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La Bohème 

 

Born December 22, 1858 Lucca (in Tuscany), Italy 

Died November 29, 1924 Brussels, Belgium 

La Bohème is an opera in four acts by Giacomo Puccini to an Italian 

libretto by Luigi Illica and Giuseppe Giacosa, based on the French novel, 

Scènes de la vie de Bohème by Henri Murger. 

This production features a concert version of the opera ς the orchestra and 

singers all on stage. The scoring calls for a piccolo, pairs of flutes and oboes, an 

english horn, 2 clarinets and a bass clarinet, 2 bassoons, 4 horns, 3 trumpets, 3 

trombones, bass trombone, bass drum, snare drum, cymbals, xylophone, 

glockenspiel, campanelle, timpani, strings and harp. While the OSO performed 

excerpts last year from La Bohème, this is the first time in its history to present 

an entire opera. 

We can summarize the opera this way: "Boy meets girl, boy loses girl, 

boy and girl are reunited as girl dies of tuberculosis in boy's arms ŀƴŘ ŎǳǊǘŀƛƴ ŦŀƭƭǎΦέ ¢ƻ ǇŀǊŀǇƘǊŀǎŜ ƻƴŜ 

admirer, Ψsince its opening night in Turin, February 1896, it has known 112 years of success in every 

civilized nation on earth where people walk upright and speak a language.Ω Its wide popularity speaks 

not only the naturalness of its story (boy and girl in love), the huƳōƭŜ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ όΨǎǘŀǊǾƛƴƎ ŀǊǘƛǎǘǎΣΩ that is, 

άōƻƘŜƳƛŀƴǎέ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ŀǊŜŀ ƻŦ tŀǊƛǎ), but to its emotional appeal. We might cry during 

another opera if the soprano sings an aria well. But La Bohème is the 

one opera that makes us all cry ς no matter who sings. There are 

other great moments in opera, other characters we embrace. But no 

one carries us away like dear Mimì. She tears our heart in the final 

act when she dies. Mimì is the ultimate tragic heroine, the lost child 

άŀŘǊƛŦǘ ƛƴ ŀ ƳŜǊŎƛƭŜǎǎ ǿƻǊƭŘΦέ bƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǿƛƭƭ ŜǾŜǊȅ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ƻƴ ǎǘŀƎŜ 

fall hopelessly in love with her, so shall we. 

A Man who loved Opera   
Born in Tuscany (northwestern Italy), Giacomo Puccini descended 

from a long line of composers and church musicians. His first gig was 

as church organist and choirmaster. At the age of 18 he and some 

ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ǿŀƭƪŜŘ мф ƳƛƭŜǎ ǘƻ ŀǘǘŜƴŘ ŀ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ±ŜǊŘƛΩǎ Aida. He 

was hooked, and later attended the university in Milan to become 



Geraldine Ferrar, famous Mimì of 
the early 20th century 

an opera composer. His fame soon spread throughout Italy, then the world. There are few, if any, opera 

ƘƻǳǎŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪŜŜǇ Ƙƛǎ ǿƻǊƪǎ ƛƴ standard repertoire, including Tosca, Madama 

Butterfly, and the most popular of them all, La Bohème. 

)ÔȭÓ ÔÈÅ -ÕÓÉÃ 
What gives his music such universal appeal? Consider 

these few thoughts. Puccini possessed an uncanny sense of 

theater, of dramatic timing. He knew what works on stage; 

he wrote opera for the masses, not the elite. Either his 

operas succeeded or he went hungry. We know, too, that 

he worked very hard with his librettists to get the script 

just right. Seldom will you find a wasted moment in one of 

his operas. Every line of dialogue moves us forward to the 

next point in the story. 

He was, of course, a polished musician and composer. His 

melodies for the stage are often step-wise, short and 

intensely emotional. He also knew when to have his 

soprano and tenor leap into their highest range! He used 

the orchestra carefully, not only to reinforce vocal lines, 

but also to indicate mood. In this sense, we have Puccini to 

thank whenever we see a movie and the music signals to 

us of coming danger, love, joy or sorrow. He was a master 

at having important musical ideas, or themes, appear 

throughout the opera whenever a certain character 

appeared or a particular emotion was called for. It helps the audience subconsciously tie the entire work 

together. When we come to Act 4, for instance, we shall hear musical themes 

that have already spoken to us of love and of loss.  

    

 

His operas bear a great feeling of realism, as if 

ǿŜΩǊŜ ǿŀǘŎƘƛƴƎ the kind of people we know. This 

late 19th century movement in the arts, 

sometimes called verismo, was an attempt to 

make opera in particular seem more natural, with 

more appeal to its audience. Not only are the 

characters life-like people (not those from 

mythology or ancient history), but there is less 

distinction here between ƻǇŜǊŀΩǎ traditional cycle 

of dialogue (recitative) and song (aria). The music 

now seems to flow in and out of both. Sometimes 

Luciano Pavarotti, perhaps the 
greatest Rodolfo of our time 



The Latin Quarter as it looks today 

the characters speak (not sing) their dialogue. It makes the music seem almost improvised ς of being 

genuinely in the moment, not contrived.  

Finally, pay attention to tǳŎŎƛƴƛΩǎ emotional balance. This opera is not one long, unmixed, painful piece 

of sorrow ς else we should tire of it quickly. In Act 2, for example, it is right for us to laugh aloud. He 

meant it to be funny. Even in the frequent dialogues the characters often respond to each other with 

great wit and hilarity. 

The Story 
²ŜΩǊŜ ƛƴ tŀǊƛǎΣ муолΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘΦ Since students come 

here from all over Europe, Latin, not French, is the common 

language. Hence, Parisians commonly call this part of their city the 

ά[ŀǘƛƴ vǳŀǊǘŜǊΦέ Lƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ ǿŜΩƭƭ ƘŜŀǊ ǎƻƳŜ Latin snippets in Act 2, at 

the Café Momus. We begin on Christmas Eve. 

¢ƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ά.ƻƘŜƳƛŀƴǎΣέ four poor artists. They 

ǎƘŀǊŜ ŀ άƎŀǊǊŜǘΣέ the uppermost room (attic) in the apartment 

building. Rodolfo (roh-DOLL-fo), the poet, falls in love with Mimì 

(mee-MEE), a seamstress who lives downstairs in their apartment 

building. Marcello (mar-CHEH-low), the painter, has an on and off 

affair with Musetta (moo-ZET-tah), a beautiful and self-absorbed 

singer, irresistible to men young and old. These are the main 

characters. 

We cannot, however, leave out their two other roommates and 

friends, Colline (kol-LEE-nay) the philosopher and Schaunard 

(show-NAR) the musician. Lƴ IŜƴǊƛ aǳǊƎŜǊΩǎ ƴƻǾŜƭ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ 

this story, friends have named these ȅƻǳƴƎ ƳŜƴ άǘƘŜ ŦƻǳǊ 

ƳǳǎƪŜǘŜŜǊǎΦέ ¢ƻƴƛƎƘǘ ǿŜ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǎǘƻǊȅΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ joy and sorrow at the course dearest Mimì 

must follow. 

Act 1 
Setting: In a garret. A wide window overlooks the roofs covered in snow. To the left, a fireplace, table, 

bed, cabinet, a small bookcase, four chairs, a 

ǇŀƛƴǘŜǊΩǎ easel; scattered books, many bundles of 

paper, and two candlesticks. Rodolfo watches 

meditatively out of the window. Marcello works 

at his painting, with his hands numb from the 

cold. It's Christmas Eve. 

Action: We find Rodolfo and Marcello throwing 

pages from the poetΩǎ ƭŀǘŜǎǘ ŘǊŀƳŀ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

fireplace, just to keep warm. Colline soon joins 

them, then Schaunard arrives with food, wine and 

Getting the landlord drunk 



freshly earned money. With inconvenient timing, the landlord shows up looking for rent. What can they 

do? After getting the landlord drunk, they shoo him out the door (still not having paid the rent!). They 

decide to celebrate Christmas Eve at their favorite place, Café Momus. They all leave, Rodolfo remaining 

ōŜƘƛƴŘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ ōƛǘ ǘƻ ŦƛƴƛǎƘ ŀƴ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ƘŜΩǎ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎΦ   

This was all a setup, of course, for the real story: Boy meets Girl. 

Mimí, a neighbor, knocks at the door, wanting a light for her candle. 

She faints and Rodolfo offers her wine, lights her candle, and then 

helps her on her way. She returns right away, however, realizing 

she has lost her key. In the drafty doorway her candle blows out 

again, then his. Now in the moonlight, while searching on the 

floor for the key, Rodolfo reaches out to hold her hand. Actually, 

he had already found the key, but hid it in his pocket, hoping to 

prolong his encounter with this beautiful creature. They 

exchange their dreams. He would be a poet; she loves flowers 

and the spring.  This being opera, they find instant love, and 

leave for the café, arm in arm. 

What to listen for: When searching for her key, Rodolfo sings,  

Che gelida maninaΦ ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƘŀƴŘ ƛǎ frozen; let me warm it 

ƘŜǊŜ ƛƴ ƳƛƴŜΦ ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƛƴ ǎŜŀǊŎƘƛƴƎΚ Lǘϥǎ ŦŀǊ ǘƻƻ ŘŀǊƪ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ 

it. But by our good fortune, it's a night lit by the moon, and up here the moon is our closest of 

ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǊǎΦ Φ Φ Φέ Taking MimìΩǎ hand in his, he tells her about himself. We shall hear pieces of this in Act 4 

when the lovers recall how they first met.  

She responds with, Sì, mi chiamano Mimì, ά¸ŜǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ Mimì, . . . This story of mine is brief: 

To linen and silk I embroider, at my home or away...I have a quiet, but happy life, and my pastime is 

ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƭƛƭƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǊƻǎŜǎΦέ Of course, they fall in love (else, we would not be here tonight).  

They sing this love duet, O soave fanciullaΣ άOh, beautiful maiden . . . Oh, how sweet your face looks, its 

beauty softly kissed by the gentle moonlight. In you, sweet maiden, I see the dreams of love I have 

dreamt about forever.έ Mimì sings three times, Ah! tu sol comandi, amor! άAh! 

Love, only you alone guide us!έ They walk 

offstage singing, Amor, amor, amor!, "Love, 

Love, [ƻǾŜΗΦέ 

 

 

Act 2 
Setting: Still in the Latin Quarter. A busy 

crossroads with all manner of shops and 

vendors. To one side is the Café Momus. 

There is a large, diverse crowd of citizens, 

soldiers, servant girls, boys, little girls, 

Musetta, the center of attention 
at Café Momus 



Cafe Momus as it once was. 

students, seamstresses, police, etc. The shopkeepers are standing in the doorways of their shops, 

shouting their wares at the tops of their voices to the multitude of customers. To one side, Rodolfo and 

Mimì are wandering around, detached, through the crowd. Colline finds someone to mend his coat; 

Schaunard is at an old iron dealer's, buying a pipe and a horn. Marcello is being jostled here and there at 

the whim of the crowd. A number of people are sitting at tables outside the Café Momus. It is evening. 

The shops are decorated with Chinese lanterns. The entrance to the Café is lit up by a large lamp. It's 

Christmas Eve. 

Action: In the noisy, bustling streets, Rodolfo buys Mimi a Christmas present ς a bonnet, one fringed in 

pink that she has wanted for so long. They soon join their friends at a sidewalk table at the Café and 

order supper. A toy vendor, Parpignot, passes by, besieged by children and anxious mothers. Just then, 

aŀǊŎŜƭƭƻΩǎ ŦƻǊƳŜǊ όŀƴŘ ǳƴŦŀƛǘƘŦǳƭύ ƭƻǾŜǊΣ aǳǎŜǘǘŀΣ ŜƴǘŜǊǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǊƳ ƻŦ ŀƴ ŜƭŘŜǊƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǿŜŀƭǘƘȅ 

gentleman, Alcindoro. The louder she speaks to gain 

aŀǊŎŜƭƭƻΩǎ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴΣ the more he struggles to ignore 

her. Finally, she sings a waltz about her beauty, a 

song that embarrasses the old man but overwhelms 

MarcelloΩǎ ǇǊƛŘŜ. Complaining that her feet hurt, she 

sends her wealthy admirer to get her a new pair of 

shoes. The friends (Musetta now included) join a 

passing band of soldiers, leaving the substantial 

supper bill for Alcindoro when he returns from his 

shoe shopping.  

Why Act 2? 

As for the overall story, we could omit this act 

without losing our way. But then we would miss a lot 

of fun. We need this act as a respite against the 

anger and anguish we find in Acts 3 and 4. We also discover something else here in Act 2 particularly ς 

the use of the opera ensemble. Several characters all sing at once, different words, even different tunes. 

Obviously we can't understand what they have to say (nor could we if they sang in English) ς it is meant, 

rather, to give us psychological insight into the characters themselves and their interactions. 

We also gain more affection for Mimì. She is so wonderfully pure and simple (unlike the worldly-wise 

Musetta), that she can gain much joy from a simple hair bonnet. As well, we learn something else of her 

vulnerability ς her interaction with Rodolfo demonstrates that her love and loyalty for him is beyond 

reproach. In the end, it is this tenderness that will steal our hearts. 

What to listen for:  

Quando me n'vòΣ ŀƭǎƻ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ aǳǎŜǘǘŀΩǎ ²ŀƭǘȊΦ {ƘŜ ƎǊŀōǎ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜϥǎ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ǎƘŜ ǘǊƛŜǎ ǘƻ ŀǊƻǳǎŜ 

aŀǊŎŜƭƭƻϥǎ ƧŜŀƭƻǳǎȅΦ ά²ƘŜƴ L ǎǘǊƻƭƭ ƻǳǘ ŀƭƻƴŜ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŜŜǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎǘƻǇ ŀƴŘ ƎŀȊŜ ŀǘ ƳŜΣ ǘƻ ǎŜŜƪ 

out my beauty from head to toe. Φ Φ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ L ǘŀǎǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƭȅ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƎƭŜŀƳǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀŘƳƛǊƛƴƎ ŜȅŜǎΦέ  


