written and the composer is working on the music, possible alterations may be suggested
by the flow of the music and the libretto altered accordingly.’ (Britten, interviewed by Newman in
1947, cited in Desblache 2007 p.158).
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Despite this, it must be remembered that in chronological terms, words come before music in

almost all cases and therefore exert their own influence on the composer. Vocal melodies and even

instrumental writing are as influenced by individual words and their phonetic structure – which by

definition is not preserved in intralingual translation – as by sense or plot. With this in mind, many

opera lovers contest that a separation of the score’s two component modes for the purposes of

translation is damaging to the initial creative vision (Lebrecht 2011). Conversely, in a climate where

opera’s mere survival is threatened by the success of musical theatre and the pop industry, due in no

small part to its perception as an elitist activity for the privileged (as reported by Zelechow 1993,

among others) others argue that attending operas in languages one does not speak can render them

‘recherché and inaccessible’ (Holden 2003), and in order to appreciate the work fully, skilled

translations to be sung in the language of the audience are crucial. Performable interlingual

translations of libretti contribute to opera’s recent move to ‘break away from its stereotypically

elitist image to embrace notions of accessibility and diversity’ (Weaver 2010). Creating these,

however, is subject to massive demands on a translator - commanding preservation of the musical

note values and rhythms, phrasing and natural stresses of the original (Low 2005), observation of the

‘word/music interaction’ (Golomb 2005) and understanding of non-vocal musical rhetoric (Tråvén

2005) to name but a few, as well as an adequate translation of the linguistic and dramatic content.

The critic Rupert Christiansen (2005) takes a pragmatic course, suggesting that while the ideal is for

an audience member to experience the opera in its original form with no intermediary, if this is

impossible, the provision of interlingual surtitles projected above the proscenium provide a viable

solution. These act in a similar way to on-screen subtitles (Low 2002), although surtitles commonly

include less detailed information and remain projected for longer than subtitles, as they are

intended more as a comprehension guide than literal translation (Burton and Holden 2005, cited in

Orero and Matamala 2007). Marta Mateo states that on a microtextual level this involves linguistic

simplification and the eradication of repetition and secondary detail (Mateo 2012 p.117), although

many exceptions to this have been observed (e.g. by Virkkunen 2004).
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Surtitles were adopted by London’s Royal Opera House (ROH) in the 1980s and, where financial and

technical capabilities permit, other companies have followed suit. They have gained widespread

support (Desblache 2007) but are not without controversy: they add a potentially distracting fourth

element into the ‘person A (actor) representing X (character) while S (spectator) looks on’

triumvirate that forms the basis of all theatrical communication (Fischer-Lichte 1992; cited in

Virkkunen 2004, p.91), and many opera-goers report the physical distance between the action and

the written translation is harder to overcome than on screen. Peter Newmark’s claim that ‘no-one

says a word against [surtitles] now’ (Newmark 2003 p.2) is regularly proved to be inaccurate in the

UK media, where the debate continues to rage (see for example Higgins 2005, Holden 2005, Higgins

2008).

Finally, it must be noted that surtitles are now used intralingually as well as interlingually; the English

National Opera (ENO), which always presents foreign-language opera in English translation,

controversially also started to provide English surtitles in 2005. This is largely due to the fact that

the singer’s formant [a technique that enhances the spectrum partials to around 3,000Hz to ensure a

singer is heard over an orchestra at 500Hz] is associated with a drop in clarity of diction (Sundberg

and Romedahl 2009). The widely-used bel canto [beautiful singing] technique has a similar effect; in

particular, close or rounded vowels and plosive or fricative consonants are threatened according to

the vocal register in which the melody lies (Di Carlo 2007a). Other dangers to intelligibility

encountered in the opera house include the ‘noncoincidence of syllable stress and musical accent’

(Di Carlo 2007b p.561) as well as musically extreme text settings: due to his uncompromising style,

composer Harrison Birtwistle sanctioned English surtitles for his English-language opera Gawain at

the ROH in 2000 (Christiansen 2004). All the above further complicates the notion of ‘speakability’

as described in the literature on dramatic translation (Snell-Hornby 1997) and can be added to the

list of musical elements a translator should be aware of.
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ITOL as a subsection of Translation Studies

Dramatic translation, while closely linked to ITOL, can be seen as a more developed area of research

that boasts a broader and more comprehensive literature. In this field, ‘reductionist and selective’

approaches to research from the 1970s gave way to comparative descriptive studies that look in

depth at source text (ST) and target text (TT) pairs, or studies that discuss the cultural mediation of

translation by looking at TTs in the context of their receiving culture (Che Suh 2002 p.51). More

recently, academic research into ITOL has been noted to comprise predominantly descriptive studies

of particular examples, often prescriptive in nature and written by the practitioner himself (Susam-

Sarajeva 2008); while these papers are often of high quality, it can be argued their lack of breadth

does little to progress a theoretical understanding of the discipline. Nor do they ground instances of

translation in their cultural context, instead often making practitioner-focused observations about

the ‘rights’ and ‘wrongs’ of MLT, or observing shortcomings in the work of others (e.g. Golomb

2005).

However, were Gideon Toury’s template for a systematic organisation of descriptive translation

studies (outlined in his 1995 work Descriptive Translation Studies – And Beyond) to be applied to

ITOL, a paper would first consider the TT within its culture system, analyse it in relation to the ST,

and propose generalisations about the patterns identified, arriving at a reconstruction of the

translational process (Toury 1995, as cited in Munday 2012, p.170). Toury goes on to suggest that

analysis should only be carried out on particular elements of the texts, or ‘coupled pairs’, chosen as

being those most in need of close attention (Toury 1995 p.38).

The translated libretto has already been considered within the context of contemporary practice in

the UK, and shown to occupy a fragile position in which some contest its mere existence and others

are often drawn into the opposing camps of singable translations and surtitles. Desblache (2007)

states that the libretto translator is fairly if not totally anonymous; to corroborate this, a recent

search of the ‘What’s On’ section of the ENO website showed the translator was never credited
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alongside the composer, director or leading cast members on the front page of each production, but

could be located with one extra click. Incidentally, the original librettist’s name was harder to locate,

if mentioned at all (ENO ‘What’s on’ 2013). However, it should be noted that a typical audience

member is likely to be aware if a sung libretto has been translated or not, given that opera is known

to be a predominantly non-Anglophone art form, and audiences continue to be made up

predominantly of the well-informed (who can distinguish at a glance between Anglophone and non-

Anglophone composers).

This paper will continue to use Toury’s methodology in an analysis of one ST with two of its many

TTs, both by Amanda Holden: English surtitles written for the ROH’s 1997 original-language

production of Madama Butterfly by Puccini, and her singable libretto for Raymond Gubbay’s 2005

production at the Royal Albert Hall (RAH). The triangulated ‘1ST-2TT’ approach of this study should

allow a direct comparison of surtitled and singable translations, as well as test some ‘norms’

associated with each practice, although it is acknowledged that a larger study of multiple STs and TTs

would allow a more accurate picture to be drawn.

Analysis will focus specifically on treatment of the work’s multilingual properties and instances of

ECRs. This is of particular importance in the context of ITOL; of the top 20 most performed operas

around the world during the 2011/12 season, nine are set in countries foreign to the libretto’s

language (Operabase 2012) including three by Puccini (La Bohème, Madama Butterfly and Turandot)

that are all infused with linguistic references to the host culture. Furthermore, Jan Pedersen notes

that references to a source culture for which there is no official equivalent constitute ‘translation

crisis points’ and ‘reveal the workings of many norms, such as domestication vs. foreignisation’

(Pedersen 2005 p.1). Within this study, reference will be made to his ‘Venutian scale’ of ‘strategies

for rendering ECRs into a Target Language’ (ibid p.3), which arranges them from the most

foreignising to the most domesticating.
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Madama Butterfly – Giacomo Puccini (1904)

Written to an Italian libretto by Luigi Illica and Giuseppe Giacosa, and first performed in 1904,

Madama Butterfly consistently ranks as one of the top 10 most-performed operas in the world

(Operabase 2012). Its translation into English could be viewed as a convoluted back-translation:

Illica and Giacosa based their libretto on an English-language play by David Belsaco, in turn based on

an English-language short story by John Luther Long, who based this on actual events recounted by

his sister that would have taken place predominantly in English (Groos 1991). Briefly, the action

describes the marriage of the geisha Cio-cio-san (otherwise known as Madama Butterfly: ‘Cio’, or 蝶,

is Japanese for Butterfly) to an American naval officer (Pinkerton) in late-19th century Japan.

Therefore, dramaturgically, performing the opera in English does not create any incongruity than the

original Italian does not.

Indeed, while predominantly Italian, the libretto of Madama Butterfly is punctuated by references to

both the English and Japanese that would have made up the original discourse. Japanese is used

mainly for names and references to cultural items such as clothing or objects, while English is used

to foreignise the American characters as well as Butterfly herself: her Japanese relatives refer to her

as Cio-cio-san throughout the opera, while she, her servant Suzuki and the Americans call her

Butterfly (she is never referred to in Italian as Farfalla, although she is likened to one). This is

foreignising to both the Japanese mise-en-scène and the Italian libretto, serving to emphasise the

character’s renunciation by her family, but in English translation the foreignising effect of displacing

the predominant Italian is inevitably lost. Also lost is the jarring sound of the word ‘Butterfly’ itself:

when sung in Italian (a ‘nondiphthongized’ language, according to Herman and Apter 1991 p.101),

the final ‘y’ is separated into two distinct and unattractively unidiomatic vowel sounds /a/ɪ/ and 

notated in the score by a tied note indicating syllable change (see Figure 2). The word becomes a

motif; a ‘birthmark’ (McAdam, personal correspondence 2013) that is conspicuous each time it

appears, but this effect is unavoidably lost in English translation. An English-speaking singer
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enunciating the word naturally in the context of a translated libretto would modify the final

diphthong to /a/ with only a quick /ɪ/ at the end of the note, in much the same way that a final 

consonant is pronounced (Webb 1946). In the score of Holden’s translation for the Raymond

Gubbay production it is notated as such.

Figure 1: Italian and English notations of the word ‘butterfly’

Italian notation (p.105.4.1-2): Common notation of ‘butterfly’ in English:

Incidentally, it is interesting to note that Antoine Berman in his influential 1985 work La traduction

comme épreuve de l'étranger cites this very word as an example of an ‘iconic’ term that ‘creates an

image’ by its sonority (Berman 1985/2004 p.291). This, along with the fact that it is marked by

appearing in the piece’s title, goes some way to lifting the word ‘Butterfly’ to a higher status even

within the monolingual context of Holden’s translations and thus preserving its motif-like quality.

Other instances of English terms in the ST (including ‘yankee’, ‘milk-punch’ and the phrase ‘America

Forever!’) are treated differently in the two TTs. In the surtitled version, Holden preserves the terms

‘yankee’ and ‘milk-punch’, essential parts of otherwise Italian phrases, but ‘America Forever’ is not
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included in the surtitles at all; this may be because the convention at ROH is not to surtitle

intralingually, and it is assumed a whole phrase in English will be heard and understood by an English

audience. This does, however, introduce the question of the surprise factor of multilingualism in

texts; if an audience is not expecting to hear a phrase in their own language, will they recognise it as

such in time, and register its meaning? Particularly if, as seems likely, the act of reading surtitles

during a performance dulls their awareness of the actual words being sung?

The performable translation, on the other hand, preserves ‘milk-punch’ but renders ‘yankee’ as

‘Americans’. This could be viewed as a loss of ‘local flavour’ in standardising the slang – flavour that

has in fact been inserted elsewhere in both TTs by Holden’s translation of famiglia as ‘folks’ rather

than the literal ‘family’. However, caution must be exercised in drawing conclusions; as has already

been noted, the translation of libretti for performance is strewn with difficulties, not least due to the

need for exact preservation of the musical content. Here, the word ‘yankee’ occurs in a rhyming

phrase, which is preserved in Holden’s text (in accordance with Peter Low’s guidelines on translating

rhyming song; Low 2008); in adjusting the translation to accommodate this, the word ‘yankee’ does

not fit the scan of the line, and ‘Americans’, with its useful ‘weak-strong-weak-weak’ syllabic

structure is substituted (see figure 2):
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Figure 2: translation of ‘yankee’ in performable libretto for Raymond Gubby:

Source text (p.27.2.3-7):

Target text (p.27.2.3-7):

‘America Forever!’, like ‘milk-punch’, is rendered unchanged from its original English. It could be

argued that this creates a loss of markedness in the TT, but at this point the multimodal elements of

opera must be taken into account. Here, stage direction can help to foreignise the phrase (by way of

an American gesture/military salute); even more markedly, however, the orchestral music itself

turns at this point from Puccini’s Italianate style to a direct quote of ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’. In

this way, the music itself suggests the multilingual nature of the text and therefore reduces the loss

of markedness, also relieving some of the pressure on the translator to preserve the libretto’s

linguistic diversity.

Puccini also infuses his opera throughout with numerous suggestions of the Japanese pentatonic

scale and quotes from Japanese folk tunes (Groos 1999). This serves to reinforce the mise-en-scène,

but also to underline the Japanese linguistic elements of the libretto; for example, Suzuki’s chanted
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prayers are set to the Japanese tune ‘Takai yama’ (Groos 1989). These phrases, like ‘America

Forever!’, are kept in their original language in the performable libretto, and left out of the surtitled

version.

Table 1: the translation of Japanese ECRs

Original libretto (Illica and
Giacosa, 1904)

ROH Surtitles (Holden 1988) RAH libretto (Holden 1997)

Bonze Bonze
Bonze (followed by a short added

explanation of the term: ‘…but he’s a
Shinto priest, we don’t expect him’)

Mikado Mikado Mikado

Ottoke (accompanied by a stage
direction in which the statues

themselves are produced)

Ottoke (accompanied by a stage
direction in which the statues

themselves are produced)

Ottoke (accompanied by a stage
direction in which the statues

themselves are produced)

Obi (2 instances) Wedding garments / wedding gown Traditional clothes / wedding dress

Shoji - (not translated) Screen

Disregarding names of specific gods, people and places, the ST includes five Japanese terms: bonze

[Shinto priest], Mikado [Emperor], ottoke [in this context, small statues or ‘puppets’ that represent

the souls of Butterfly’s ancestors], obi [sash for a kimono] and shoji [paper screen]. Holden’s ROH

surtitles preserve bonze and Mikado in the original language, which in the context of Pedersen’s list

of translation strategies would be defined as ‘retention’ (Pedersen 2005 p.4). Ottoke is also retained

in Japanese, but accompanied, as in the original libretto, by a stage direction in which they are

produced by Butterfly for Pinkerton (and therefore the audience) to see. This is a form of

‘explicitation’ (ibid p.4) in which the extralinguistic modes of opera are used to aid comprehension.

The surtitles do not translate shoji at all, which falls within the ‘omission’ strategy (ibid p.9) but in
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this case is likely to be related to the need to be ‘brief and simple’ commonly associated with

surtitling (Burton 2001, cited in Desblache 2007); the passage is translated as follows:

Table 2: non-translation of shoji in surtitles for ROH (Holden 1988)

Original libretto (Illica and
Giacosa, 1904)

Back translation (author’s own) ROH Surtitles (Holden, 1988)

Butterfly: Vo’che mi veda
indosso il vel del primo di. E un
papavero rosso nei capelli…
Cosi. Nello shoji or farem tre
forellini per riguardar, e starem
zitti come topolini ad aspettar.

Butterfly: I want him to see me
wearing the veil of the first day.
And a red poppy in my hair… so.
In this shoji we will make three
little holes and will be quiet as
little mice while we wait

1. He must see me again as a bride...

2. ...with a red poppy in my hair

3. Quiet as mice we'll watch and wait

Obi, on the other hand, is rendered as ‘wedding garments’ or ‘wedding gown’ in the two instances it

is mentioned (Holden 1988). This is not a direct translation, as an obi is strictly the wide sash that

secures the kimono (and not confined to wedding attire), but it should be noted that even these

direct comparisons of meaning are dangerous within the field of ITOL, as translations such as

Holden’s are more often than not commissioned for a specific production and therefore conform to

that particular staging; if the costume designer has not heeded the direction within the score, and

decided instead on a wedding outfit without an obi, it would be incongruous to translate it as such

(or to preserve the Japanese term).

Holden’s performable translation for the RAH retains Mikado in Japanese, but interestingly treats

the translation of bonze slightly differently – here, the word is still retained but a short qualifying

statement is added (‘but he’s a Shinto priest, we don’t expect him’) where the original libretto
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merely states ‘che non ci degnerà di sua presenza / who will not grace us with his presence’ (author’s

translation). In Pedersen’s terms, this has now become ‘addition’ (Pedersen p.5).

Holden renders obi as ‘traditional clothes’ / ‘wedding dress’, and shoji as its hypernym ‘screen’:

‘Nello shoji or farem tre forellini per riguardar’ becomes ‘In the screen we shall make three little

holes here for looking through’ (Holden 1997; emphasis added). Replacing a culture-specific term

with a hypernym is classed as ‘generalisation’ (Pedersen 2005, p.6) but in this instance, it is at least

possible that the decision was motivated by linguistic rather than musical concerns, as other

strategies including retention were available (shown in Figure 3):

Figure 3: suggestion of an alternative translation of ‘Nello shoji or farem tre forellini per riguardar’
(in which the Japanese term is preserved)

Holden (1997):

Example showing the potential for retention of the word Shoji in translation (author’s own):
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Madama Butterfly was premiered at a time when japonisme was enjoying a huge impact on Western

culture, including the visual arts, literature and music (Wichmann and Whittall, 1999); in the opera

world, Gilbert and Sullivan’s Mikado, Messager’s Madame Chrysanthème and Mascagni’s Iris had all

premiered in the preceding 20 years (Groos 1989). As it is generally accepted that one should

translate everything that the audience of an ST is expected to have understood (Bartoll 2006 p.1),

and it seems plausible that Illica and Giacosa’s target audience would have been aware of the terms

mentioned above (apart from ottoke, which they decided needed a specific visual explanation), it is

reasonable to conclude that Holden made the decision that her target audiences would on the

whole understand Mikado but not bonze, obi or shoji. Where bonze is treated differently in her two

translations, it must be pointed out that an element of visual explanation (i.e. the character being

very obviously a Shinto priest) may have occurred in the ROH production, while the surtitles did not

provide any textual assistance.

In order to test this theory, a very small experiment was conducted for the purposes of this essay in

which a selection of respondents (total 20) who have or feel they are likely to attend an opera

performance were asked whether they understand the four terms in question. The possibility of

being part of a target audience was the only criterion for inclusion; respondents otherwise varied in

terms of gender (M:12, F:8), age (26-52 years) or previous awareness of Japanese culture. 40%

identified Mikado as Emperor (a further 30% knew it to be a Gilbert and Sullivan operetta but did not

know its meaning, and 10% thought it was a young female), 30% identified obi as a garment, 15%

knew shoji are paper screens and only 10% identified bonze as a Shinto priest.

This experiment is obviously by no means exhaustive and would benefit from a larger review of

opera audiences, but it does suggest that, in line with Holden’s translation decisions, more

contemporary British opera goers know the meaning of Mikado than obi, shoji or bonze. It could be

that this knowledge is due in part to awareness of the Gilbert and Sullivan operetta, which has

maintained high popularity among amateur operatic and dramatic societies from its 1885 premiere
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to the present day (Bradley 2009). Notably, two (10%) respondents reported being familiar with obi

as a result of reading the book Memoirs of a Geisha by Arthur Golden or seeing its film adaptation,

both released since Holden’s translations were made; while this has not had a significant effect on

the results of the poll, it does illustrate the point that culture is constantly evolving, and translation

decisions such as the above described are subject to the emergence and decline of themes in other

areas of culture and the media.

Creativity within ITOL is a thorny area; translations of operas that vary too far from the original

meaning are open to criticism on grounds of disturbing the interrelation of an opera’s component

modes. On the other hand, translations such as Jeremy Sams’ Don Giovanni for ENO in 2010 have

won general but not universal acclaim for innovation. For example, his mention of ‘Swedish au pair

girls’ in Leporello’s catalogue of the Don’s conquests – that certainly weren’t present in da Ponte’s

18th century Italian libretto – was hailed as a ‘miracle of unforced playfulness’ by The Arts Desk

(Coghlan 2010) but ‘flippant and disturbing… cheesy jokes’ in The Telegraph (Rahim 2012).

Furthermore, if it is agreed that the primary motivation for ITOL is to ‘accessibilise’ foreign-language

opera for the target audience (Weaver 2010), it would seem that a domesticating approach as

described by Venuti (1995) would be the preferred solution employed by translators working in this

field. Domestication is more prevalent in texts that occupy the fragile position within the target

culture that translated opera libretti have been shown to occupy (Munday 2012), although this case

study of Holden’s Madama Butterfly translations show her strategies for the Japanese terms to

range from the very domesticating (generalisation and omission) to the most foreignising

(retention). Given the rich variety of extralinguistic modes available to opera, it is clear there is

scope for foreignisation alongside the obvious need for accessibilisation. For example, as shown in

figure 3, the passage ‘Nello shoji or farem tre forellini per riguardar’ could feasibly become ‘In the

shoji we’ll make three little holes here for looking through’ accompanied by a visual enactment of

the phrase– in a similar way to the visual explanation of hotoke employed by Illica and Giacosa.
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It remains to be seen – and should be elucidated by further case studies looking at the norms of ITOL

within the context of contemporary British society – whether this is taking place, and how it is

received in the media and by audiences. However, it would be preferable to choose case studies in

which more information than simply the score and translations are available to the researcher. In

order to make a comprehensive assessment, it is suggested that all component modes with a

potential impact on the audience (including direction, costume, set, props and lighting) should be

looked at as a symbiotic whole, by way of attending the production and/or analysing a DVD

recording of the work.
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