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“Puccini and Prunier, Shaw and Higgins, La rondine and Pygmalion:  A Study of Gender 

Discourse in Puccini‟s Least-Appreciated Opera” 

 

Giacomo Puccini faced a number of personal, social and political challenges in the first 

decades of the twentieth century.  A young musicologist, Fausto Torrefranca, unleashed a series 

of vitriolic attacks in a 1912 treatise, Giacomo Puccini e l’opera internazionale.  Torrefranca 

cast Puccini as the anti-Italian, doing so primarily by ascribing to Puccini feminine 

characteristics.  As the argument went, how can Italy succeed on the world stage with feminine 

men like Puccini holding the cultural torches?  Musicologists have argued heretofore that Puccini 

simply refused to issue public statements to rebut these critics, especially the ones who, like 

Torrefranca, attacked Puccini‟s person as much as his music.  A close examination of the 

musical and textual content of La rondine (1917) reveals, however, that Puccini chose to respond 

to his critics with the very tool that earned him fame in the first place, great opera.  Relying on 

established metric and rhythmic devices in conjunction with effective orchestration throughout 

La rondine, Puccini drove home the social and political messages in the libretto.  These 

combined strategies seem expressly designed to refute the criticisms levied by Torrefranca.  

Puccini began working on La rondine in 1914, his first opportunity to compose an opera 

following the publication of Torrefranca‟s book.  Puccini and Adami sought to refute the libelous 

slurs of Torrefranca with their own social commentary on the ideas presented by the young 

intellectual.  Instead of taking the ideas completely seriously, however, Puccini and Adami 

poked fun at the discourse, revealing themselves part of a social group less concerned with the 
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allegedly imminent destruction of European society at the hands of feminized men than with the 

continuation of the centuries-old operatic art form.   

The contemporary play Pygmalion, first staged by George Bernard Shaw in 1913, offers 

an instructive parallel discourse on gender from the same epoch.  Shaw and Puccini shared the 

historical stage in many important respects in the early-twentieth century, a fact Puccini 

acknowledged through his characterization of the poet Prunier in La rondine.  Although Michele 

Girardi argues that Puccini modeled Prunier on the composer Gabriele D‟Annunzio, I will show 

that the better parallel comes from Shaw and Pygmalion.
1
   That Puccini took an active role in 

creating the characters of La rondine, acting as a true partner with the librettist, Giuseppe Adami, 

becomes important when one considers the role Shaw would play, unwittingly, in Puccini‟s life 

and times.
2
  Informed perhaps from events in his own romantic life, Puccini exhibited a practical 

nature in his own personal life came out in La rondine.  When viewed in its proper social and 

political context, then, La rondine becomes much more than a light-hearted romantic comedy.  It 

holds significant clues to Puccini‟s state of mind during the middle years of the 1910s, as he 

faced unprecedented personal and social challenges.  La rondine deserves a reappraisal as a 

serious personal and artistic statement in Puccini‟s catalog. 

 

METHODOLOGY  

 

 

An awareness of the infinity of interpretations possible for practically any textual or 

musical phrase has forced me to employ a strict set of criteria when analyzing the music and 

libretto of La rondine for statements that plausibly refer to the discourses on gender swirling in 

                                                           
1
 Michele Girardi, Puccini:  His International Art, trans. Laura Basini (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press), 282. 
2
 Michele Girardi, Puccini, 339. 
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Puccini‟s world during the second decade of the twentieth century.  To meet the criteria for 

analysis, the text must refer on its face to gender, gender roles, or to the relationship between 

genders (i.e., romantic love); text that does not meet this first test must appear in conjunction 

with a significant musical device (harmonic modulation, metric modulation, some connection to 

Puccini‟s earlier works).  In cases where a significant musical device underscores a statement on 

gender in the libretto, greater weight will be given in attributing these cases to the overall 

argument.  The interpretations of the music in La rondine presented here do not rely strictly on 

the arias.  While many analyses of opera focus, justifiably, on arias as representing the full 

presentation of the composer‟s skill, the quality of the recitative in La rondine lends itself more 

readily to discussion on its own merits.  The aria allows the characters to reveal their inner 

emotional development whereas the recitative allows the viewer and listener to view the social 

relationships between the various characters.  The following essay on La rondine considers these 

relationships as the primary location of Puccini‟s and Adami‟s participation in the discourse on 

gender.  Translations of the text into English are taken from the compact disc edition of Richard 

Mohr‟s July, 1966 production of La rondine starring Anna Moffo and Daniele Barioni as Magda 

and Ruggero; Graziella Sciutti and Piero De Palma as Lisette and Prunier; Mario Sereni as 

Rambaldo; and the RCA Italiana Opera Orchestra and Chorus, conducted by Francesco 

Molinari-Pradelli. 

 

TORREFRANCA AND PUCCINI 

 

 

Alexandra Wilson covers Torrefranca‟s ideological program in great detail.  She 

highlights the role of gender in the attacks, though mainly in the service of her arguments tying 

Torrefranca to contemporary nationalist movements in Italy that relied on idealized and 
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stereotypical depictions of gender relationships to make their case.  What did Torrefranca write 

that prompted a response from the normally tight-lipped Puccini?  How did Torrefranca‟s work 

contribute to the discourse on gender?  To begin with, Torrefranca called Puccini “the perfect 

womanly musician…not a real man...not merely a woman but a lower-class woman, [a] little 

seamstress rather than [an] aristocratic lady.”
3
  Far from issuing mere ad hominem attacks, 

Torrefranca highlighted Puccini‟s femininity as a means to discredit the composer‟s artistic 

prowess.  As Wilson argues, “To associate Puccini with women was to demean his talents,” 

suggesting that few believed at the turn of the twentieth century that “women were…incapable of 

any form of significant artistic endeavor.”
4
  Torrefranca contended that the artistic contribution 

of women amounted to no more than a “translation of elements of art and thought already 

worked out by the male brain.”
5
  While Puccini and his admirers held the composer‟s female 

characters in high esteem, “Torrefranca considered them a negative reflection on the composer 

because…‟those men who claim to understand women are themselves very nearly women‟.”
6
  

Not even Puccini‟s music impressed Torrefranca, nor did it escape the grasp of the 

musicologists‟ gender discourse.  “Even in the best parts,” wrote Torrefranca, “it is sincere only 

moment by moment…But momentary sincerity is, in fact, absolute impotence.”
7
  Puccini 

borrowed material and ideas from other composers, as did everyone, but Torrefranca interpreted 

such borrowings as indicative of Puccini‟s essential emptiness.  Building on centuries old 

stereotypes of women as mere receptacles, unable to espouse any original idea, Torrefranca 

                                                           
3
 Alexandra Wilson, The Puccini Problem: Opera, Nationalism and Modernity, (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2007), 139. 
4
 Wilson, Puccini Problem, 135. 

5
 Wilson, Puccini Problem, 135. 

6
 Wilson, Puccini Problem, 132. 

7
 Wilson, Puccini Problem, 137. 
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reduced Puccini‟s entire oeuvre to meaningless derivation.
8
  Michele Girardi insists that 

Torrefranca‟s attacks on Puccini illustrated that Puccini‟s compositional techniques at the time 

lay “beyond the capabilities of contemporary criticism.”
9
  In Girardi‟s telling, Puccini “did not 

have time to assess [his critics] in any depth, and dismissed them brusquely.”
10

  Both writers 

agree that Puccini did not make any response to Torrefranca, though neither seem to have 

analyzed any of the subsequent operas for any such commentary.  Further discussion of La 

rondine will show that Puccini made comedic references to the issue of gender as part of his own 

contribution to the discourse.   

 

LA RONDINE 

 

 Some critics have criticized La rondine for its static plot.  Indeed, a comparison of the 

characters at the beginning and at the end of the opera reveals very little personal development.  

Timothy Ramsden writes, “Very little actually happens in La Rondine, certainly by comparison 

with Puccini‟s other operas.”
11

  Ramsden‟s analysis holds up when one considers that Magda 

tries to leave Rambaldo but cannot manage to do so; Prunier tries to stoop to Lisette‟s social 

level but gives up when he fails to transform her into a singer; Lisette begins as Magda‟s maid, 

leaves with Prunier, and ultimately returns to Magda; Ruggero, Magda‟s love interest, enters as 

an uncultured denizen of the countryside and leaves as such after one night in Paris.  Such stasis 

formed the backbone of Puccini‟s view of life, however, something that he demonstrated time 

and again.  That the plot of La rondine moved slowly concerned its authors very little.  La 

rondine served instead as a vehicle for Puccini and Adami to convey ideas about society without 

                                                           
8
 Wilson, Puccini Problem, 137. 

9
 Girardi, Puccini, 283. 

10
 Girardi, Puccini, 441. 

11
 Timothy Ramsden, Puccini:  The World of Opera, (London:  Omnibus Press, 1996), 126. 
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feeling forced to take the ideas too seriously.  It also exposed Puccini‟s underlying response to 

Fausto Torrefranca, that the world is as it is and little can be done to change it.  Even without 

presenting their ideas in a truly systematic way, the treatment of gender implies that Puccini and 

Adami contributed their ideas consciously to the discourse on gender.  The following analysis 

deals mainly with the first scene of La rondine, allowing the analysis of Prunier as a parallel to 

Professor Henry Higgins from Pygmalion to elaborate the later parts of the work.   

Puccini and Adami reveal immediately that La rondine will operate in some respects as a 

missive in the war of words with Torrefranca.  As the dramatic action of the opera begins, the 

audience hears the four ladies on stage sing “Ah, no, no!”  Prunier, the poet, then tells the women 

he forbids them to laugh, while Magda, Yvette, Bianca, and Suzy retort that they forbid Prunier 

to speak seriously.  Such an interpretation may seem contrived to some, given the dearth of 

context for a scene at the beginning of the opera.  When viewed as the introduction to a treatise 

on gender roles, even a comedic one, the scene takes on a different character.  Prunier, a man, 

tells the women they have no right to laugh; consequently, the women have no right to 

happiness.  The absence of a women‟s right to happiness equates to women possessing no rights 

whatsoever, a state of affairs proposed by Fausto Torrefranca and readily accepted by a sizable 

portion of the male intelligentsia of the day.  The women of Magda‟s salon do not accept that 

Prunier may dictate to them, however, and dismiss his command outright.  “We deny you the 

right to speak seriously,” Yvette replies.  The ladies of Magda‟s salon and those men such as 

Puccini and Adami, those who were perceptive enough to at least understand both sides of the 

debate, found the position stated by Prunier untenable.  One could not debate meaningfully with 

an opponent who denied one the existence of fundamental rights at the outset. 
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We can infer with confidence that Puccini wanted the listener to pay very close attention 

to these opening phrases.  Instead of wielding an array of orchestral effects or musical 

complexities, Puccini relied on the most powerful musical device of all – silence.  After a short 

musical introduction – La rondine contains no overture – in which he lays out the main themes, 

Puccini muzzled the orchestra so that the attention of the audience focuses directly on the terse, 

opening summation of the prevailing debates on gender and political freedoms.  When the music 

does return, it is in the key of Ab-major, a minor-sixth away from the opening tonic of C-major.  

The secondary theme, the “romantic love” theme, appeared during the introduction in Ab-major, 

which Puccini interrupted to draw attention to the opening dialogue.  Significantly, although the 

vocal parts meander towards Ab, the written key does not change until Yvette sings word “serio” 

[serious], two eighth-notes on beat one, sung on the new tonic, Ab.   

 The entrance of Lisette, the maid, signals another change of key, this time to D-major.  

As Lisette recites her view of love, the meter changes, as well, from a steady 2/4 to a mosso 4/8.  

The livening of the feel owes its effect to the rapid change of the harmony, passing with each 

eighth-note from the bass, to the celli, to the viola to the violins.  The opening musical theme 

recurs in metrically compressed form in the doubled flute and clarinet parts, pushing forward 

with staccato eighth- and sixteenth-notes before landing on a tonic triad.  While the orchestra 

pauses, Lisette informs us that “Si vive in fretta” [We live in haste], a textual reference to the 

accelerated tempo.  Later in the first act, Lisette remarks, “I‟ll go back to my work if no one 

knows what to do with my opinion.”
12

  Though one might surmise that Puccini thought of Doria 

Manfredi, his late nurse, while crafting the character of Lisette, it seems more doubtful that he 

                                                           
12

 Giacomo Puccini, La rondine, librettist Giuseppe Adami, (Milan: Casa Musicale Sonzogno, 

1917), Act I.  http://imslp.org/wiki/La_rondine_(Puccini,_Giacomo).  Accessed March 15, 2011.  

Io ritorno al mio servizio se del mio giudizio non sis a che far. 



8 

 

would have represented such a tragedy in a comedic tone (see below).  Puccini calls attention 

here to the insistence on the invisibility of domestic help and of women more generally by 

elongating the meter to from 4/4 time to 6/4 time.  The orchestra plays syncopated rhythms here, 

as well, further highlighting the dramatic moment. 

 Puccini‟s employment of metrical modulation here suggests that La rondine looked 

forward in its compositional techniques as much as it looked backward.  We will see below how 

Puccini referenced Manon Lescaut in his construction of multi-voice parts.  The metric play here, 

however, points to Puccini‟s later style.  From the work of Andrew Davis, we learn that Puccini 

used metric and rhythmic strategies to convey social messages in his later works, particularly 

Gianni Schicchi, one of the three one-act works that made up Il trittico.  In Gianni Schicchi, 

Puccini used a displaced ostinato figure to portray normality and abnormality.  Davis writes, “on 

the notated paged and thus…in Puccini and [librettist Giovacchino] Forzano‟s bourgeois view of 

the story, as opposed to the Donati family‟s aristocratic view…Schicchi is the normal one, while 

[his] relatives are deviant.”
13

  Drawing inferences from Davis‟ researches into Puccini‟s mature 

works, one reasons that the metric modulations in La rondine anticipate later breakthroughs 

Puccini would make in tying musical devices to specific textual references.  While Davis argues 

that La rondine does not fit into Puccini‟s “late style,” I assert that the composer utilized the 

experimental metrical techniques precisely to highlight the fact that he wanted to combine his 

best material with his most striking statements on gender. 

 Prunier, in La rondine, likens romantic love to a contagion.  “The sickness, let‟s say, the 

epidemic,” Prunier sings, “or better to say madness is causing a massacre in the feminine 

                                                           
13

 Andrew Davis, Il trittico, Turandot and Puccini’s Late Style, (Bloomington:  Indiana 

University Press, 2010), 149. 
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world.”
14

  He continues, “It‟s a subtle germ that whirls in the air.  It takes you by surprise, and 

the heart has no defense.”
15

  Puccini echoes Prunier‟s metaphor by having Yvette, Bianca, and 

Suzy repeat Prunier‟s words in unison, as if the entire female world spoke with one voice.  “Is it 

a subtle germ that whirls in the air?  Does it take us by surprise?  Ah! No one can save himself, 

the snare is so obscure!  No one will ever be saved!”
16

  The women openly mock Prunier‟s belief 

in the epidemiological nature of romantic love.  The tone of their denunciation suggests derision, 

as if Puccini and Adami spoke in unified condemnation of Torrefranca and the gender ideals he 

espoused.  Indeed, the score calls for the women to sing con comica preoccupazione [with mock 

anxiety], confirming the overriding sentiment of composer and librettist.  None other a writer 

than Fausto Torrefranca used an epidemiological metaphor to describe the spread of the disease 

of femininity.  Wilson discusses the equation of femininity and sickness in fin-de-siècle 

European culture, where “women were presented as agents of disease by whom innocent men 

ran the risk of contamination.”
17

  These metaphors extended into woman as parasite similes 

reminiscent of Giulio Ricordi‟s 1903 letter to Puccini after the latter‟s automobile accident, 

discussed below. 

Why would Puccini choose to make these statements in the context of a romantic 

comedy?  Why make fun of the accuser rather than face him straight on?  Instead of granting 

Torrefranca the dignity of a truly public response, which Alexandra Wilson tells us never came 

from the “official Puccini machine,” the evidence in La rondine and of Puccini‟s personal life 

                                                           
14

 Puccini and Adami, La rondine, Act I.  La malattia – diciamo epidemia, o meglio è dir follia – 

fa strage nel mondo femminale! 
15

 Puccini and Adami, La rondine, Act I.  É un microbo sottile che turbine nell’aria.  Vi prende 

di sorpresa e il cuor non ha difesa! 
16

 Puccini and Adami, La rondine, Act I.  É un microba sottile che turbine nell’aria?  Ci prende 

di sorpresa?  Ah! Nessuno puó salvarsi, tanto è oscura l’insidia!  Mai nessun si salverà!   
17

 Wilson, Puccini Problem, 139. 
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suggests that Puccini did not posses the temperament for a public showdown.  The composer 

knew his greatest weapons lay in his music.  The absence of a public statement from Puccini and 

his representatives turns attention to private statements the composer may have made regarding 

Torrefranca.  We know with certainty, though, that Puccini smarted from such a devastating 

attack.  Wilson cites a letter of February 11, 1915 from Puccini to his childhood friend, Alfredo 

Vandini.  Puccini wrote, “Have you read our dear Torrefranca?  He deserves a good beating.”
18

  

Wilson interprets the letter to mean that, for Puccini, “the wounds had not healed even three 

years after the book‟s publication.”
19

  The timing of the letter lends great weight to the notion 

that Torrefranca and his attacks preoccupied Puccini during the composition of La rondine.  

Puccini never quite comes out and refutes Torrefranca explicitly, however, never identifies his 

critic by name; on the contrary, Puccini slyly embraces the accusations, in effect saying 

unapologetically, “I am who I am.”  Puccini felt no need to defend his music, his style, his 

personality.  He charged forward in his own style, even as he re-invented that style to suit his 

own artistic and creative progress.  He felt, in short, that his work spoke for itself.   

 

PUCCINI AND SHAW 

 

 

Having established that Puccini took a personal interest in questions of gender raised by 

Torrefranca, we must now turn to discussion of the relationship between Puccini and Shaw.  

Why would Puccini and Adami model the poet Prunier on Shaw‟s Professor Henry Higgins?  

What, exactly, did Puccini and George Bernard Shaw have to do with one another?  The answer, 

it turns, is quite a lot.  A series of startling coincidences in the lives and careers of Puccini and 

                                                           
18

 Girardi, Puccini, 440.  Wilson relays a condensed version of the quote, substituting “cudgeling 

[sic] for “beating.”  Wilson, Puccini Problem, 151. 
19

 Wilson, Puccini Problem, 151. 
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Shaw demonstrate the association between the two auteurs.  The sum of these associations offers 

convincing evidence that Puccini and Adami put a degree of thought into the characterization of 

Prunier as Higgins.  Each encounter between Puccini and Shaw deepens the bond between the 

work of each man, proving that Shaw occupied Puccini‟s mind at points during the genesis of La 

rondine.  Shaw, in short, stood silent witness to the birth of Puccini‟s neglected opera.  A review 

of the evidence linking Giacomo Puccini and George Bernard Shaw in a roughly 25-year span 

beginning in the 1890s, moreover, follows a path leading directly to an interpretation of La 

rondine as a missive in the gender discourse of late-Romantic opera.   

 Facing a public with reason to dismiss him following “the semi-fiasco of Edgar,” Puccini 

presented Manon Lescaut to the world in 1893 with the highest of hopes.
20

  Indeed, Manon, 

Puccini‟s third opera, did not disappoint.  In a famous review of Manon Lescaut, none other a 

critic than George Bernard Shaw concluded his review, “Puccini looks to me more like the heir 

of Verdi than any of his rivals.”
21

  Elsewhere in the review, Shaw wrote 

…in Manon Lescaut, the domain of Italian opera is enlarged by an annexation of 

German territory…[the opera exhibits] genuine symphonic modification, 

development, and occasionally a combination of thematic material, all in a 

dramatic way, but also in a musically homogenous way, so that the act is really a 

single movement with episodes instead of being a movement of separate numbers, 

linked together, to conform to the modern fashion, by substituting interrupted 

cadences for full closes and parading a leitmotif occasionally…Puccini…shows 

no signs of atrophy of the melodic faculty:  he breaks out into catchy melodies 

quite in the vein of Verdi…Manon Lescaut…has all the charm of the tunes 

beloved by the old operatic guard.
22

 

 

Does any doubt remain that Puccini had reason to hold Shaw in high regard?  Every Italian 

composer in the late-nineteenth century aspired to the heights attained by Verdi.  Based on his 

                                                           
20

 Julian Budden, Puccini:  His Life and Works, (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 2002), 87. 
21

 Budden, Puccini, 107. 
22

 Budden, Puccini, 106-7.  Shaw‟s review appeared in The World. 
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lofty achievements in both music and politics, Verdi enjoyed a stature as “the venerated and 

often decorated grand old man of Italy…twice elected to political office and…honored as 

Senator for Life.”
23

  The death of Verdi had a profound effect on Puccini, moreover, as 

evidenced by the fact that Puccini agreed to represent his town of Viareggio at Verdi‟s funeral.   

Puccini gave an oration, telling those assembled for the funeral, “With [Verdi], alas, the purest, 

most luminous glory of Italy is extinguished.  For the glory of our country let us hope that his 

virtues as man and artist will be imitated and continued.”
24

  Even in later years, Puccini 

observed the death of Verdi with respectful solemnity.  On the fourth anniversary of Verdi‟s 

death, Puccini composed a Requiem for soprano, tenor, bass chorus, viola solo, and harmonium 

performed at a Mass in a chapel founded by Verdi.
25

  Whatever Puccini thought of Shaw‟s 

review at the time, the evidence leaves little doubt that the playwright occupied a prominent and 

favorable position on Puccini‟s cultural radar.   

The close connections between Puccini and Shaw can not serve any interpretation that 

reconciles the political views of the two men.  Unlike the image we have of the carefree Puccini, 

the man who tried to ignore the outbreak of the First World War until it almost cost him his 

career, George Bernard Shaw possessed a definite political agenda.
26

  For one, Shaw wanted to 

liberate his fellow Britons from the tyrannical social conspiracy that categorized British society 

according to spoken accent.  Michael Holroyd writes that Shaw “enjoyed describing Pygmalion 

as an experiment to demonstrate how the science of phonetics could pull apart an antiquated 

                                                           
23

 Mary Jane Phillips-Matz, “Verdi‟s Life:  A thematic biography,” in The Cambridge 

Companion to Verdi, ed. Scott L. Balthazar, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 3. 
24

 Budden, Puccini, 228. 
25

 Budden, Puccini, 279. 
26

 Budden uses the example of the “apolitical Puccini” and his non-response to the assassination 

of King Umberto of Italy in 1900 as an illustrative comparison to Puccini‟s reaction to the death 

of Verdi the next year, discussed above.  Budden, Puccini, 228. 
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British class system.”
27

  Indeed, political turmoil beset Great Britain while Pygmalion took to the 

stage for the first time in that country – the Irish Home Rule question dominated political debate 

until the outbreak of World War I.  Shaw lamented, however, that “all political and social 

questions have been swept from the public mind by Eliza‟s expletive.”
28

  Of Pygmalion 

specifically, “[Pygmalion] was Shaw‟s gesture toward removing the power for change from the 

fighting men who were threatening to alter the world by warfare, and handing it to men of words 

whom he promoted as „among the most important people in England‟.”
29

  Holroyd argues that, 

with Henry Higgins, Shaw made an attempt at “filling the deepest gulf that separates class from 

class and soul from soul.”
30

  Puccini, hardly concerned with World War I even in 1917, seemed 

to mock such pronouncements, keeping his attention on the caprices of love.  Into the mouth of 

Lisette Puccini and Adami wrote one of the most memorable descriptions of romance on record.  

“Sentimental love?  Nonsense!  Nonsense!  We live in haste.  „You want me?‟ „I want you.‟  It‟s 

settled!”
31

 

How did Shaw contribute to the discourse on gender in Pygmalion?  The plot of the play 

involves Professor Henry Higgins, a phoneticist, who makes a bet with a friend that he can pass 

off a poor, Cockney flower girl, Eliza Doolittle, as a duchess merely by teaching her to speak in 

a proper accent.  Higgins fails to treat Eliza like a real person, however, and does not deviate 

from his calling as a man of science.  Higgins says of Eliza, “She‟s incapable of understanding 

anything.  Besides, do any of us understand what we are doing?  If we did, would we ever do 

                                                           
27

 Michael Holroyd, Bernard Shaw: The One-Volume Definitive Edition, (New York:  Random  

House, 1997), 435. 
28

 Holroyd, Bernard Shaw, 444.  “Eliza‟s expletive” refers to that character‟s utterance of the 

neologism, “bloody,” the first such utterance of that “sanguinary adjective” on record. 
29

 Holroyd, Bernard Shaw, 435. 
30

 Holroyd, Bernard Shaw, 438. 
31

 Puccini and Adami, La rondine, Act 1. “Ma non dategli retta!  Amor sentimentale?  Storie! 

Storie!  Si vive in fretta.  ‘Mi vuoi?’ ‘Ti voglio.’  É fatto! 
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it?”
32

  Later in the same scene, Colonel Pickering, Higgins‟ friend, asks, “Does it occur to you, 

Higgins, that the girl has feelings?”  “Oh no,” replies Higgins, “I don‟t think so.  Not any 

feelings we need to bother about.  Have you, Eliza?”
33

  Higgins‟ disinterestedness reflects either 

Shaw‟s belief in the power of science as an agent of change or mirrors the playwright‟s own 

relationship with his pupil, Stella.  Shaw professed to love Stella yet refused to abuse his role as 

her teacher.
34

 

With the distinctions and similarities between Puccini and Shaw‟s various artistic and 

political programs established, we must determine whether or not Puccini knew enough about 

Pygmalion to make educated references to the play before we turn back to Pygmalion and its 

parallels in La rondine.  Based on a serendipitous coincidence of events, the suggestion that 

Puccini remained ignorant of Pygmalion cannot withstand scrutiny.  Consider the European 

theatrical premiere of Pygmalion in Vienna on October 16, 1913.
35

  Puccini passed through 

Vienna on a promotional tour for La fanciulla del West that very month, heightening the 

likelihood he could have attended a performance of Pygmalion or, at the very least, discussed 

the play with others in the city who had seen it.  The tie between Puccini and Shaw, La rondine 

and Pygmalion strengthens when one considers the fact that on another night in October, 1913, 

Puccini “[accepted] from the Karltheater directors, [Siegmund] Eibenschütz and [Emil] Berté, 

[a] commission for an operetta,” the commission that resulted ultimately in La rondine.
36

  

                                                           
32

 Holroyd, Bernard Shaw, 436. 
33

 Holroyd, Bernard Shaw, 436. 
34

 Holroyd, Bernard Shaw, 437. 
35

 Another coincidence surrounding La rondine and Pygmalion: Puccini would face harsh 

criticism for refusing to speak out for or against World War I, a war triggered by the 

assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo on June 28, 1914.  The archduke 

personally attended the Vienna premiere of Pygmalion in October 1913.  Holroyd, Bernard 

Shaw, 437. 
36

 Budden, Puccini, 409. 



15 

 

Already familiar with Shaw from the glowing review of Manon Lescaut, Puccini came 

tantalizingly close to Shaw‟s Pygmalion while simultaneously agreeing to begin work on a new 

opera that would become La rondine.  One can hardly ask for better evidence.   

 Not until April, 1914 did the loose plot of La rondine reach Puccini.  Julian Budden‟s 

discussion of Manon Lescaut, the opera Shaw so admired, raises a parallel between that opera 

and La rondine.  At this stage, little short of a signed statement by Puccini disavowing all 

knowledge of Shaw or Pygmalion can hope to dispute the inspiration for Prunier‟s character and 

the content of Puccini‟s statement on gender.  Budden, curiously, lets the parallel pass without 

comment, but due diligence demands its discussion here.  “The main theme [of Manon Lescaut] 

is derived from the second of the three minuets of 1884 [composed by Puccini],” Budden 

writes. 

The original eight bars teased out into a period of eleven, speeded up, and 

brilliantly scored.  A significant alteration, too, is the conversion of the first two 

notes of each phrase into a „snap‟…, which will generate many a „chirrup‟ 

throughout the scene.  For this is a fine spring evening in which the presence of 

swallows might be expected (at least by an Italian) and indeed they are later 

mentioned in the text („Van le rondini a vol‟).  Two episodes provide a smooth 

complement to the sharply accented figuration of [the main theme], each with 

built-in sequence, the first swinging over descending sevenths, the second 

couched in the subdominant.
37

 

 

An independent look at Manon Lescaut shows that Budden could have followed this path a step 

further.  At the moment in Manon where Puccini introduces the “swallow” device (early in the 

first act, like much of the relevant drama in La rondine), he utilizes a duet of fanciulle [girls] 

singing in unison, strikingly reminiscent of the unison trios of Yvette, Bianca and Suzy in La 

rondine.  Puccini gave a nod, therefore, not only to the Shaw review for Manon Lescaut but 

referenced his own music in that opera by extending the duet into a trio in La rondine. 
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The strongest tie between Puccini and Shaw does not concern a review but the character 

of Prunier, who plays a failed Henry Higgins in La rondine.  When Prunier and Lisette meet 

Magda and Ruggero again in the south of France, the Cote d‟Azur, the poet and the maid seek 

refuge from the “hisses” of the crowds in Nice hostile to Lisette‟s star turn.  In Act I, Prunier 

begs the pardon of the Nine Muses for his attempt at making Lisette into a singer.  In Shaw‟s 

Pygmalion, unlike in La rondine, Higgins maintains a strictly “asexual association” with the 

subject of his experiment.
38

  Prunier, on the other hand, professes his love for Lisette on a 

number of occasions, illustrating the not-so-platonic nature of their relationship.   

How exactly does the character of Prunier take his cues from Shaw‟s Higgins?  While 

telling Magda and her friends what he looks for in a woman, Prunier says he likes women 

“refined, elegant, perverse – in short, worthy of me.”
39

  Perhaps Prunier thought of Shaw when 

adding “perverse” to his list of attractive qualities.  In Pygmalion, the character of Higgins 

betrays his own perversion in a dialogue with his mother.  “I‟ve never been able to feel really 

grown up and tremendous , like other chaps,” Higgins confides to his mother.  “My idea of a 

lovable woman is somebody as like you as possible.  I shall never get into the way of seriously 

liking young women: some habits lie too deep to be changed.”
40

  Prunier then cites “Galatea, 

Berenice, Francesca, Salome,” as historical examples of the type of women who could win his 

heart.  The aimless scholar could get lost unpacking the literary references in this short list of 

names but Puccini and Adami light a clear path, leaving little doubt that they intended a tip of the 

hat to the Englishman.  Even a superficial reading of La rondine highlights the paralell between 

Prunier, the poet, and Professor Henry Higgins in Pygmalion.  Hearing Prunier mention Galatea 
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during consequent listening shows that Puccini and Adami took the parallel even further.  

According to European mythological conventions, the sculptor Pygmalion gave the name 

Galatea to his beautiful and irresistible statue.   Puccini and Adami referenced Shaw here by a 

back-door path, not confronting the parallel head-on yet acknowledging it nonetheless. 

The musical accompaniment to Prunier‟s list of women includes a strong measure of 

compositional adventurousness from Puccini.  The Eb-major waltz during which Magda‟s female 

companions relay the heroine‟s youthful escapades gives way to the poet‟s response, meandering 

itself through F#-minor and E-major before settling into D-major at the point in question.  The 

orchestration stays sparse here, with Puccini once again resorting to near musical taciturnity.  

Yvette and Bianca reply impressionata, in unison like the fanciulle in Manon, remaining in D-

major.  Once Magda re-enters vocally, however, we return to Eb-major, illustrating the different 

world‟s inhabited by Magda and Prunier.   

Puccini and Adami most likely opted for the heavy referential touch in this instance 

because the name Galatea had different mythological connections.  References to another 

mythical Galatea figured the gender discourse throughout La rondine.  The Cretan Queen 

Galatea gave birth to a daughter after the king demanded she kill any non-male child.  

Disobeying the king, Galatea raised the child as a son.  Finally, fearing as the girl grew older that 

her ruse would be discovered, Galatea prayed to the goddess Leto to turn the girl into a boy.  

Leto answered the prayer and the boy grew into a strong man, Leucippus.
41

  The image of a girl 

disguised in boy‟s clothing, desperately trying to survive among male society while avoiding 

discovery, strikes one as very similar to the image Fausto Torrefranca portrayed of Puccini.  

Puccini and Adami must have made these references deliberately. 
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In the second act of La rondine, Prunier assures Lisette, “If I confound you by giving you 

a lesson, it‟s to repair your education.  This is my task.”
42

  Diverging from the characterization of 

Henry Higgins, Prunier then implores Lisette that “only a man in love doesn‟t look at obstacles.  

I‟ll remake you.”
43

  Despite Prunier‟s assertion to Magda that “Lisette is able to imitate the one 

or the other [of Prunier‟s ideal women], at her choice,” either the poet sought to tamp down his 

own self-doubt about the relationship or he, like Henry Higgins, could not resist the chance to 

mold a woman into his ideal.
44

  The former interpretation suits the plot well enough but the latter 

speaks directly to the questions of gender under consideration here.  What of the other characters 

in La rondine?  How do they compare with Puccini‟s earlier style? 

 

THE CHARACTERS IN LA RONDINE AND THE WOMEN IN PUCCINI’S LIFE 

 

 

How do the characters of La rondine fit into Puccini‟s oeuvre?  How does the existing 

literature suggest one approach the study of gender in La rondine?  William Weaver suggests 

that the female character of Magda represents a change in Puccini‟s pattern.  Weaver describes 

“a Puccinian ideal: the humble, unselfish, loyal, submissive but (when challenged) courageous 

love.  The dream girl, in other words.”
45

  Neither Magda nor Lisette come anywhere close to 

achieving such an ideal.  “When we first encounter Magda,” argues Weaver, “she is already 

firmly established in the real world…the kept mistress of a rich cynic, with a circle of equally 
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cynical friends and peers.”
46

  For Weaver, the change from Puccini‟s earlier female 

characterizations takes place as soon as Magda begins to sing arias. Weaver refers to “a typical 

yearning aria, telling of a youthful, innocent adventure with a student at a dancehall,” describing 

“Ore dolce e divina” [Sweet and divine hours], Magda‟s second aria in the first act of La 

rondine.  Weaver argues further that “only two of Puccini‟s operas have double female 

protagonists,” a point upheld by the evidence of La rondine.  Although Magda and Lisette both 

remain in focus throughout the opera, Lisette cannot qualify as a true protagonist since she does 

not seem to act on her own initiative.  The maid only does what Prunier has told her to do until 

the very end of the opera, when the embarrassment of her failure on stage drive her back into the 

safety of Magda‟s employ.   

Puccini and Adami crafted the two main female characters as a study in opposites.  The 

plot itself supports this contention as Prunier tries to remake Lisette into a version of Magda, 

helping the maid pick through the closet of her mistress for appropriately upper-class garb.  We 

get the impression that Prunier may have desired a dalliance with Magda but opted for the more 

malleable Lisette.  One suspects that Prunier certainly would have enjoyed the lifestyle perks of a 

relationship with the wealthy Magda.  Lisette exists on the coattails of Magda, therefore, 

functioning as a counterweight to Magda‟s wealthy sophistication.  Magda struggles to speak her 

true mind, only doing so during the arias, when we perceive exceptional introspection according 

to operatic convention.  Lisette, on the other hand, has no trouble reeling off snappy one-liners 

throughout the recitative.    

During discussion of Wilson‟s Torrefranca analysis, above, I noted that Puccini‟s 

admirers viewed his female characters in exceptionally high regard.  Since La rondine marked a 
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shift in Puccini‟s female characterization, let us examine the composer‟s own life for clues as to 

why.  What took place in Puccini‟s own life that might have determined his attitude towards 

toward women?  In the absence of firm evidence, we have no reason to suggest that Puccini ever 

modeled certain characters on specific women in his life.  What events, however, would likely 

have influence the composer‟s views on women?  Julian Budden does not discuss the female 

characters of Puccini‟s operas in any cohesive fashion.  He offers a great deal of insight, rather, 

into Puccini‟s attitudes towards women in his personal life.  “Like his brother Puccini had a 

roving eye,” Budden writes, 

Women were as necessary to him as they were to Wagner, even if he never made 

the same demands upon them.  That such extra-marital relationships filled him 

with a sense of guilt, which he then visited on the heroines of his operas, is 

unlikely.  The Italian society of his day was strongly male-orientated.   A  

husband‟s peccadilloes were venial and the matrimonial horns a universal joke.
47

   

 

The seeming rapidity of Puccini‟s affairs makes it exceedingly difficult to argue that he ever 

settled down romantically or that his attention span when it came to women lasted very long.  

Every writer who discusses Puccini‟s love life insist that he jumped from woman to woman and 

even back and forth with great regularity.   

 Infidelity did not come without consequences for Puccini.  In one instance, Puccini‟s 

extensive extra-marital affairs caused a jealous wife, Elvira, to accuse Puccini‟s nurse of having 

an affair with the composer.  During a series of increasingly public accusations, Elvira even 

threatened to murder the nurse, Doria Manfredi.  To escape the crisis, Puccini vacationed in 

Rome.  While he cooled off, Doria could not shake the embarrassment and committed suicide by 

drinking poison.  Unfortunately for Elvira, a post-mortem examination of Doria‟s body “revealed 
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her to have died virgo intacta.”
48

  Such extreme behavior on the part of Elvira might seem for 

some to add fuel to the fire of Torrefranca‟s anti-female rhetoric, a good reason to disparage the 

female sex.  Puccini did not resort to hatred, however; his practicality led him to court instead of 

the field of battle.  It seems that this practicality also informed his composition of La rondine and 

the joint characterizations he worked out in conjunction with Adami. 

It seems that, despite an allegiance to Puccini, some of the composer‟s closest friends 

might have agreed with Torrefranca‟s general views on the place of women in Italian society. 

Budden cites letter to Puccini from “an unnamed „old friend‟” from Milan.  “Keep clear of 

women, who, with rare exceptions, are the plague of society,” the friend implores Puccini.   

…treat them as playthings, to be thrown away into a corner once you have done 

with them; use them as a physical necessity, nothing more…Take care not to fall 

in love if you can possibly avoid doing so, since that will lead you into the grave 

of matrimony, which…cuts short and ruins a young man‟s career.
49

 

 

This letter from a friend, from around the time of Edgar, eerily anticipates the nature of the 

arguments Torrefranca would wield against Puccini a quarter of a century later.   

 Budden does not elaboration on the nature of the friendship between Puccini and the 

writer of the above letter.  Nevertheless, the presence of similar remarks from those who we 

know had close relationships with Puccini suggest that the sentiments expressed did not wallow 

in isolation.  Giulio Ricordi, Puccini‟s main mentor and publisher, excoriated the composer for 

his infidelities.  Following a serious automobile accident in which Puccini overturned a car at 

high speed in the Italian countryside, Ricordi blamed Puccini‟s slow recovery on a mistress.  “Is 

it possible,” the letter reads,  

that a man like Puccini, an artist who moves millions to tears by the spell and 

potency of his creations, can become an ugly, ridiculous toy in the meretricious 
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hands of a vulgar and contemptible woman…, one who gets him into her clutches 

and like a foul vampire sucks his mind, blood, and life?
50

 

 

The content of the gender characterizations in La rondine make much more sense, subsequently, 

once we understand that Puccini did not take kindly to the advice of his publisher.  Puccini, even 

though he did not ultimately stay involved with the mistress in question, nonetheless defended 

her in a letter back to Ricordi.  Budden, unfortunately, does not quote from the return letter other 

than to say that Puccini wrote, “[this latest] bill of indictment…[is] not very generous towards a 

certain person.”
51

  We do not have reason to suspect that Puccini shared the attitudes towards 

women that some of his contemporaries espoused without trouble.   

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

 

Puccini and Adami did not write an allegory in La rondine.  The characters do not 

conform perfectly to a predetermined literary or intellectual trope in a one-to-one fashion.  

References abound.  While Puccini and Adami very much addressed specific accusations from 

Torrefranca, they did not create a bullet-pointed list.  Instead, composer and librettist created a 

sense of detachment from those accusations, both addressing them and dismissing them as 

absurd.  In La rondine Puccini and Adami used skillful musical effects and thoughtful utterances 

from a number of characters to convey a general picture of a world very different than the one 

described by Torrefranca.  Whereas Torrefranca likened the spread of femininity and 

internationalism to a contagious disease, Puccini and Adami adapted the epidemiological 

metaphor to the spread of romantic love among young people.  When Torrefranca denounces 

feminine artistry and its attendant negative effects on the body politic, Puccini and Adami gave 
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us the poet and composer Prunier, whose ideal of womanhood encompassed Berenice, from 

Edgar Allen Poe‟s grotesquerie; Salome, she who condemned John the Baptist; Francesca, 

unfortunate resident of Dante‟s Inferno; and, most importantly, the mythological Galatea, the 

famed statue of Pygmalion and the queen who prayed that the gods would transform her son into 

a daughter.  The character of Prunier serves as the key to unlocking the gender discourse Puccini 

and Adami presented in La rondine.  The obvious parallel between Prunier and Shaw‟s Professor 

Henry Higgins provides a foundation for demonstrating the influence of Shaw‟s ideas on both 

Puccini‟s ideas and music.  A close encounter with Pygmalion in Vienna connects that play with 

La rondine in a superficial way while Prunier‟s character cements the bond.   

Another conclusion drawn from the preceding research concerns the influence of the 

librettist on an opera.  Perhaps Puccini had a sense of what he wanted to write about but without 

someone like Adami, he could never finish both libretto and score.  Puccini did not have the 

single-mindedness of a composer like Richard Wagner, the German composer‟s considerable 

influence on Puccini notwithstanding.  Those parts of the libretto that contain clues to the 

gendered aspects of the cultural discourse did not further the plot of La rondine, rather, they 

furthered the ideological agenda of Puccini and Adami.  Puccini proved in the end that he would 

do whatever he wanted musically, even while commenting on the social situations of his time 

and place.   

 

 

 

 

 



24 

 

Bibliography 

 

Bell, Robert E.  Women of Classical Mythology: A Biographical Dictionary.  Santa Barbara:  

 ABC-CLIO, 1991.   

 

Berger, William.  Puccini Without Excuses:  A Refreshing Reassessment of the World’s Most  

 Popular Composer.  New York: Vintage Books, 2005. 

 

Bonds, Mark Evan.  “The Spatial Representation of Musical Form.”  The Journal of Musicology,  

 27, 3 (Summer 2010), 265-303. 

 

Budden, Julian.  Puccini:  His Life and Works.  Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 2002. 

 

_______.  “Rondine, La.”  Grove Music Online.  Accessed 3/20/2011. 

 

Davis, Andrew.  Il trittico, Turandot and Puccini’s Late Style.  Bloomington:  Indiana University  

 Press, 2010. 

 

Donnell-Kotrozo, Carol.  “Representation as Denotation.”  The Journal of Aesthetics and Art  

 Criticism, 40, 4 (Summer 1982), 361-8. 

 

Garratt, James.  “Prophets Looking Backwards: German Romantic Historicism and the  

 Representation of Renaissance Music.”  Journal of the Royal Musical Association, 125, 2  

 (2000), 164-204. 

 

Girardi, Michele and Basini, Laura, translator.  Puccini: His International Art.  Chicago:  

 University of Chicago Press, 2005. 

 

Greenwald, Helen M. “Recent Puccini Research.”  Acta Musicologica, 65, 1 (Jan. – Jun., 1993) 

 23-50. 

 

Holroyd, Michael.  Bernard Shaw: The One-Volume Definitive Edition.  New York:  Random  

 House, 1997. 

 

Kaye, Michael.  The Unknown Puccini.  Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1987. 

 

Phillips-Matz, Mary Jane.  Puccini: A Biography.  Boston:  Northeastern University Press, 2002. 

 

_______.  “Verdi‟s Life:  A thematic biography,” in The Cambridge Companion to Verdi, edited 

by Scott L. Balthazar.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004.  3-14. 

 



25 

 

 

Puccini, Giacomo.  La Rondine.  Libretto by Giuseppe Adami.  Milan: Casa Musicale Sonzogno,  

 1917. 

 

Randall, Annie J. and Rosaline Gray Davis.  Puccini and the Girl:  History and Reception of The  

 Girl of the Golden West.  Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005. 

 

Trevor, Claude.  “What Puccini Is Doing.”  The Musical Times, 57, 883 (Sep. 1, 1916), 418-9. 

 

Unknown author.  “The Story of „La Rondine‟ (The Swallow): New Opera by Puccini.” The  

 Musical Times, 59, 902 (Apr. 1, 1918), 179-80. 

 

Weaver, William and Simonetta Puccini.  The Puccini Companion.  New York:  W.W. Norton  

 and Company, 1994. 

 

Whitson, James C.  “Puccini Without Tears.”  Opera News, Jan. 2009, 25-7. 

 

Wilson, Alexandra.  “Torrefranca vs. Puccini: Embodying a Decadent Italy.”  Cambridge Opera  

 Journal, 13, 1 (Mar. 2001), 29-53. 

 

_______.  The Puccini Problem.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007. 

 

 


