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Unveiling Layers of Identity and Deception in M. Butterfly by David Henry
Hwang

In the landscape of modern American theatre, few works have managed to challenge audiences as profoundly as M Butterfly
David Henry Hwang created in 1988. This award-winning play is far more than a simple retelling of a scandalous real-life
story. It is a masterful deconstruction of Western assumptions about the East, a piercing examination of gender roles, and an
unforgettable tragedy of self-deception. By taking the familiar framework of Puccini’s opera Madame Butterfly and turning it
inside out, Hwang crafted a work that remains startlingly relevant decades after its Broadway debut. This article explores the
depths of the play, its creator, and the enduring questions it raises about love, power, and the stories we tell ourselves.

The Genesis of a Masterpiece: David Henry Hwang and the Source Material

To understand the impact of M Butterfly David Henry Hwang wrote, one must first look at the astonishing true story that
inspired it. In 1986, Hwang read a newspaper article about a former French diplomat, Bernard Boursicot, who had been
convicted of passing secrets to China. The most startling detail was that the diplomat claimed to have been in a twenty-year
relationship with a Chinese opera singer named Shi Pei Pu—a man whom Boursicot insisted was a woman. This bizarre case
of mistaken identity and profound emotional manipulation struck Hwang as the perfect vehicle for a larger artistic statement.

Hwang, already a rising star in the theatre world, recognized that the story was not merely a tabloid oddity. Instead, it was a
living metaphor for the West’s romanticized and often condescending view of Asia. He saw the relationship between the
diplomat and the spy as a dark mirror of the relationship between America and Vietnam, or between any colonial power and
the land it seeks to possess. By choosing to frame his play around Puccini’s classic opera, Hwang created a dialogue between
past and present, fiction and reality, that gives the play its extraordinary intellectual and emotional heft. When discussing M
Butterfly David Henry Hwang often emphasizes in interviews that he wanted to write a play that would "undo" the racism
and sexism embedded in the original Madame Butterfly story.
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Plot Summary: A Tale of Two Worlds Colliding

The narrative of M Butterfly David Henry Hwang constructed follows Rene Gallimard, a former French diplomat now in
prison, as he recounts his twenty-year relationship with Song Liling, a Chinese opera performer. The play opens with
Gallimard in his cell, dressed in a bathrobe, directly addressing the audience. He is a pathetic figure, still clinging to the
fantasy that defined his life.

The story flashes back to 1960s Beijing, where Gallimard, a timid and unremarkable bureaucrat, attends a performance of
Madame Butterfly. He is mesmerized by Song Liling, who plays the role of the submissive Geisha, Cio-Cio-San. After the
show, Gallimard meets Song and is immediately drawn to her. Song, playing on Gallimard’s fantasies of the "perfect woman,"
presents herself as the epitome of Eastern submission: delicate, shy, and utterly devoted.

What follows is a masterclass in manipulation. Song Liling is, in reality, a Communist spy and a man. He uses Gallimard’s
own prejudices against him. Every time Gallimard suspects the truth, Song deflects with accusations of Western brutality,
shaming Gallimard into submission. The relationship is consummated in total darkness, with Song always facing away,
allowing Gallimard to believe what he desperately wants to believe.

As the years pass, Gallimard rises in rank within the diplomatic corps, in part because of the information Song extracts from
him. They have an elaborate life together, complete with a plan for a child—a baby Song pretends to conceive and later
produces from a previous relationship. The deception only unravels when Gallimard is brought down for treason and forced
to confront the truth in a public courtroom. In one of the most shocking moments in modern theatre, Song Liling strips naked
on stage, revealing his male body, and asks Gallimard, "Do you still love me?"

The play ends not with a reconciliation, but with a dark inversion of the opera. Gallimard, unable to accept the reality of Song
as a man, performs his own version of Madame Butterfly. He dresses in a kimono, applies makeup, and commits ritual
suicide, finally becoming the tragic heroine he always desired.

Major Themes in M. Butterfly

The brilliance of M Butterfly David Henry Hwang penned lies in its layered thematic complexity. The play operates on
multiple levels, each revealing a different facet of human delusion.
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The Nlifﬁ of the "Oriental™ Woman

At its core, the play is an indictment of Orientalism, a term coined by scholar Edward Said to describe the Western habit of
viewing the East as a place of exotic mystery, weakness, and submission. Song Liling explicitly tells Gallimard, "The West
thinks of itself as masculine—big guns, big industry, big money—so the East is feminine—weak, delicate, poor... but good at
art, and full of inscrutable wisdom." Song uses this stereotype as a weapon, perfectly embodying Gallimard’s fantasy. The
tragedy is that Gallimard wasn't fooled by a woman; he was fooled by the idea of a woman.

Gender as Performance

Hwang draws heavily on the traditions of Chinese opera, particularly the "Dan" role, where men historically played female
parts. The play suggests that gender is not a biological fact but a social performance. Song Liling is more convincing as a
woman than most women because he understands the art of the act. Gallimard himself performs a version of masculinity,
playing the role of the dominant Western man. In the end, both characters are revealed to be actors on a stage of their own
making. The question M Butterfly David Henry Hwang poses is whether any of us ever truly steps off that stage.

The Power of Fantasy vs. Reality

Gallimard is a man who prefers the fantasy to the reality. He had the chance to know the truth many times, but he
deliberately chose ignorance. For him, the beautiful illusion of Song was far more satisfying than the messy truth of a real
human relationship. This theme resonates beyond the specific story of the play, speaking to how nations, like individuals,
often cling to comforting myths about their own identity and history rather than confronting difficult truths.

Critical Acclaim and Lasting Legacy

When M Butterfly David Henry Hwang debuted on Broadway in March 1988 at the Eugene O'Neill Theatre, it was an
immediate sensation. Audiences were stunned by its audacity and moved by its tragedy. The play won a staggering number of
awards, including the Tony Award for Best Play, the Drama Desk Award for Outstanding New Play, and the Outer Critics
Circle Award. John Dexter directed the original production, and the cast, led by John Lithgow as Gallimard and BD Wong as
Song Liling, received universal praise. For BD Wong, the role was a career-defining breakthrough for an Asian-American
actor.
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The play’s success was a watershed moment for Asian-American theatre. It proved that stories from an Asian perspective
could not only be artistically significant but also commercially viable on the mainstream Broadway stage. It opened the door
for other works and paved the way for a new generation of playwrights.

In 1993, a film adaptation of M Butterfly David Henry Hwang was released, directed by David Cronenberg and starring
Jeremy Irons and John Lone. While the film was a visually stunning production, it received mixed reviews. Many critics and
Hwang himself felt that the medium of film—which relies on realistic imagery—struggled to capture the theatrical magic and
metaphor of the stage play, where the audience must actively choose to believe the illusion along with Gallimard.

M. Butterfly vs. Madame Butterfly: A Dialogue Across Time

To fully appreciate the play, one must understand its relationship to Puccini’s 1904 opera. In the original story, a callous
American sailor, Pinkerton, marries a sweet young Japanese girl, Butterfly, for convenience. He leaves, promising to return,
and when he does, he brings his "real" American wife. Butterfly, in her honor, commits suicide. Hwang’s play is a direct
response to this narrative.

In M Butterfly David Henry Hwang overturns the power dynamic. Here, it is the "Butterfly" character (Song) who holds all
the cards, and the "Pinkerton" character (Gallimard) who is the naive fool. Gallimard even admits, "I am Pinkerton!" early in
the play, revealing his self-awareness of his own tragic role. The play argues that the original Madame Butterfly is a
dangerous fantasy because it teaches men that women find their own destruction romantic. Hwang forces the audience to
confront the real-world consequences of that fantasy—global conflict, espionage, and emotional devastation.

Character Analysis: The Heart of the Deception
Rene Gallimard

Gallimard is not a villain; he is a victim of his own imagination. He is a weak man who finds power in a fantasy. He is pitiable,
but Hwang does not let us off the hook easily. We are forced to see ourselves in his willful blindness. His final act of suicide is
not a moment of clarity, but the ultimate surrender to his delusion. He would rather die as Butterfly than live as a fool.
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Song Liling

Song is the most complex character. Is he a cold-hearted manipulator, or a man who did what he had to do for his country?
Hwang leaves the question open. Song genuinely seems to care for Gallimard, or at least to be frustrated by his refusal to see
the truth. In the stripping scene, Song is not triumphant; he is desperate. He is trying to force Gallimard to love the real him.
When Gallimard refuses, Song is devastated. This vulnerability makes him far more than a caricature of a spy.

Comrade Chin

Comrade Chin is Song’s handler and a source of comic relief. She represents the pragmatic, unromantic reality of the
Communist state. She has no patience for Gallimard’s fantasies or Song’s operatics. She sees the relationship for exactly
what it is: a job.

Why M. Butterfly Remains Essential Today

In an era of increasing global tensions and renewed debates about representation, M Butterfly David Henry Hwang
penned remains startlingly current. The play is not just about East-West relations; it is about how people in power create
myths to justify their dominance. Whether that power is based on race, gender, or nationality, the mechanism of fantasy is
the same.

The recent revival of the play on Broadway in 2017, directed by Julie Taymor and starring Clive Owen and Jin Ha, proved that
the story has lost none of its power. New audiences discovered the play, and critics praised its timeless exploration of fake
news, alternative facts, and the danger of believing what we want to believe. In a world where people increasingly live in
echo chambers of their own design, the story of a man who spends twenty years seeing only what he wants to see is more
relevant than ever.

Conclusion

M Butterfly David Henry Hwang created is not merely a play; it is a milestone in the history of drama. It took a bizarre
headline and transformed it into a profound meditation on love, identity, and the stories we inherit from our culture. By
deconstructing the myth of Madame Butterfly, Hwang gave us a new way to think about the relationship between East and
West, between men and women, and between illusion and reality. It is a work that shocks, moves, and ultimately humbles us,
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reminding us that the most dangerous deceptions are the ones we perform on ourselves. The play stands as a towering
achievement, a



