Journey to the West
He Hui: a Chinese soprano In the world of Italian opera
Melanie Ho
An Abbreviated Press Book
JOURNEY TO WEST
ISBN 978-988-13643-4-0
© 2017 Melanie Ho
abbrv.press
Hong Kong
First printing 2017
All rights reserved. No part of this document may be reproduced or transmitted in any form, including information storage and retrieval systems, without prior written permission of the publisher, except for a reviewer who may quote brief passages in a review. The right of Melanie Ho to be asserted as the Author of the Work has been asserted as have her moral rights with respect to the work.
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●
The curtain closed. He Hui stood and straightened her white kimono. Although she hadn’t wept (the perfect geisha make-up remained intact), the heartbreak of the performance—specifically, the emotion of this performance—wasn’t lost on anyone. The curtain had closed on He Hui’s 150th performance of Madama Butterfly. The Chinese soprano allowed herself a soft smile.
The applause, enthusiastic and generous, was audible through the heavy curtain. Critics of an earlier performance at the Dallas Opera House had praised He Hui’s Butterfly as one “for the ages”1; she wondered if anyone watching her might have known about the milestone. In all likelihood no. Had He Hui herself not noted each of her performances—as Butterfly, as Aida, as Tosca or any of the other roles she has come to play—she might have also been unaware. But the quiet marking of this moment also formed part of her desire to focus on the performance. For He Hui, the role of Cio-Cio-san is, in some ways, a deeply personal one and she wanted to channel the emotion of the night into her portrayal of Butterfly rather than on the celebration afterwards.
Just moments earlier, He Hui sang Butterfly’s final lament, “Con onor muore”, reading the words etched on her father’s sword—“Die with honour those who cannot live with honour”—the same sword which in Act I had foreshadowed the tragic ending of this love story.
The sword raised, she struggled with the dilemma before her: Pinkerton, the American navy officer who had wooed her, married her and left her with child, finally made good on his promise to return to Nagasaki, only to arrive with his “vera sposa americana”, his “real American wife” Kate. Heartbroken and betrayed, the girl had given everything up for him—religion, family—and she found herself alone, trapped between two cultures and shattered by the dreams that would no longer be.
Her young son was sent in—a final attempt to dissuade her. She held him tight, asked him to remember her face and then sent him to play, protecting him from what was to come. Alone again, she made up her mind. Kneeling, she picked up the sword and turned it on herself.
Pinkerton rushed in. “Butterfly! Butterfly!” he cried, but it was too late; the fatal deed done, Butterfly’s journey was over.
When the curtains reopened, the soprano took a bow—a private celebration as subtle as her graceful movements on stage—and when she looked back at the cheering crowd, it was with thanks for the opportunity to play this signature role once more. As audience and singer took the other in, it must not have been lost on the audience what stood in front of them: a soprano from Xi’an, China singing in Dallas, Texas, the ultimate of East-meets-West stories performing Puccini’s East-meets-West masterpiece.
He Hui’s Butterfly has earned her accolades ever since her debut in the role in 2003 (just the following year, Wiener Zeitung called it “the best Butterfly you could wish for”2). Equally, however, she has found success in her interpretations of Tosca and Aida. In fact, she reached her 150th performance of Aida almost a year earlier, in the summer of 2016 at the Arena di Verona, the annual festival that is a paean to opera in Verona’s massive and still largely intact Roman amphitheater. He Hui has stepped into the role of the celebrated nineteenth-century diva Floria Tosca nearly 100 times and when that milestone is achieved, it, too, will certainly be a cause for celebration.
With Aida and Tosca, He Hui also made history: she was the first Chinese soprano to sing Tosca at La Scala and the first to sing Aida at both the Vienna Staatsoper and New York’s Metropolitan. Critics have lauded her Butterfly, Tosca and Aida (in 2013, her performance at the Arena was described by Il corriere del Veneto as “impeccable”3) and she has found acclaim in all three roles on many of the world’s most important stages.
All three roles play major parts in her career: He Hui identifies with Cio-Cio-san, the young Japanese woman caught between East and West. In the enslaved Ethiopian princess Aida, she draws on the character’s strength, but also understands Aida’s dilemma of love, family and patriotism. But perhaps it is Tosca, which holds the key to He Hui’s story. As Tosca sings in the piazza outside Palazzo Farnese, her voice is heard by both the characters on stage as well as the audience watching the opera. Baron Scarpia, the chief of the secret police, identifies Tosca by her voice; to the audience, as well as to Scarpia, the woman they hear is the Italian diva Tosca, rather than the Chinese soprano He Hui.
If He Hui is Butterfly because she understands what it means to be a young Asian woman with hopes and aspirations for a life outside of her traditions, she is also Tosca; she is as much a celebrated singer as she is an Asian woman—her italianità is as believable in Puccini’s Tosca as is the Asianness she exudes in Butterfly. He Hui’s connection with Butterfly is there for all to see, but her connection to Tosca—she becomes Tosca—is perhaps less immediately self-evident. Perhaps this makes it all the more extraordinary: her Italian comes from living, breathing and singing in her adopted home, the country of opera’s origins and He Hui’s own journey west.
Madama Butterfly at The Norwegian National Opera, Olso 2016
(Photo: Jörg Wiesner | Norwegian National Opera)
“Io seguo il mio destino.”
— Madama Butterfly, Act I
Why do people still sit spellbound through works of musical theatre that are dozens of decades old, written in and about times that have long passed from living memory? There is of course the music and the wonder of the unamplified voice, but opera is also, critically, about the story. There is love, passion, betrayal, pathos, death, hope. There is tension combined with, frequently, impossible choices. Our heroines are asked to choose between their families and their hearts, between a duty to country and a duty to themselves. Opera often poses universal questions—universal because there are no answers—and in that universalità there is unity.
It therefore didn’t matter that when He Hui heard her first opera, Puccini’s La Bohème, she didn’t understand a word. La Bohème is one of the most successful examples of verismo opera, which in the late nineteenth century began to deal realistically with stories of ordinary, even poor, people. As silk flower-maker Mimì introduces herself to the poet Rodolfo in his garret above Paris’s Quartier Latin—“Sì, mi chiamano Mimì” (“They call me Mimì, but I don’t why ...”), she sings—this first blush of romance requires no knowledge of Italian. There is instead Mimì’s voice: beautiful, soothing and lyrical. Mimì begins her story by saying it is brief and this is the start of a love story, a fairy tale, albeit one with a tragic ending.
He Hui was 18 when she first heard opera as a student at the Conservatory in Xi’an after her own whirlwind romance with music. Just months earlier she had been a high school student preparing to graduate and move onto university. But in a serendipitous moment (all good stories seem to have at least an element of chance) a mathematics teacher caught He Hui practicing a Chinese song ahead of a school performance. It so happened that this teacher had a neighbour who was a maestro and she suggested that maybe He Hui might like to sing for him; He Hui, she said, sounded better to her than any of the maestro’s other students1. Maybe, the teacher said, there is something you can do with your voice.
He Hui was intrigued. This was not the path she, like so many of her classmates, saw herself on; her parents had worked hard to provide her with a good education and the opportunity to go to university. She had also always loved music and had an ability to learn songs quickly; a song would come on the radio and she would be able to learn it immediately2. But something made her want to say yes and to explore the unknown. Maybe there was something she could do with her voice.
She went to see the maestro. He was blunt; his first words to her were that it was too late to prepare for September’s intake into the conservatory; He Hui would need to spend the year studying with him and then apply for her entrance exams the following year. And then she sang.
It is difficult to describe how a voice moves you. You can describe its characteristics—timbre and pitch, certainly, but also the register and the weight. But the connection itself is not easy to put into words and sometimes it feels like the emotional pull comes from somewhere else: a voice reminds you of someone else or it stirs up sentimentality for another era or time. Perhaps the voice indicates promise, hope. Or it might evoke a memory, an image, a painting. But, in the end, when we are moved, we are moved.
The maestro was moved. In 30 years of teaching he had not heard a voice like hers.
He was also in a position to do something about it and any earlier other plans he might have had were quickly scuttled. In their place, he began a month-long regime to prepare He Hui for her entrance exams. He thought she had a good chance of being accepted for the coming year.3
He Hui understood what she was up against: she was without any formal training, lacking even the basics of solfège, a system of singing notes, or even how to read music while many of the other prospective students had been studying music from a young age. As she looked at the program that lay in front of her, the difficulties were evident. But as much as she saw the practical challenge, she was also optimistic. Music had, as a hobby, brought her joy. “Gāi zěnme bàn?” she asked. “Xià yíbù gai zěnme zou?” (“What should I do? What’s the next step?”)
From the maestro’s home, she thought next of how she would speak to her family. It would be a complicated conversation. Her mother was a teacher, her father, a doctor, and her father had been hoping she would follow in his footsteps, although none of his four children ended up doing so. Education was a way to something better and here she was, an 18-year old about to defy her family for the first time. Her family was a traditional one and music and the arts felt like they were part of a different world. Her father was perplexed by the decision, but in his daughter he also saw determination and after they spoke, they came to an agreement about the Conservatory.4 Maybe, had she yet known them, the lines from Madama Butterfly would have given her strength: “Io seguo il mio destino e piena d’umilità... È mio destino” — “Full of humility, I follow my destiny... this is my destiny”.
She entered the Conservatory in the autumn of 1990, one of just seven students accepted from five provinces.5 Her eyes went wide at the rows of practice rooms, at the grand stage and auditorium. There were departments for composers, for pianists, for orchestral music, folk music and, of course, singers. It was an imposing building—the music and fine art departments having been combined—and as He Hui walked around the campus as a student for the first time, she understood the opportunity that was being presented to her.
Her schedule at the Conservatory was intense—days began at 5 a.m.—with a combination of music education and advance study classes. A student at a Conservatory would typically follow a course of study that would include classes in theory, ear training, piano, phonics, music history, diction, acting, performance and how to perform as part of a chorus.
There were however still opportunities to explore different types of music. It may have happened by accident, but La Bohème’s passionate and tragic story of young love among a group of artists in Paris was a good choice as a first opera. One of the world’s most performed operas, La Bohème is, together with Aida and Carmen known as the “ABC’s” of opera, taking their moniker from the letters in their titles, but also because of their enduring popularity around the world. This unforgettable love story about passion, art, love and tragedy carries a universal appeal and He Hui was not immune. That profound experience of hearing that Mirella Freni recording—for it, she later found out, was that most Italian of Italian sopranos singing—crystalized her connection to the music, the voice and the story.6 It wasn’t clear how something this beautiful could exist. It must, she concluded, have come from Heaven and not from Earth.
The pull was so irresistible that He Hui considered opera to be her fate. This realization only steeled her resolve to succeed in her studies. The Conservatory was tough and competitive. It was also a big change: He Hui went from having no competition (or of even being aware of vocal competition) to being in a top school full of competitors, each as eager as she was. The competition, of course, was early preparation for the professional world of singing; it made her raise her game. If it hadn’t been clear that she needed more than raw talent, it was now patently obvious. He Hui knuckled down and started to work. She had arrived at the Conservatory with considerably less formal training than any of the other students, but she used this lack of training to an advantage. She was like a sponge, absorbing every lesson and technique.
By the time she graduated, four years later, He Hui was at the top of her class, an accomplishment that remains remarked upon today. But as is the case with many fresh graduates, top marks did not necessarily guarantee a smooth entry into the world of work. Her good academic standing did manage to land with a job at the Conservatory where she began to teach and to pass on some of the lessons she had learned when she first entered. Teaching, however, hadn’t been the dream. Adding to the tension of being a 22-year old teacher instructing 25-year old students was He Hui’s own frustration at trying to get her own career underway. There wasn’t necessarily a large number of opportunities to begin with and He Hui, like her other classmates and singers from Conservatories across China, were all looking for a way to take their art and explore the world. She entered a number of different competitions in China but never won; the momentum that had helped propel her into the Conservatory in the first place had now slowed.
As the new millennium beckoned, there was a renewed interest in Western opera. Asian opera singers were looking for opportunities to train and sing abroad, while Western opera was coming to China. Opera houses were being built in Beijing and Shanghai and major opera houses from around the world had China on their radar as a new market with plenty of possibilities. Local companies were also performing Western opera and at the Conservatory, He Hui played Dorabella in the first act of Così fan tutte. The role was not of a kind He Hui would go on to be known for—she rarely sings Mozart—but she appreciated the opera’s comedy and its tale of everyday characters dealing with human stories. There would (soon) come a time for queens, princesses and nobility, but for now a youthful He Hui was the young, playful Dorabella.
In 1998, the Maggio Musicale Fiorentino festival was invited to open the Shanghai Grand Theatre, which would be China’s first state-of-the-art opera auditorium. For Western opera in China, this was a major development, one that would hopefully begin to inspire young Chinese singers to pursue careers in opera. The Maggio Musicale Fiorentino was set to perform a production of Aida, whose pomp and grandeur makes it a common choice for openings. Verdi’s Aida premiered in Cairo on Christmas Eve in 1871, originally commissioned by the Khedive of Egypt for the opening of his new opera house. Aida therefore contains all the hallmarks of a major opening—a triumphal march, extravagant pageantry—and it was thusnot an unexpected choice for the opening of the Shanghai Grand Theatre.
While Maggio Musicale’s first cast was comprised of well-known Italian and international singers, the festival was also looking for a second all-Chinese cast, one that could highlight some of China’s home-grown talent and showcase the links between the Italian production and the Grand Theatre. Making her debut in a role that would be pivotal to her career, He Hui went through three rounds of auditions and was offered the role of Aida.
For a young 26-year old singer, the role of Aida was a heavy lift: voices do not typically begin as dramatic sopranos but mature into the richer, deeper roles. As a young artist, He Hui may not have been fully expected to have had the bold and rich voice suitable for the tragic heroine, the Ethiopian princess Aida. However, it quickly became clear that she did and that her voice was particularly well-suited to these Verdi roles. He Hui was happy—she had been given the opportunity to use her voice in a role that was a natural fit and this ease and comfort made her feel all the more confident as she prepared for her first break.
Aida is a role that she would go to perform at La Scala, at the Met in New York, annually at the Arena in Verona, and a number of other opera houses including Vienna, Monaco and Barcelona. It’s a role with a considerable demands on the voice: confident, determined and defiant at times, expressive and poignant. It’s also a role that He Hui holds close: Aida was her first big break and when it came time for the second cast to take to the stage, all eyes were on her.
In today’s digital age of record and re-record, of editing, retouching and filters, there is something to be said about opera’s one-shot stakes. There is no do-over: a particular performance works or it doesn’t and when it’s a Chinese soprano singing in the opening run of the Shanghai Grand Theatre, there’s the added pressure of pride—for oneself, yes, but also for a country. When confronted with Princess Amneris’s royal status, Aida replies “Ebben, sia pure, anch’io son tal...” —“Well, so be it, I am also...”—before catching herself. That a young, 26-year old in her first major role stepped up to the challenge and didn’t buckle is one thing; that she impressed the staff at the Maggio Musicale Fiorentino is another.
During the run of performances, an American who was working on the production approached He Hui and suggested she apply to compete in the annual Operalia competition, which was founded and directed by Plácido Domingo in 1993 as a platform to launch the world’s best young opera singers. Singers from around the world apply (today there are close to 1,000 applications each year) to the organizers, with approximately 40 finalists invited to the week-long competition, which moves to a different city every year (in 2012, the competition was hosted in Beijing).7
He Hui was invited to compete in the finals in Los Angeles in 2000. The then 28-year-old was among 41 finalists from around the world, including singers from Canada via Lebanon, Russia, Armenia and Argentina. At Royce Hall at the University of California Los Angeles, He Hui and the other 40 finalists each performed in front of a jury, composed mostly of opera administrators in Europe and the United States, with Domingo as a non-voting member. The competition is like an operatic version of any number of reality television talent shows: armed with a selection of four arias, each singer performs two—one of the singer’s and one of the jury’s choosing—with the top singers moving on to the semi-finals and those remaining eliminated from competition. Each semi-finalist then performs an aria chosen by the jury, with select singers moving onto the finals, which takes the format of a gala concert.8 Throughout it all, Domingo acts as mentor to all of the singers, offering artistic and career advice and suggestions.
In Operalia 2000, He Hui made it through the first two rounds and gained a place as one of the 14 finalists to perform in the gala concert. For her finale aria, she sang “O patria mia”,9 Aida’s Act III aria from a role she would go on to be known for, earning a joint second place, along with a prize of US$25,000.10 One of the characteristics that set her apart was a genuine Verdi voice. The jury had not been expecting this Chinese soprano to have such a polished and rich-sounding voice, and the stature and personality to go along with it, and she left an impression, one that would prove valuable as she sought future auditions.
He Hui had not been the first Chinese singer to compete in the finals—the Chinese baritone Chang Yong Liao was a joint winner in 1997, with soprano Xiu Wei Sun finishing third that same year—while several Korean and Japanese singers had also competed and done well.11 But He Hui’s career has been unprecedented for a Chinese Operalia winner.
The Operalia competition provided He Hui with the credentials she needed to launch her career. Soon afterwards, the Italian agent Giorgio Benati got in touch, and she returned to Los Angeles as the first year of the new millennium came to a close, reprising “Pace pace, mio dio” for a gala concert accompanied by the Los Angeles Opera Orchestra.
The next year started with equal promise: in early January Domingo and He Hui performed a concert together in Shanghai. He Hui was still just 28 and as she stood on stage with Domingo to sing the first of their five duets,12 her eyes wide and wearing a deep red dress, she couldn’t quite believe that her dreams were beginning to come true. The momentum continued and by the end of 2001, she had performed as Aida for the second time, this time with the Los Angeles Opera. Domingo himself had requested her as a cover for the star American soprano Deborah Voigt.13 Then it was Europe’s turn, specifically Italy, the home of opera, that came calling.
Aida at La Scala 2013
(Photo: Marco Bravi, hehuisoprano.com)
“Ora stammi a sentir — stasera canto…”
— Tosca, Act I
Verona’s first-century Arena is a Roman ampitheater in the bustling Piazza Bra. Built on a site that was then, in A.D. 30, outside the city walls, the Arena once held ludi, the shows and games that served as entertainment for the Romans, packing in crowds of more than 30,000 who arrived from both near and far to watch the games. The Opera Festival at Verona’s Arena began as a celebration marking the the centenary of Verdi’s birth in 1813 with a staging of Aida on August 10, 1913. Ever since (with the exception of the years of the two World Wars), the summer months have seen the Arena transform into the world’s largest open-air opera theater.1
Performing at the Arena is not easy: the sheer number of people in the audience—some 15,000 a night—brings on a certain pressure. Night after night, opera fans from around the world travel to Verona and to sit on stone steps, watching some of the world’s best singers perform under the stars. But despite its size, the atmosphere is intense and intimate: performances wait for dusk and begin late at night, around 9 p.m., finishing well past midnight; candles are lit creating an even more magical scene. For singers, performing under the star-lit Arena is also a majestic experience: more than 500,000 people watch the performances each year.
He Hui made her debut at the Arena in 2005 and she has performed there ever since, a regular in the most Italian of operatic institutions.
He Hui first arrived in Verona six years earlier, in 1999, when she was still a student and had not yet competed in Operalia. She had been granted a scholarship to study for a month in Verona and so she left China for the very first time, arriving alongside another student at Milan’s Malpensa airport, tired, hungry and without any Italian. She was quickly confronted with her first challenge: there had been an error with her dates and the person who was supposed to pick her up thought she was arriving the next day. Thirteen hours later, her ride arrived and when she finally made it to Verona, it was 5 a.m.
The city was like a dream. Discovering Verona meant feeling the ancient stone walls, paths and steps, hearing the church bells ring on the hour, walking through the countless piazze and along the corsi, and breathing in the city’s art, history and opera. Discovering Italian was a study of verbs and adverbs, of diction and pronunciation, of the trickiness of verbs like piacere (in Italian one doesn’t like things; instead, things please and subject and object are inverted), of taking a coffee rather than having one, of the tradition of passeggiata, that slow evening stroll of leisure and socialising, of knowing how the tempo, flow and emphasis differ in Italian and Chinese. For He Hui, her month in Verona was all this and more—there were daily studies in singing. There was also Plácido Domingo.
He Hui met Domingo at the Arena one night, where she stood outside of the artists’ entrance and waited for him to emerge following his performance. When he did, she introduced herself to him and asked if she could audition for him. Asking for an audition in front of the world’s pre-eminent tenors, a man described as “the best opera singer ever”2 was a gutsy move and an early indication of a willingness to take risks that would prove useful in her career. Perhaps the risk-taking was a bit out of character for He Hui, whose Chinese sensibility sees a respect for people, for the art, for the right way, for a commitment to studying and for improving herself. But at the same time, He Hui was different to artists who, if not Italian, had been raised in the West or had, at least, an experience of the West. Perhaps the difference called for a boldness.
The strategy paid off and Domingo granted her an audition and she was selected as a candidate for Operalia 1999. Thinking her luck had changed, she was confronted with another setback, this time political—she was unable to obtain a visa. Back in China, she waited for what might come next. The competition came and went and a month later Domingo called—would He Hui be interested in attending Operalia 2000? While the usual process involves submitting an application and recording, with a jury of opera professionals listening to each tape before narrowing down the applicants to approximately 40 singers who will compete in a week-long competition, He Hui was given the opportunity to attend Operalia 2000 without having to audition again.3 She immediately accepted the invitation; this time she secured the visa.
Italy came calling again. Following her success in Operalia 2000, He Hui was back in China, busy looking for opportunities to further her career. On the other side of the world, Italian opera agent Giorgio Benati was at the Royal Opera House at London’s Covent Garden where he was looking after Angela Gheorghiu and Roberto Alagna. The Royal Opera’s Director of Casting, Peter Katona, arrived back in London fresh from his role on the jury at Operalia 2000. Katona and Benati spoke about the competition, with Katona saying that one of the most interesting thing about this year’s competition had been the discovery of a 28-year old Chinese soprano with a vera voce verdiana—a real Verdi voice.4
Benati immediately left the Opera House and standing on the street he made a call to the Operalia’s secretary who was in Paris. He asked for He Hui’s contact details and then he got in touch, asking for an audio or video tape of her singing.
The tape arrived in December, 2000, sometime around the time that He Hui was back in Los Angeles to sing in the Operalia gala concert and just before her concert with Domingo in Shanghai in early January 2001. That Shanghai concert had come about through the Operalia competition and her presence alongside Domingo gave her additional credibility as she went out searching for her first professional break.
Benati was immediately struck by the beauty and by the potential of the voice he heard. The voice was rounded, full of harmony, with great volume, but also delicate and controlled. Benati heard a voice that was as equally suited to the tragic mourning as it was to the powerful roles.
There was something about He Hui’s voice that Benati hadn’t heard in decades—a voice that reminded him of the great Verdian voices of a previous generation, those of Maria Chiara, Leyla Gencer, Anita Cerquetti and Leontyne Price, a voice with the agility of a lyric soprano, but which can be pushed for dramatic effect.
When Benati finished listening to the recording he called his friend, the bass Francesco Ellero d’Artegna, whose opinion he trusted, to hear this voice of “enormous, great emotion”. With Ellero d’Artegna listening over the telephone, Benati played the recording. The basso concurred; he too was struck by the voice he heard on cassette.
Every young singer finds it difficult to break through, especially in Italy. Audiences are knowledgeable and music directors aren’t always willing to take a chance on someone new and unknown. So when Benati added He Hui’s story to the mix—a Chinese soprano from Xi’an, famed for its Terracotta Army and for being at the eastern end of the Silk Road, who had moved to Italy—the situation was even further complicated.
Opera is considered a national product by Italians and if foreigners don’t master the diction or haven’t sufficient knowledge or feeling of the genre’s history and dramaturgy, they aren’t accepted. In recent years, more foreign singers have made the requisite effort—He Hui being one of them. Benati felt there were non-Italian singers who could master the diction and possess the cultural knowledge—how to move, how to feel, how to express themselves as if they too were Italians performing this most Italian of arts and that they have been accepted by Italian audiences; their italianità proven on the stage.
So in retrospect, it was not surprising that when He Hui arrived in Verona for the second time in April, 2001, armed with only her voice and Aida in her repertory, she had a series of unsuccessful auditions including at opera houses in Bologna, Florence, Genoa and Rome.5
Her audition for Gian Piero Rubiconi, the artistic director of the Teatro Regio di Parma, was different. At her audition, Rubiconi asked for just a single piece, “Vissi d’arte” (“I have given my life to art”), Tosca’s Act II aria. Scarpia has suggested to Floria Tosca that he would release her lover Cavaradossi from prison if she were to give herself to him. As she realizes that her personas of Tosca the diva and Floria Tosca the person cannot be kept separate, she calls on God, asking him what He has subjected her to. “Vissi d’arte” is one of the most popular arias for the lirico-spinto, a true show-stopper (the opera literally draws to a halt) and one of opera’s most captivating moments: all eyes are on the soprano.
At the audition, all eyes were on He Hui. When Rubiconi made his request, He Hui replied that she could sing the aria, but she hadn’t come with it prepared. He urged her to sing it all the same and so she stood on stage, her fate and Tosca’s weaving together. “Ah, perché me ne rimuneri così?” (“Why do You reward me thus?”). She finished and stepped off the stage, catching Benati’s eyes. They were red.6
He Hui left the room, leaving Benati and Rubiconi alone to discuss her fate. When Benati emerged, it was to inform her she had won her debut as Floria Tosca, to be performed at the Teatro Regio in February of the following year. Rubiconi, Benati told her, was only sorry that he couldn’t offer her more.7
He Hui couldn’t believe what had happened. Off a single aria, one of the most important opera houses in Italy had booked her for her debut role. Some debts can never be fully repaid; He Hui returns frequently to Parma to sing.
The initial elation of having won a role soon turned to stress: she was now Tosca, but she was also a Chinese singer who had only just arrived in Italy, now performing in the home of opera, in the notoriously difficult Teatro Regio di Parma, whose audiences are known for their whistles of displeasure, for making their opinions known about a singer who isn’t good enough. At the time of her audition, her only stage experience was in the local Chinese cast of Aida. She was now in the lead role of Floria Tosca; she was a Chinese newcomer playing an Italian diva—He Hui and Floria Tosca could not have been more different and yet He Hui had to find a way to bring them together.
The Italian word diva, used to refer to a singer at the height of her powers with a personality to match, actually comes from the word for “goddess”. Sometimes, the mortal and immortal can be hard to distinguish.
How does one play a diva? How does one become an Italian diva, one that exudes confidence and power and emotion, but also, perhaps, a fragility, a tenderness, an ego on the edge? How does a diva move, how does she act, how does she express her italianità? Any opera debut is complicated enough, but playing an Italian prima donna seemed more challenging than, say, if she had taken on the role of Aida once more. Italian audiences may have little direct experience of Nubian princesses, but they certainly have an idea of how an Italian diva should act and sing.
There were a few things He Hui needed to nail: first, the language and the diction. Although she had started to learn Italian during her first month-long stay in Verona, her linguistic education intensified when she moved to Verona, which was close to her agent Benati’s offices. He Hui has remained in Verona ever since, a second home that she knows just as well as her first. Nearly two decades after she left China for the first time, He Hui still returns to Verona following her performances on the world’s stages: it’s a place to unwind, somewhere where she can change from being He Hui, the soprano to He Hui, the person. Verona to her is relaxing and tranquil, and the city’s traditions—its character steeped in the arts, in history, in the source and setting of some of Shakespeare’s most famous works—suit her personality.8
Many young singers today study in Italy and take specific classes in language and diction, but He Hui is entirely self-taught. Benati helped by taking her under his wing in those initial months: she learned by living—vivendo. Walks along the streets of Verona, visits to the market, to the supermarket, to restaurants and cafés, her conversations with Benati and with others in the business all helped form her Italian. It may not have been intentional, but He Hui’s chosen method—just living in her adopted country for 16 years—has lent her Italian an authenticity, an expressiveness, a way of feeling Italian that cannot be learned by merely studying a textbook.
And so, in the months between her audition and her debut, He Hui learned to be Tosca in part by learning to be Italian. As 2001 came to a close, the pressure mounted and He Hui’s focus was entirely on her Tosca debut. Fate again intervened, this time in the form of Raina Kabaivanska, the Bulgarian lirico-spinto soprano renowned as one of the world’s best Toscas. Kabaivanska agreed to mentor He Hui in the lead-up to her debut, and an intense month of preparations was to follow. Kabaivanska was He Hui’s fairy godmother.
Kabaivanska is much loved by Italian audiences for her ability to “live” on the stage. “Italians can not be captivated solely by the beauty of sound,” Kabaivanska has said. “They understand the lyrics and value above everything else the cohesion between music and lyrics, in other words the singer-artist.”9 It was this singer-artist role that Kabaivanska tried to impart on He Hui—she taught He Hui how to move, how to hold her own on stage and how to get inside of Tosca’s head—and heart—and how to understand the emotion of the character. Tosca is proud and fiery. When Cavaradossi sings that Tosca’s eyes have captured his soul; he says they are “Occhio all’amor soave, all’ira fiero!” (“Eyes soft in love, proud in anger.”)
But Tosca is suffused with empathy too. Tosca is pulled between the professional and the personal—her life on stage as a diva and her life with Mario. Her life becomes further complicated when she becomes the object of public desire—of Scarpia’s desire—and her realization that the professional and the personal cannot be kept separate. The benefits of being a leading lady can’t not affect her personal life with Mario. The internal struggle between pride and insecurities, between being both passionate and expressive—as noble as she is tender—meant that there was room in this dramatic thriller to be both bold and subtle, to, as Kabaivanska did so successfully, live Tosca on stage.
The month of January 2002 was intense; He Hui was grateful for the advice. The opportunity to take an inside look at Kabaivanska’s Tosca was a rare one and even today, nearly 100 performances later, Kabaivanska’s lasting influence remains evident as He Hui has matured into the role.
But the preparation didn’t eliminate the anxiety. She was nervous; a debut at Parma was, to put it bluntly, a big risk. She overcame this restless feeling in part by conjuring up the image of her favorite singer, Maria Callas,10 whose Tosca was considered one of the world’s best, as she swept into the church of Sant’Andrea della Valle where her lover, the painter Mario Cavaradossi, is painting a new Madonna. “Mario! Mario!” Tosca calls to him. The notorious Parma audience remained silent.
As the night progressed, He Hui’s confidence grew. The audience remained quiet—and attentive—but “Vissi d’arte” was rewarded with applause; she had passed. Of course, the night wasn’t perfect: her Tosca then is not her Tosca of today. There were some errors and she made a few mistakes with her rhythm. But on balance, it had been a success—a miracle, as she still thinks of it. The risk had paid off. It also paved the way to new opportunities.
Benati quickly entered He Hui into that year’s international Voci Verdiane competition in Verdi’s hometown of Busseto. This annual competition was started in 1961 to search for the particular qualities of a Verdi voice. The president of the jury that year was the late Turkish soprano Leyla Gencer, renowned for her portrayals of Verdi heroines and her own voce verdiana. The competition took place in April, 2002 and for her aria, He Hui again selected “O patria mia”, Aida’s third Act lament for a homeland she’ll never see again.
This time, she won. With that success more doors opened; the rest of the year passed by in a flutter of auditions and performances as she criss-crossed Italy performing Verdi: she sang the early Verdi and relative rarity Alzira in Parma, Aida in Florence, Naples, Rome, Busseto, Lucca, Piacenza and Catanzaro and then the dramatically ill-fated Amelia in Un ballo in maschera* at the Teatro Filarmonico di Verona and then again in Bolzano.
Ballo is based on the story of true story Gustav III of Sweden who was assassinated at a masked ball, but Austrian censors felt Verdi’s setting of an eighteenth-century Swedish regicide a little too close for political comfort and so the location was changed to Boston in the early 1600s. Riccardo is the lead tenor in Boston; Gustavo, the Swedish one, which is increasingly being staged in recent decades.
The schedule was hectic and the pressure was again enormous. She had three roles in three months, meaning she was learning (although she knew Aida) a new role every month.11
Studying has always been a large part of her preparation. When she learns a role she studies the meaning, delving deep into the character behind the words. Without understanding the words, it is hard for a singer to define an interpretation and be convincing. When Mario tries to kiss her in the Act I scene in the church of Sant’Andrea, Tosca replies “Oh! Innanzi la Madonna. No, Mario mio!” (“Oh! in front of the Madonna. No, my Mario!”): is she being coy or religious? When she stabs Scarpia with a dinner knife rather than submit to him in the finale of Act II and delivers one of the most famous lines in all opera, “Ecco il bacio di Tosca” (“This is Tosca’s kiss!”), she must not only convey dramatic verisimilitude but also her sense of the untranslatable Italian word “ecco”, which can mean anything from “here is” to “come and get it”. And when Amelia begs her husband for mercy singing “Morrò, ma prima in grazia” (“I will die, but first allow me...”), is she resigned to her husband’s threat to kill her or is she playing for time in the hope of a reprieve? The libretto and music often allow more than one interpretation; by making these choices, a singer can make a role her own.
He Hui is a quick study, but she is also a thorough one. This may come down to her upbringing: from a traditional family, He Hui brought with her to Italy her family’s way of keeping a low profile, their humility and awareness of the wisdom of learning from others.12 She still studies today, the words gathering more shades of meaning with every performance as her Tosca, Aida and Butterfly continue to evolve. Of Tosca, a role which requires a soprano to be as much an actress as a singer, her desire is to create a singer with a big personality, with a strong character that works also from a theatrical point of view.
These days, she has a friend who helps her study and understand the libretto. Having been written in an Italian dating from the nineteenth century, the language used in libretti doesn’t necessarily match up with contemporary Italian and most importantly, the syntax differs—libretti are poetry.
The process is not unlike the rapid-fire preparation she had during the months after her Voci Verdiane win. For a new production, she’ll study for weeks ahead of the performance, focusing on the words and music and how to express and live the character on stage. Then come the rehearsals with the director where she tries to understand his vision for the production, weaving together his idea for the role with hers. As the days count down, the rehearsals intensify: there are rehearsals without orchestra and then with, without costume and then in full dress, without the theatrical make-up and then it is all pulled together for a dress rehearsal. Like a runner preparing for the big race, intense training is followed by a final few days where rest counts more than cramming in last-minute training; there are a couple of days where He Hui sits and reflects.
On the day before the performance she stays alone and does not speak. It’s a way to preserve the voice and it’s a way for her to bury herself deep into the character one last time. On the day of the performance she wakes up late, cooks herself something to eat and then potters around, thinking a little of the person she is playing. If it’s possible, she’ll try to sleep a little more before heading to the opera house. She likes to arrive early, at least two hours before the curtain call, so she can prepare her voice and so that hair and makeup aren’t rushed. She slips into costume and then, transformed, she takes to the stage.
Tosca at the Teatro Massimo, Palermo, 2014
(Photo: Marco Bravi, hehuisoprano.com)
“... non già del mio paese.”
— Madama Butterfly, Act II
The Grand-Théâtre de Bordeaux is one of France’s, and Europe’s, grand old opera houses, dating as it does from 1780, making it only two years younger than La Scala. The building’s illustrious past includes the 1789 premiere of the ballet La Fille Mal Gardée and hosting the French Parliament in 1871 during the Franco-Prussian War.
When He Hui transformed into Cio-Cio-san for the first time, she did it at this theater with the Opéra National de Bordeaux in 2003. Her performance at the Grand-Théâtre de Bordeaux marked her debut on the international stage. The opportunity to sing at Bordeaux had also come through her Operalia connections; impressions she had made in Los Angeles continued to follow her around the world, this time to France where Thierry Fouquet, the director at Bordeaux, had also served on the Operalia jury. He proposed to He Hui and Benati that she make her debut as Butterfly at his theater, perhaps seeing in her the potential to be one of the world’s most in-demand Butterflies.
While an Asian Butterfly is not a rarity (the Japanese sopranos Tamaki Miura and Nobuko Hara both sang the role, with Hara seemingly the first to sing the role as early as 1912 in Shanghai1), it is hardly de rigueur either. In many ways the art of opera is blind to race: audiences accept a Chinese soprano playing an Ethiopian princess, an African-American playing Italian noblewoman or a Swedish soprano as the Chinese Turandot. What matters—what has always mattered—is the voice. In the past few decades, and especially with the advent of live and high-definition broadcasts, movement and acting have taken on greater importance. Cio-Cio-san, for example, is not just Japanese, but a 15-year old girl and sopranos are thus tasked with making a character often half or sometimes a quarter their age feel believable. It is now the expectation; when a soprano’s voice works but the movements and facial expressions are off-key, the audience takes note.
And yet, despite all this, an Asian Butterfly—an excellent Asian Butterfly—is a bonus, sought after because she already looks the part and because the movements, the voice feel intuitive. Voice, in Butterfly, is so important that it is explicitly remarked upon. After Cio-Cio-san visits the American consulate in Nagasaki, Consul Sharpless comments on the allure of Butterfly and her voice—he hears her, but does not see her—to Pinkerton.
Ier l’altro, il Consolato sen’venna a visitar!
Io non la vidi, ma l’udii parlar.
Di sua voce il mistero l’anima mi colpì.
Certo quando e sincer l’amor parla così.
(The day before yesterday,
she came to the Consulate
I didn’t see her, but I heard her speak.
The mystery in her voice touched my heart.
Certainly true love speaks like this.)
He Hui describes an effortlessness to playing Butterfly. Having studied the character deeply, she understands the character’s motivations and dreams, but also her dilemma and her struggle between her family and her traditions and her love for Pinkerton. She gives up everything—family, religion—for him and it makes living with the betrayal all the more impossible. He Hui also gave up her family and her country to chase her dream, but unlike Butterfly, He Hui admittedly had the support of her family. They had originally been hesitant about her proposed career path, but as they saw her studying and pursuing her dream with both persistence and perseverance, they began to give a little—piano, piano. It might not have been what they had envisioned for her but He Hui was finding success doing what she loved and they threw their support behind her, later visiting her as she performed around the world and speaking with their daughter daily, some days for hours.2
A year later, in 2004, He Hui returned to the role of Cio-Cio-san and if the success of her Bordeaux debut had been missed there was no missing her now. Earlier that summer, she reprised the role at the Puccini Festival in Tuscany’s Torre del Lago and then performed the role a third time in Vienna.
In Vienna, she soared, the critics adoring her beautiful, tragic Butterfly. Of her performance at the Volksoper, the Wiener Zeitung called it “the best Butterfly you could wish for”, Der Standard described her performance as “breathtaking”, writing that she had taken the tragedy on the stage and had made it seem real, while Kurier called her “a real discovery”.3 There could not be higher praise, especially for a role so well- known to both opera fans and non-opera fans alike, with countless interpretations, reinventions and adaptations around the world. Madama Butterfly is one of opera’s most cinematic stories, with all eyes on Cio-Cio-san; there are other characters, yes, but this is Butterfly’s show.
Everything about her performance in Vienna impressed: the singing, yes, but also the way she captivated Pinkerton—and the audience. In the first Act, Pinkerton describes his fascination with her in terms of movement:
Certo costei m’ha colle ingenue arti invescato.
Lieve qual tenue vetro soffiato
alla statura, al portamento sembra figura da paravento.
Ma dal suo lucido fondo di lacca
come con subito moto si stacca;
qual farfelletta svolazza e posa
con tal grazietta silenziosa,
che di rincorrerla furor m’assale —
se pure infrangerne dovessi l’ale.
(She’s certainly bewitched me
with her innocent airs.
As light as blown glass, her figure,
her bearing seems like a figure off a screen.
But she instantly frees herself
from the glossy lacquer background.
This little butterfly flutters and
settles with such silent grace,
That I am overtaken by the urge to pursue her,
Even if I have to tear off her wings.)
This—the figure off a lacquer screen—was what He Hui portrayed, graceful and soft, and the emotion reverberated throughout the theatre. It was already evident that this would become one of her signature roles.
But the emotion was also real: in these early days she would be moved to tears as Butterfly realized Pinkerton’s betrayal. The tears were an expression of the profound intensity she felt and it was something that she needed to reign in: crying was not good for singing. She played Butterfly with her heart, that natural connection to the role combining with her intense study of every word and every phrase. But there was also joy: she felt great joy as she sang and then saw herself as someone who could pass on this feeling to those in the audience.4
He Hui’s schedule began to book up: she made her debut as Lina, the adulterous wife of a rigid protestant minister in Verdi’s rarely-performed Stiffelio, at the Staatsoper in Vienna, before returning to Bordeaux as Tosca. The following summer she made her debut at the Arena in Verona as Liù, the Chinese slave girl to the exiled King of Tartary in Puccini’s final opera Turandot. It was an interesting role for He Hui—there are parallels with Liù’s life as there are with Butterfly’s. Perhaps surprisingly, He Hui has not yet sung Turandot, the Chinese princess whose suitors must solve three riddles to marry her—or die. It’s not that the offers haven’t come in (they have) or that He Hui hasn’t considered it (she has), but He Hui wants to wait, working to continue to explore opera’s lirico-spinto repertoire, but looking at this heavily dramatic role.
Performing at the Arena just six years after seeing opera there for the first time spoke to how quickly everything had changed. As He Hui walked through the artists’ entrance for the first time, she could not help but think of the first time she stood there, waiting for Domingo, waiting for a chance to prove she had the voice. For any artist, walking through the bowels of the theater, from the dressing room to the stage, brings a rush of adrenaline—all the more so when one’s fingers are brushing along the stone walls of the Arena. On stage, Liù is in a busy crowd in Beijing. “Il mio vecchio è caduto!” (“My master has fallen!”) she cries. He Hui sang her debut lines in front of a 15,000 strong audience at the Arena, marking the start of a long association with the annual opera festival.
Tosca and Butterfly soon became signature roles and opera directors were now eager to add her to their calendars. Performing at the Arena had been one milestone and in 2006 came her debut at La Scala. If opera can be said to have a home anywhere, it is La Scala, the Milan opera house built in 1778. Here she was Tosca in a production conducted by Lorin Maazel, the acclaimed American conductor and it was the first time a Chinese soprano had performed the role at La Scala. It is an honor for which she can be justifiably proud.
From Milan, He Hui packed her suitcase and went to Paris, taking on the role of Butterfly at the Opéra National de Paris at the Bastille. By summer, she was back home in Verona, but this time to take on Tosca at the Arena. In 2006 she had also returned to Asia with a debut performance in Hong Kong as Cio-Cio-san with the Hong Kong Philharmonic under Edo de Waart described in a local review as “jaw dropping”.
In 2008, she made her American debut with the New York Philharmonic under Maazel, starring again as Tosca. The New York Times wrote that she had a “plush, vibrant voice with steely power when called for. Her singing combined musical refinement with impetuous temperament.”5 She continued to add to her repertoire, performing as Maddalena in Umberto Giordano’s verismo opera Andrea Chénier at the Teatro Carlo Felice in Genoa.
She was traveling regularly now, moving from one country to the next, living out of suitcases and hotel rooms and only occasionally returning to her base in Verona. From the outside in, the life of a working opera singer was a glamorous one: from the outside one saw the ornate costumes and dramatic make-up, one heard the applause at curtain call and the way it echoed throughout the theatre. But from the outside, it was difficult to see the loneliness of the profession, the constant movement from opera house to opera house, the constant changes in colleagues and cast, in collaboration and chemistry.
It was—and remains—one of the most difficult jobs in the world. When He Hui reflects on those early years and how her career came to be, she often thinks of the juxtaposition, not only from East to West, but also that of singing an old art form in a modern world, of having the gift of her voice but also the sacrifice of study, of having to be away from her family. She travels the world and yet the voice comes from within: the body as an instrument. And then, perhaps like Tosca, she thinks about the private and the public, the He Hui on stage at the Arena and then the one who returns to the calm of her home in Verona. “Ecco un artista!” Ah, an artist.
Il Trovatore at the Chorégies d’Orange, 2015
(Photo: Bruno Abadie, Cyril Reveret, hehuisoprano.com)
“Il mio fato si chiama”
— Manon Lescaut, Act I
There’s a photograph of He Hui in Dallas taken from backstage. She is wearing a vibrant red kimono and her arms are stretched out to the audience, thanking them as they thank her. The rest of the cast stands behind her, Sharpless’s grey three-piece suit dull in comparison to the striking color of her dress. Flower petals are scattered on the stage floor; the young boy who plays her son waits in the wings. There are two bright spotlights and, like a sun, they beam, shining down on He Hui.
The photo is captioned with a line from early in the opera, as Butterfly prepares for her wedding day: “La donna più lieta del Giappone” (“the happiest girl in the Japan”). The photo is not actually from that 150th performance, but from nine days earlier, from her 148th performance, from when she took her curtain call as Butterfly for the 148th time.
That He Hui reached 148, 149, 150 performances as Cio-Cio-san was no sure thing. That we think it normal for sopranos singing well into their fifties is a result of “survivor bias”: these are, in general, the sopranos we know about. But singing careers can, and do, never take off, even after a competition win; others are like comets, streaking through the operatic firmament, never to be seen again. And then we forget.
Opera, while an art, is also a physical occupation, bearing similarities in that way to ballet or gymnastics. Voices may develop difficulties, however well-cared for, or may not mature as the singer might wish. A full opera career is at least a generation; many things in the artistic environment can change over such a long period. The job is also intensely psychological and profoundly public; maintaining equilibrium is a challenge.
Indeed, opera can seem more like soccer than a refined art form. Hitting that high note is like taking a penalty kick: one knows it’s coming, one prepares for it—and if one makes it, them one is a hero; if one misses, well, the public isn’t usually very forgiving, especially in Italy. Opera is perhaps the only one of the performing arts where booing is relatively commonplace.
He Hui is coming up on her 20th anniversary as an international opera singer and has hit (or in the case of Tosca will soon hit) centuries in three different roles. Her early success hinted at this, but could not have foretold it.
In 2010, He Hui made her debut at the Metropolitan Opera in New York as Aida, the first Chinese soprano to do so. She would perform the role several times the following year, while also adding the role of Leonora in Verdi’s Il Trovatore to her repertoire. In 2012, she reprised Aida, first at the Lyric Opera of Chicago (where Sir Andrew Davis called her “perhaps the greatest of all singers to have come out of China in recent years”1) and then for a second time at the Met. She was now a prima donna, a soprano singing on the stages of the world’s best opera houses. And finally, in 2012, she returned home to China to star as Amelia in Un ballo in maschera in her debut at the National Centre for the Performing Arts in Beijing, in a production directed by Hugo de Ana.
There is no single way to chart a path to La Scala, the Met, the Teatro Regio di Parma, the Arena or the Vienna Staatsoper. Certainly as the world becomes more interconnected, opera will reach new singers and voices, who, far from opera’s origins in Italy, will be touched by its beauty, by its emotions. But while these new singers may be geographically far away, there now exists a virtual route that brings them close to—and can take them inside—the world of Western opera.
Live performances are available on YouTube and Facebook Live or are shown on movie screens at the local cinema. Libretti are available online in a variety of languages, often with the original language posted alongside a line-by-line translation. There are short clips that take fans behind the scenes into the minds of the world’s greats so that the public understands a director’s vision, the roles of the different cast and crew and how the top opera houses rehearse and work. Singers use social media to bring fans into their artists’ world, the private and the professional interlacing ever more. Technology has helped make opera more accessible than ever and it’s certainly a long way from those recordings of La Bohème and La Traviata that He Hui heard at the Conservatory in the mid-1990s.2
When He Hui arrived in Italy for the first time in 1999, she made her way from Xi’an to Verona at a time when Italy still used the lira, when it was not possible to arrive at the Arena having already seen the impressive amphitheatre from a performance filmed in HD. There was no Google Translate to assist her at the supermercato or to help her read menus at a restaurant, there was no Google Maps to help her find her way to the restaurant in the first place.
She auditioned for her first agent by sending him a recording through the post. None of this was quick; none of this was easy. He Hui is from that last generation of singers whose journey into Western opera was almost exclusively physical. Her Italian was honed not through an app or a tutor on Skype, but through being in Italy, in person.
He Hui’s path, therefore, won’t be repeated by today’s new voices—it can’t be. But while it easy to embrace the benefits of this virtual path, this older—and, in some ways, tougher—physical and “analogue” way may have been one of the contributing factors to He Hui’s success. Her italianità, for example, is often praised; she sings regularly in Italy (she has performed Aida for 12 seasons at the Arena) and has long been accepted by Italian audiences. This italianità does not come from the classroom; in those days italianità could not be faked. In those days, the physical distance between Xi’an and Verona may have also meant that if a young Chinese singer arrived in Italy with a dream of being an opera singer, she was serious. There was, in many ways, no quick flight home.
True Verdi sopranos have always been hard to find. The voice requires substance, a richness from bottom to top and it requires a delivery that doesn’t feel pushed and unnatural. So when He Hui began to prove herself in these types of lirico-spinto roles—beginning with a flash of this promise at Operalia—there was hope that she would find continued success. That, she has. The roles she sings, largely Verdi and Puccini, but also Ponchielli’s La Gioconda, Giordano’s Andrea Chénier, Cilea’s Adriana Lecouvreur, Strauss’s Ariadne auf Naxos and Boito’s Mefistofele, suit her rich voice that fills the hall.
Altogether she has, to date, performed Butterfly, Aida and Tosca around 400 times, while continuing to add to her repertoire—recent roles have included the Verdi operas Simon Boccanegra and La forza del destino. And while she will no doubt continue to perform the three operas she’s most well-known for, there remains many new roles to sing and discover. If a curtain came down in Dallas, it was only on Act I.
As He Hui approached her 150th performance as Cio-Cio-san, she prepared for it in the same thoughtful and methodical way that she honed and developed over the years. She thought about Butterfly’s predicament, about her personality and choices, her youth and her honour and she thought about what she was bringing of herself to the role. She entered into the theatre and began the process of transforming into Butterfly—the white geisha make-up, the painted red lips, the ornaments in her hair, the kimono with sleeves so long they skimmed the floor. They were like butterfly wings.
She stepped onto the stage; all eyes—the audience, yes, but also those from a centuries’ old tradition—were on her.
Curtain calls for Aida, La Scala 2013
(Photo: Marco Bravi, hehuisoprano.com)
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