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this Guide will be accepted, 
(but perhaps,  not  graciously). 
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Consumer Advisory 
If you are looking for a staid and sterile read, you have 

bet on the wrong horse.  This Guide is liberally larded 

with at least chuckles, if not laughs.* It is constructed 

optimistically, to be entertainingly informational. 

___ 
*With the exception of Dialogues, for obvious reasons.  

Started in 2008, J.P. and Sondra Cooney  

annually create Guides for the 

 Des Moines Metro Opera Festival productions.  

They are gifted to the company’s Foundation for 

education and/or fund-raising programs.  

During the season, the Guides are posted on 

 the DMMO website.  



2 
 

 Des Moines Metro Opera  
106 West Boston Avenue Indianola, Iowa 50125-1836 
 phone 515-961-6221 fax 515-961-8175 w.desmoinesmetroopera.org 

 
Greetings!    
 

For the fourth year, the Des Moines Metro Opera is pleased to 
partner with J.P. and Sondra Cooney in offering offbeat, but 
informative roadmaps to the operas of our Summer Festival 
Season! For the three great operas of the 2011 Season, the 
Cooneys have captured the essence of these works in a way that 
educates, enlightens and entertains.  
 
Many people are involved with the creation of an opera 
production, from the conductor to the singers to the backstage 
technicians, all “teamed’ to create a magical experience for you 
in the theatre. A great deal of thought and consideration has 
gone into each of the elements you will see and hear on the 
stage. It is our hope that this Guide will help you to appreciate 
and enjoy these works of art, and make your experience with us 
this summer even more memorable.  
 
Thank you for showing your interest in these Operaphobic Guides 

for Enjoying the Festival‘s productions. Please pass them on to 
family or friends who might also enjoy and be encouraged to join 
our Des Moines Metro Opera annual audience. 
 
As always, thank you for your continued support of Des Moines 
Metro Opera.  
 
Sincerely yours,  
 

s/ Michael Egel 
Artistic Director 
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As cultural art forms mature, they also tend to evolve new patterns, 

variations on a central theme, if you will.  Opera is no exception to 

such diversification. The three productions of Des Moines Metro 

Opera‟s (DMMO) 39th Festival Season offer an intriguing comparative 

study of such change and compositional evolution. 

 

 

 

Each production this season represents a different stage of operatic 

evolution.  From start to finish, the three works encompass slightly 

more than 1/4th of opera‟s 400+ year historical time span. However 

despite that brevity, comparatively it was a period of highly 

accelerated change.  

 

In chronological sequence, Don Pasquale‟s debut in the operatic world 

was first (1843). It was almost the last of Donizetti‟s seventy-five1 

                                                 
1 As with too many things operatic, the absolute number our composer 

produced varies, depending on who is counting. Let us just conclude that it 

Des Moines Metro Opera, 2011. 

Three different compositional styles and musical eras.  

LA BOHÈME     Dialogues of the     Don Pasquale 

Carmelites 

An Overview of the 

Commonalities and Not-so Commonalities 

Among  

the Festival’s 39th Season Productions. 
 

VAS 

GIBT? 
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operatic works. His compositional catalogue is frequently cited as 

marking the end to the bel canto era and the beginning of Verdian 

operatic transformations. In both libretto construction and musical 

sound, Don Pasquale reflects the stylistic template for operas of a 

bel canto bent. The work is considered Donizetti at the top of his 

comic opera “game,” (a.k.a. a “masterpiece”).    

 

Of the three DMMO 2011 production‟s, Puccini‟s La Bohème was the 

second to be introduced to the world, first appearing in 1896, a half 

century removed from Don Pasquale. Stylistically and in sound, 

Boheme   came from another musical world than that of the 

curmudgeonly Pasquale.    As frequently observed in our Guides, 
opera of the 18th and early 19th century was very much a meal of 

white fish and white wine, whereas that art form in the bulk of the 

19th and early 20th century was red wine and red meat! Comparatively, 

it is musically muscular in sound, Rubenesque in subject and 

frequently, as close to real life as the opera stage will permit. La 

Bohème fills that bill to a “t(ittle).”2  

 

The third DMMO 2011 production, Poulenc‟s Dialogues of the 
Carmelites was first performed in 1957, fifty+ years after La 
Bohème. Although created in an era of “dreaded” atonal sounds, 

Dialogues is very much a musical step into the past.3 Its composer 

with some humor, observed that his Carmelites could only sing tonal 

music! The opera‟s sound though is comparatively unique in that it 

contains very few arias or ensembles. The musical dialogue is largely 

in a recitative style with heavy orchestral support. Such sounds very 

much reflect the opera‟s title “Dialogues.” 
 
 

 

                                                                                                   
was not less than sixty and not more than seventy-six works. Whatever! It 

was a lot more than most other similar composers. 
2 One is not foolish enough to characterize Boheme as Puccini‟s “masterpiece.” 

La Scala audiences have rioted over lesser affirmations. However, the work is 

one of the most popular (as in, frequently performed) works in western 

operatic repertoire. FYI: Tittle = a very small quantity! 
3 Not necessarily a bad thing! 
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Poulenc‟s musical catalogue is large and varied. However, it contains 

only three operas. The first was very much in the style of the French 

opera-comique and slightly bawdy. His second was Dialogues, 
considered his musical “masterpiece.”  The final work he scored for 

only one voice and full orchestra. A fourth was in development when 

he died. Poulenc came to opera sparsely and late in his very 

successful compositional career. However, Dialogues is having an 

increasing impact.4  Perhaps its subject and sound resonate more, as 

our awareness of the world‟s problems increases.  

   

In terms of compositional diversity, Donizetti did successfully create 

a range of musical works, however, his largest output and his fame 

rests with his sixty+ operas, both comic and tragic. 

 

Puccini made an early commitment to opera composition, and with a 

few exceptions, stuck to it. Consequently, Donizetti‟s operatic 

catalogue‟s was at least, six times longer than Puccini‟s output of ten 

such works. However, Puccini‟s creation of works of lasting critical 

and public acclaim occurred much earlier in his career than 

Donizetti‟s. Once such a level of recognition was reached by Puccini, 

it appears to hold for the most part and over the long haul. It seems 

he had a much keener understanding of what would work for his 

musical style more so than many other composers did, and he stuck 

to it!5  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
4 A criticism of a recent performance observed the piece, “--- was the most 

admired French opera in the last 100 years.” Considering its Parisian 

competition in that time continuum, that is not “damning with faint praise!”   
5 His tenacity in operatic development though, frequently made life hell for 

his librettists, producers and publisher.  

Musical diversity and Operatic Productivity 
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A large number of operatic libretti emerge from already written 

sources including novels, Biblical tales, documented mythology, other 

operas, plays, an occasional ballet and so forth.6   

 

In the case of the three 2011 productions‟ textual journeys into 

music, all of them appeared at some point in written sources, often 

with multiple iterations. Pasquale first trod the boards in 1609 as 

Ben Jonson‟s play Epicene or The Silent Woman.7   It then became an 

opera, Ser Marc‟ Antonio in 1810.8 The libretto from that opera 

seems to have served as the basis for Pasquale‟s musical misery.9  

 

Bohème began literary life as a series of fictionalized literary 

sketches based on their author‟s (Henri Murger) real life 

experiences among the Parisian Bohemian community. The subject 

became better known when translated into play form and then, wildly 

popular when restructured by the original author into a novel.  

 

Dialogues began from a true, tragic episode of the French 

Revolution‟s Reign of Terror. That episode as documented by 

witnesses was subsequently fictionalized into a novella. That text 

served as the basis for a play that served as both the inspiration and 

libretto design for Poulenc‟s opera.    

                                                 
6 Especially in the period before the existence of international copyright laws, 

since the concept of “plagiarism” as an ethical and/or legal wrong, is a 

comparatively modern taboo. Until Verdi gained enough clout to enforce 

performance of his works as he intended, post-premiere operas were pretty 

much “cut and paste” musically, dependent on whims of singers and 

impresarios. Libretti concepts were even more up for grabs, not to mention 

their line for line borrowing from others, on a piratical scale.    
7 As far as known, the play‟s concept did not emerge from real-life, it was 

purely fictional. One does hope so! 
8 As previously noted there appears to be considerable archival confusion as 

to its composer and librettist.   
9 Again previously noted , who actually tailored Pasquale et. al.‟s talk is tough 

to determine.   

Variable origins.  
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At their beginning (1597) the original language of operas was either 

French or Italian irrespective of the composer/librettist‟s country 

of origin.10  Things did become more democratic as time passed. 

Today, the language of the composer‟s country (by birth or adoption) 

usually forms the base for the on-stage musical words.   

  

As is the case with DMMO productions, the operas are presented in 

the original language of the libretto.  Pasquale had both an Italian 

composer and we think, an Italian librettist. The opera is set in Rome, 

the characters sing in Italian. No problem!  

 

Boheme‟s creators were definitely Italian, consequently, our starving, 

but love-struck Parisians sing in Italian. 11 

 

Dialogues in language, presents an unusual deviation from the usual. 

Poulenc wished all his musical texts be understood by their 

audiences. Consequently, such Poulenc works are performed in the 

language of the country where they are being heard.  Therefore, we 

will hear Dialogues in English.  

 

Least you panic at the thought of hearing a foreign language even 

beautifully sung, your enjoyment quotient will be increased by DMMO 

supra-titles simultaneously translating essential parts of the 

musicalized dialogue. This writer‟s bias says, “That is a good thing.” 

It permits you to hear the composer‟s and his poet‟s language as 

originally created, but if the vocal artistry of the singers is not 

sufficient to communicate the dramatic passion of the moment, the 

titles will cue you.  

So, relax and enjoy! 
                                                 
10 Despite his Austro-Hungarian citizenship, a majority (fourteen) of Mozart‟s 

twenty-two operas were in Italian. One was in Latin and the rest in German. 
11 Suspension of logic is a requirement for operatic audiences and a large part 

of the enjoyment.  

LANGUAGE 
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Material in this Guide contains:  

 Background on the opera that sets forth, albeit slightly, 

the sociology and perhaps, anthropology of the work under the 

microscope. “Why,” you ask?  
As any art form, opera is a product of its society and culture at a 

specific point in time. As that point regresses into history, the on-

stage and off-stage circumstances creating the opera frequently 

vanish into an archival dustbin. 

We argue that the consequence of such an absence is a loss to 

the understanding and enjoyment of an older piece heard in 

contemporary times. Therefore, Background is designed to enhance 

your opera viewing pleasure through an understanding of how another 

time, place and circumstances probably influenced an operatic 

product.  

 

 Tersely Telling a Tuneful Tale (Often) Through 

Alliterative Analysis and (Always) Musical Musings. A non-

technical, seriously stripped-down synopsis of each operatic opus and 

its major musical moments. 

 

    Alliteration! You ask, “Why use this ancient and somewhat arcane 

poetic style?” Well, it is fun to manufacture and judging from its 

“rah, rah” readership reception, it must be fun to read; or maybe we 

are all a bit weird. Whatever! 

 

       Why only “often” alliteration? Well, it all depends on where I 

was the night before composing the copy. That stuff requires a 

reasonably clear head.  Capisce? 

 

 

Truth in 

Advertising. 
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  Original Language:  

ITALIAN 

premiere:  

February 1, 1896 

Teatro regio 

Turin, italy 

Reproduction of Adolpho Hohenstein‟s poster for La Bohème‟s. 1896 Turin premiere. 
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A Brief Bohème Biography. [p.11] 
 

An Off-the-Wall Orientation to Pseudo- 

Parisians in a Pealing Performance of Puccini. 

(a.k.a. Enfin, l‟Opéra !) [p.19] 
 

Who are these Phony French Persons Intoning 

Italian while Steadfastly Suffering? [p.20]  

 

Tersely Telling a Tuneful Tale, Mingled with 

Minute Memos, Mentioning Memorable Musical 

Moments. [p.23] 

Act I: An artist’s typical tenement, a template 

for such grim garrets the world around. [p.23] 

     Act II: A square on the Rive Gauche, containing 

           the Bohemians’ prized playground, the Cafe Momus. [p.28]         

                 Act III: Outside a small, but lively inn at the  

           Barrière d’Enfer, a gate (to Hades)12 in the Paris wall. [p.32]  

                Act IV:  Back in the grim garret. [p.35] 

 
  
 

 

                                                 
12 This historical name unfortunately does not designate as “Hades,” either 

the city of Paris inside the wall or the countryside outside the wall? Think 

about it!  

 Where do I find---? 



11 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Parisian Prelude. In 1845 some ten + years before Puccini’s birth, a 

Parisian literary magazine (Le Corsaire) began serialized publication of stories 

by Henry Murger. All these works were set in the city’s Latin Quarter
13

 during 

the 1840’s. With a picaresque flavor, the pieces romanticized bohemian life and 

were semi-autobiographical, including only slightly fictionalized characters 

based on the author’s friends. Some twenty-one of these “scenes de la bohème” 

appeared over a four-year period.
14

 The stories were popular among the literary 

set, but did not create much of a stir among the general public--- yet.  

 

In 1849, a young playwright Théodore Barrière proposed to Murger that they 

develop the stories into a play. They did (circa 1850) and it became a popular and 

lucrative success.  As the fates would have it, the play spawned (finally) a great 

public demand for broader publication of the original stories. Murger no fool he, 

took the original stories and worked them into a novel, published in 1851. That 

work Scènes de la vie de bohème, also became a popular and lucrative public 

success, within and well beyond the city limits of Paris.
15

 It will also be the basis 

for Puccini’s Bohème, but that will happen later.  

                                                 
13 Set on the left bank (Rive Gauche) of the Seine, the Latin Quarter has been the historic 

home of Paris‟s numerous universities since the Middle Ages. Latin was the language of higher 

education communities at that time, the Rive Gauche was the home base of Paris‟s Latin-

speaking community, hence the “Latin Quarter“ moniker. The Quarter also came to sucor 

students, pedagogues, artists, associated groupies, as well as offer inexpensive housing and 

cafes/bistros.  
14 Murger prudently took time out-of-town during the Paris 1848 Revolution.  
15 The first edition sold more than 70,000 copies--- huge sales for that period!  

A Brief 

Bohème   Biography 

(a.k.a. Background) 
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Fast Forward to Italy. A few years after the publication of Murger’s 

novel, Giacomo
16

 Puccini (1858-1924) was born into the fifth generation of an 

Italian family of church musicians and composers. Initially, Puccini proved to be 

a lazy and indifferent student. However, in his early teens, he did begin to show 

the family’s musical promise; at 14, he became an organist in the local 

churches.
17

 As a result it was assumed, he would follow in the family tradition of 

religious music composition. Wrong!   

 

Looking backwards at his musical portfolio, Puccini did produce church music.
18

 

However, it was a small proportion of his total output, primarily because the 

composer-to-be at age 18, took a hike.  The occasion was the premiere of Verdi’s 

Aida in Pisa, quite a walk from Puccini’s home town of Lucca.
19

  The composer 

later recalling the impact of that performance stated, “It felt as if a new musical 

window had opened!”  He subsequently declared his intent to compose only 

opera!  

 

By the age of 22, Puccini having exhausted all the considerable composition 

education resources of Lucca, applied for admission to Milan’s Conservatorium. 

He qualified on talent, but the family’s meager resources could not underwrite 

                                                 
16 For those who are stickler‟s for full names: Giacomo Antonio Domenico Michele Secondo Maria 

Puccini. It would take some marquee to fit that appellation !  
17 He also became an in-demand pianist in the local bars and the town brothel. About this time, 

Puccini fell into his life-long habit of cigarette-smoking. It is said, to finance his habit, he would 

steal and sell pipes from the local church organs. To avoid the thefts being detected, he would 

rework the organ music to eliminate the notes of the purloined pipes. Unfortunately pay-back 

for his larceny occurred in 1924 with his death from complications of throat cancer, brought on 

by decades of his bright leaf addiction..  
18 Puccini pirated some of the music from his Messa di Gloria (1880), to use in Boheme. 

Recycling was a popular practice among composers. 
19Variously reported as (one-way) 15 miles, 18.5 miles, or 22 miles. Take your pick. His walking 

companions (also variously reported) were either his younger brother or two friends.  However, 

the records do not state how many feet of snow through which they had to struggle.   
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the cost. On his behalf, an appeal was made to Queen Margherita of Italy;
20

 she 

responded by facilitating a scholarship.  

 

At the Conservatorium, his classroom performance appeared exemplary; 

however, his extra-curricular escapades were worthy of his later operatic 

bohemians. Companions for those bill-dodging, girl-chasing, “status quo”-

attacking and wine-swilling days included Mascagni and Boito.
21

 They all were 

active participants in a slightly disreputable, albeit talented group of students 

referred to as the “scapigliatura” (the disheveled ones).
22

  

 

The Operas Begin. As Puccini was finishing his years at the 

Conservatorium, one of his instructors, Amilcare Ponchielli,
23

 urged him to enter 

a one-act opera competition and put him in communication with a librettist, 

Ferdinando Fontana. Further, Ponchielli recommended the still-student composer 

to Giulio Ricordi, the head of the prestigious Italian music-publishing firm. 

 

Puccini did enter the competition with Le villi. It did not win.
24

,
25

 However, the 

young Arturo Toscanini, in the audience, conveyed favorable impressions of the 

                                                 
20 Margherita is also credited by history, as the inventor of pizza as we know it. Neapolitan 

tomato pie was a favorite of hers, but she had the idea of adding a cheese topping. Voila! Pizza 

Margherita, the first of a long, distinguished caloric line. 

Her majesty also ironically presided over the raucous but triumphant premiere of Puccini‟s 

Tosca, some twenty years after the scholarship gift. Her investment paid off! However, all that 

is another story.   
21 Cavalleria Rusticana  and Mefistofele, respectively.  
22 A group of bohemian painters, composers, and writers who saw style as a means of revolt and 

cultivated deviant behavior designed to shock their more staid contemporaries. The French 

equivalent of the Italian term is bohème. 
23 The composer of La Gioconda, which included the music for all those Disney waltzing- 

hippopotami.  
24 The opera did create a favorable impression though. Puccini was requested to rework it into 

two acts. The revised version was staged to a positive critical and public reception; it was  

subsequently published by Ricordi.  
25 Several years later, that same annual competition was won by Mascagni for Cavalleri 
Rusticana.  
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work to Ricordi. Long story short, Ricordi offered Puccini a contract for a second 

opera.  

 

The second opera Edgar, also with a Fontana libretto, was what the composer 

later described as “una cantonata” (a blunder).  The majority of the problem 

seemed to be a woefully inadequate and wildly improbable libretto. From that, 

Puccini learned the importance of a pitch-perfect libretto (not a pun) to match his 

musical style. He later observed that Verdi had sufficient skill to overcome a 

deficient libretto, but conceded that he (Puccini) did not.  That valuable lesson 

though, made him a raging tyrant with his librettists.
26

  

 

Manon Lescaut, the first Success. To say the least, Ricordi was  a 

successful publisher of some of the finest classical music of the 19
th
 century; 

largely one suspects, because of his fatherly mentoring skills especially of 

composers new in career. Puccini had a major disappointment with Edgar and at 

a critical stage in his young career. Ricordi counseled and otherwise humored 

him through the crossroads crisis. Soon Puccini was moving up the road to his 

third opera, Manon Lescaut. 

 

While not our current performance target, two events from the creation of Manon 

Lescaut are relevant to Bohème, Puccini’s fourth opera. First, the composer now 

stood his ground on a libretto, his way! The selection of Manon Lescaut as the 

opera-to-be subject also revealed a very combative, competitive streak in the 

composer as well as possibly the soul of a con man.  

 

Puccini at first tried to write the Manon Lescaut libretto, but was gently 

convinced by Ricordi that poetic words were not his forte.  Then a succession of 

six “librettists” followed, including Leoncavallo (pre-Pagliacci), Ricordi himself 

and Luigi Illica.
27

 After three years, the work was completed; an excessively long 

                                                 
26 The conflicts were so acrimonious that it appears Ricordi‟s major role over the years was 

to prevent the librettists and Puccini from killing each other.  
27 Illica, with his partner Giacosa, subsequently authored three of Puccini‟s most successful 

operas: La Bohème, Tosca  and Madama Butterfly. Unfortunately, Illica died shortly after 
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period for an opera’s development, but probably not for one that included a 

Puccini-esque war over words! The many hands involved in the drama’s dialogue 

were so soured by their experience, they wanted no public credit. Therefore, the 

opera was originally published without naming any librettist. That wearying 

warfare sensitized Ricordi about a pugnacious Puccini, so he was ready for a 

different text tact when Bohème became a possibility.  

 

Puccini’s Competitive Chase.
28

  Julies Massenet’s opera Manon 

had successfully premiered in Paris some five years before Puccini began work 

on his Manon Lecaut. Both Massenet’s version and Puccini’s came from the 

same text source.
29

 Although the Massenet version had not premiered yet in Italy, 

Puccini was familiar with the piece by studying its score. Massenet’s opera was 

tremendously popular with both the critics and the public. It was therefore fool-

hearty for a yet-to-be successful operatic composer such as Puccini, to create a 

work that would provide comparison with a known quality. However, he did! 

The result was both works were equally successful and remain so in today’s 

operatic repertoire. 

 

In selecting Manon Lescaut for his next opera, the composer considered and 

rejected several options. Why he decided on Manon Lescaut can only be 

speculated. However, the fact it would offer a chance to take on one of the “big 

guys” is perhaps a logical conclusion, especially from a “Monday-morning 

quarterback.  

 

Puccini is said to have differentiated between the two operatic versions in the 

statement, “Massenet feels it (the opera) as a Frenchman, with the powder and 

the minuets. I feel it as an Italian, with desperate passion!” Whatever! Puccini’s 

                                                                                                   
Butterfly‟s Paris premiere or their efforts with Puccini might have continued. It was rumored 

Illica‟s somewhat unanticipated death had roots in Puccini‟s pugnacity.  
28 Perhaps, a blood sport? 
29 The 18th century novel of Abbè Prévost, The Story of the Chevalier des Grieux and of Manon 
Lescaut (a.k.a. just plain Manon Lescaut). 
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compositional competiveness was born. Anything other note-notaters could do, 

he could do better! Bohéme proved to be his next demonstration.  

 

Birthing Bohéme. In moving towards his fourth operatic subject, Puccini 

again engaged in a long, fruitless search.
30

 Then in 1892 there was a chance 

conversation between Puccini and his friend and fellow composer, Ruggierio 

Leoncavallo, fresh from his triumph with Pagliacci. Leoncavallo was beginning 

work on a new opera. He said it was to be based on Murger’s Scenes de la vie de 

Bohème. He showed Puccini his libretto and asked him to compose the music. 

Puccini declined.
31

  

 

Several months later, the two men again met and Puccini announced his new 

opera would also be based on the Murger text. Pagliacci’s papa went ballistic 

while recounting to Puccini, the substance of their earlier conversation. The 

dispute escalated into a vitriolic press exchange between the two men and their 

publishers. Puccini denied that he had even been told of Leoncavallo’s interest. 

He walked away from further dispute by indicating both men should write their 

Bohème operas and then let the public and the critics decide!  

 

In reviewing the design of both operas against Murger’s text, there is implicit 

support for Leoncavallo’s claims. Some identical scenes, not found in the novel, 

appear in both operas. Puccini advised his librettists on the structure of those 

scenes. It appears that advice may have been purloined from the Leoncavallo 

libretto--- that Puccini denied ever seeing.  Whatta guy! Great music though!  

 

Puccini’s version beat Leoncavallo’s to the stage by almost a year.
32

 However, 

Leoncavallo’s was more successful at its premiere than Puccini’s. As taste 

would have it, Leoncavallo’s bohemians faded very fast from the opera stage, 

while Puccini’s thrived.  So far, Puccini has trumped two successful composers! 

                                                 
30He was discouraged from one of his possible subjects (Verga‟s La lupa) by no less a personage 

than Cosmia Wagner, you-know-who‟s wife.   
31 All this is Leoncavallo‟s recall of the meeting. Puccini subsequently will beg to differ. Read on!  
32  1896 and 1897, respectively.  
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Bohème ‘s Librettists, Lucky or Luckless? With the subject and 

source
33

 of the new Puccini opera decided, decisions now turned to the sensitive 

subject of librettists. Who would be the initial victims this time around?  

 

Ricordi put forth a pair with a proven track record and hence, professional 

maturity, Giuseppe Giacosa and Luigi Illica. Both had been involved to some 

degree with the traumatic textual “to-dos” over Manon; the team therefore 

should have been appropriately sensitized to Puccini’s pugnacious personality.
34

 

The allocation of work between the two librettists was that Illica was to create 

the scenario and Giacosa would translate it into poetic verse.  

 

In retrospect, the Bohème libretto’s creation incurred numerous artistic 

“differences,” but it was comparatively smoother than Manon. However, it was 

no shorter in development; three years passed before Puccini was pleased and the 

musical composition completed. Both librettists at various points during the long 

creative stretch, resigned (rejected). Ricordi, determined not to let the Manon 

problems reoccur, earned his battle stripes; the trio was productively held 

together.
35

  

 

The opera opened under the baton of a young Arturo Toscanini. The first night’s 

reception was good, but not the wild Italian public hysteria that greeted Manon. 

Next day, the critics were generally lukewarm. However, each successive 

performance reached greater public acclaim. Very quickly, the piece rose to a 

public acme of demand. It then became and remains  one of the most “in 

demand” operas of the general repertoire. Six more Puccini operas were to 

                                                 
33 The Murger novel rather than the play was decided as the opera‟s source. The play evidently 

had a Traviata-like plot with a rich uncle of Rodolfo talking Mimi into leaving the young man. 

Puccini would risk invidious comparison to a Frenchman, but not the Italian maestro.   
34 A.k.a. they should have known better!  
35In fact, subsequently textually created (as noted) two additional Puccini public and critical 

favorites.  
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follow.
36

 All were successful albeit with different degrees of Italian hysteria, or 

lack thereof.  

 

P.S. In addition to composition, even his friends admitted Puccini had only two 

loves: sex and fast cars. A fast car he was driving almost killed him in 1903.
37

 

“Alleged” sex produced an internationally notorious law suit in 1909 and some 

claimed, very much killed his spirit.
38

 However, it was an unlisted vice, tobacco, 

that finally killed him via cancer in 1924, leaving his final opera, Turandot, 

incomplete.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
36Puccini developed a great fondness for the United States and two of his works premiered 

internationally at New York‟s Metropolitan Opera (Il Trittico and La Fanculla del West).  
37 That collision had the dubious honor of Italy‟s first reported automobile accident.  
38 However, it did produce the character of Liu in Turandot and her two quite lovely Act III 

arias. All that is another story though.  

Franco Zeferelli’s Act II design for the Met’s Bohème. 
One critic noted, “Toute Paris seemed simultaneously to be on stage.” 
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An Off-the-Wall 

Orientation 

To Pseudo-Parisians                     

in a 

    Pealing 

Performance of  

Puccini 
    (a.k.a. Enfin, l’opera!) 

 

 

               Puccini caricature by  
              Enrico Caruso. 
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 Marcello (Baritone). An impoverished painter whose pictures 

produce a paucity of public praise, but crowds of carping critics. He 

abides in an awful attic where he shivers and starves, but sings 

sensationally. Despite his absent artistic ability, he is luckier in love 

than his best Bohemian buddy, who also is his rom of a roommate. 39  

 Rodolpho (Tenor). Our hero and the “best Bohemian buddy” 

(see above), of the awful artist with whom he shares shivering and 

starving. He is a poet, although productively unpublished and 

perpetually penniless.  If those were not problems a-plenty, during 

our drama, his love life will drop dead, albeit dramatically. Now for 

the good news, Puccini presented this poor Parisian poetry parser 

with the most memorable melodies and astonishing arias in almost all 

of Opryland. Truly a tenor‟s treasure trove!.   

 Colline (Bass). A philosopher with no public acclaim to proclaim 

and a buddy of the Bohemian boys (above). While the shirt off his 

back, he is not summoned to share, he operatically offers his 

overcoat for a consumptive‟s cruelly curtailed convalescence.  

                                                 
39 A pathetic pun!  You may have fun figuring it out though. 

Who are these Phony French Persons 

Intoning Italian while 

Steadfastly Suffering? 
(a.k.a The Cast in order of first vocal venturing) 
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 Schaunard (Baritone). The musician member of the Bohemian 

buddies‟ Bund. His playing in public is perceived as artfully awful and 

frankly, Franc-less. 40 

 Benoit (Bass). Our lads (see above) luckless landlord, who 

leased his loft to those gypsy guys. 41 However, his rent revenue is 

ruined by his randy romance recollections.  

 Mimi (Soprano).42 Our heroine who embroiders to exist. Her 

cacophony is complicated by continuous coughing. In Opryland, that is 

always ominous. She seems a sweetie,, but her smiles and soothing 

sounds are carefully calculated to land a loaded lover. Our poet, her 

part-time pet, lodges in the Latin Quarter with a life a little too 

louche for our lovely. She would prefer a marquis in a mansion. Her 

music though is a marvel, perfectly penned by Puccini. His glorious 

gift to gals who sing soprano.  

 Parpignol (Tenor). The Rive Gauche purveyor of puppets and 

pull-toys; a king to cacophonous kids celebrating the Christmas 

season.  

 Musetta (Soprano). A magnificently manipulative minx, she 

saunters sensationally through the streets, singing seductively.  She 

is the part-time “pal” of our painter although theirs is a merry-go-

                                                 
40 There is a below-the-radar debate in Opryland as whether the musician and philosopher 

actually live in the garret with the painter and poet, or just frequently freeload off them. This is 

mentioned just to show that some opera-obsessive folks really have too much time on their 

hands! 
41 A.k.a. Bohemians. 
42 In analyses of the opera, Mimi is frequently described as a grisette, a young working woman 

of the lower classes and/or a female Bohemian.  
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round romance (frequent “ons” and “offs”). However, she is a faithful 

friend to our hacking heroine.   

 Alcindoro (Bass). Our singing, street-strolling soprano‟s (see 

above) “escort” for a Christmas Eve, since he has serious sums of 

sous sufficient for celebrating. He is putty in her paws, a savior of 

her shoes and the patsy that pays-off the garret guys‟ and gals‟ 

partying at a bohemian bistro (Café Momus).   

 Customs Guard (Bass). The big boss of the Barrière d‟Enfer. 

He collects coins from country-side persons permitting them to 

purvey their produce to Parisians.   

 Plenty of Parisians, including but not limited to: cavorting 

kids, military men making music, farming folk, Latin Quarter lovers 

and laggards, and a bevy of Bohemians all commingling with a 

chorusing crowd.  
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Tersely Telling a Tuneful Tale 

Mingled with Minute Memos  

Mentioning 

Memorable Musical Moments. 

 
 

Time:  1830‟s Paris. 

Setting: Latin Quarter locales, generally on or around the Left Bank 

(Rive Gauche)43 of the Seine.  

 

The Plot and Other Miscellany.
44

 

 

Act I. 

Time: Christmas Eve. 

Place: A typical artist‟s arty attic, a template for grim garrets the 

world around.  
 

Such habitats habitually house smart but starving students, out-of-work  

artistes and/or bunches of bohemians savoring their salad days before  

registering in the real world‟s rat race. 

 

                                                 
43 As a left-handed person, as I grew I learned it is a right-handed world! Clever little code 

words pop-up periodically to prick on our left-handed sense of self-esteem. A case in point is 

the French word for left, ”gauche”. In English, gauche means lacking social grace, clumsy, 

tactless. I rest my case!     
44 Apropos to probably nothing, Cosima Wagner the composer‟s wife and tiger at the gates of 

Bayreuth was alleged to have condescendingly said, that the first act of Gotterdamerung was 

longer than all of La Bohème. Make of that what you will!   
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 While the opera opens absent an overture to alert the 

audience, the curtain rises as the orchestra raises a rollicking 

rhythm.45 
 In their grim garret, the painter (Marcello) and poet (Rudolfo) 

persons are freezing fast. The poet is pensively posed producing no 

poetry, but the painter is productive--- albeit, a pathetic portrait of 

“The Red Sea.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 Desperate men, desperate measures. Their silent stove must 

succor them, so the poet sacrifices his unproduced play, page by page 

into the pot-belly. A feeble flame is fanned, but their flat remains 

fairly frigid.  
 Their philosopher pal (Colline) pops in.  

 

 

                                                 
45 This introductory music will be heard at several points throughout the opera. It is generally 

regarded as the „bohemians‟ theme.‟ A leitmotiv, if you will,  but not quite in the extreme mode 

of Wagner, who had gained much credibility by the time of Bohème‟s premiere. Puccini uses this 

same memory triggering musical device in Tosca with the Baron Scarpia‟s baleful orchestral 

slashes.    

Questo Mar Rosso--- / This Red Sea (of mine).* 
More so than many other composers. Puccini had a knack for spinning his 

ensemble musical lines as if they were typical conversations among friends. 

The opening sequence of Bohème is such an example. It begins as a duet with 

the poet and painter, becomes a trio with the entrance of the philosopher and 

then finally segues into a quartet with the arrival of the musician. Each of the 

singers has very short lines, delivered as conversation.  The music parallels the 

occasion, quick, light with humorous overtones. The exchanges are liberally 

larded with outrageous puns and great humor, especially as they burn the 

poet’s play for warmth.  * In the Musical Memos, the opening lines of the piece are in   

Italian, followed by an English translation.    

Gia dell’ Apocalisse---/ Signs of the Apocalypse--- 
At the philosopher’s entrance, the duet smoothly becomes a trio. The puns semi-

seriously delivered, begin to fly more frantically as the play is pulverized into 

pumice.  



25 
 

 The philosopher‟s really P.O.‟d. Among Parisian promenades, he 

was trying to procure some paltry pence by purveying his prose 

property. Bah humbug! The Christmas season has shuttered the book 

buyers‟ businesses.  
 Our bohemian boys, cold and creative-comfort clueless, are 

quickly cheered when a deus ex machine drops through the door. This 

is their musician mate (Schaunard). He has miraculously made mucho 

money by prolonged piano-playing for a Parisian plutocrat.   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 The landlord (Benoit) lurks on the landing. The rent is overdue! 

 

 

 

 

 

(Legna! Sigari! / Wood! Cigars!) 

 
This rousing quartet begins when porters burst into the garret porting plenty 

of provisions and potent portables. They are quickly followed by their 

benefactor. As the bohemians sample the largesse and enjoy a stove now 

producing plentiful warmth, their temporarily wealthy pal spins the tale of  

his  performance for a paying plutocrat, a contract to play perpetually until 

the payor’s parrot (perched on the piano) “passes.” After three days, the 

parrot is poisoned and perishes, courtesy of a charming chambermaid. This 

tuneful tale is largely ignored, as the three other bohemians trade musical 

expressions of their good fortune. Then, the musician proposes not to eat and 

drink tonight, the provisions he provided. Let us dine out! The lures of the 

Latin Quarter await! Unfortunately, no good thing lasts forever, so as the 

quartet’s singing rises to a raucous climax, an ominous knock is heard at the 

door.      

Questo e l’ultimo trimester. /Bill for three month’s rent!  
With the entrance of the landlord (Benoit), the quartet now is a quintet. The 

same tone of musical banter continues, but as the wine is seriously consumed, 

the music becomes agitated and climaxes noisily when the landlord is directed 

out of the garret.    
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 Our four finagling fellows invite their innkeeper in and ply him 

with plentiful portions of a potent potable. The landlord gets looped.  

 The soused senior is seduced, by our bawdy bohemians, into 

exposing a recent romantic rendezvous, but not with the mate from 

his marriage.  

 His tenants intone moral indignation at this senior‟s sinful 

session with a Latin Quarter lovely. He is directly directed to the 

door; his demeanor decorated with declarations of dire damnation!46  
 Now released from a rent-related wrangle, fun and frolic is 

forthcoming.  
 The lager and “lady” lures of the Latin Quarter are theirs to 

lariat. Let us launch our quest to quaff quarts, consume quiche and 

squire sweeties!  
 The philosopher, musician and painter hoof hurriedly to hell-

raise.  The poet pleads a need to pen some prose for payment. He will 

seek his frolicking friends soon in the streets.  
 Alone, the poet‟s muse will not materialize. Then a timid tap! 

The landlord leading a group of gendarmes to roust his rent?  
 No! Our heroine‟s (Mimi)47 candle has a sputtered shutdown on 

the stairway. Could a light be lent? 
 Though he has heard better pick-up prose, our hero welcomes 

this wondrous woman into his grubby garret. 

 Just to telegraph the termination of our tale, as Mimi minces 

in, she consumptively coughs and flops on the floor in a faint.  

 If there is any doubt, this duo is doomed before they can even 

debut a do-re-mi duet. Damn! 

                                                 
46

Frequently, the same bass sings the conprimario roles of Benoit and Alchindoro (Act II). It 

is great fun to watch an individual develop and sing two different characters. Also, helps a 

beleaguered  budget!   
47 A favorite opera quiz question is, “What is Mimi‟s real name?” For the answer, read on!  
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 As our heroine hits the deck, she drops the key to her 

quarters. Watch that key, it is key to what will commence!   

 As Rudolfo revives Mimi and Mimisters to her haggard health, 

love looms.  
 However, candle-quitting cuteness commences. To cut to the 

chase on this complication, the lovers are left with no light (except 

lunar) and that crucial key is concealed in the clutches of the puppy-

love plagued poet.   An aria approaches! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 The lovers‟ romantic reflections are shattered from shouting 

in the street. “Where are you poet?”  

 Rodolfo responds. He will rendezvous with them when his 

rhyming wanes. He will catch the crowd at the Quarter‟s Café Momus, 

Che gelida manina! / How cold is your little hand! 
In the now only moonlit garret (the candles have been blown out, some on 

purpose, some not), our Parisian pair search for Mimi’s key (which the poet 

has already pocketed). Their hands collide, probably not accidentally. The 

tenor initiates this well-known aria softly and slowly. Initially he 

commiserates with her over the lost key, but then distracts the search by 

calling attention to the moonlight. He then introduces himself melodically as a 

poet. Then poetically, he lets her know that he is a sucker for a pair of pretty 

eyes (sounds better when sung.) After the climax of the aria, he urges Mimi to 

tell him about herself. (Another aria lurks!) 

Mi chiamano Mimi, / They call me Mimi,  
Mimi wistfully and softly recites her resume, but to almost heartbreakingly 

lovely music. Her real name is Lucia and she embroiders silks and satins. She 

is tranquil and happy. In the second verse of her aria, she revels in the comfort 

of her garret room, she is the first to be touched by the sun. Mimi has the 

perfume from the flowers in her room, but those she embroiders have no odor. 

What else can she say? She is the poet’s neighbor, bothering him at a late hour.  
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though their table though must accommodate another. He is now two 

not one!  Whoa! 

 The Bohemians banter as they barrel for the bistro, their poet 

pal has created a companionable couplet!  

 Meanwhile, back under the mansard, the moonlit mood is quite 

magical, even in a grimy garret. A duet develops, of course! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Act II.48 

Time: Still Christmas Eve and immediately following Act I. 

Place: A square on the Rive Gauche. In addition to other Latin 

Quarter residences and businesses, it contains the Café Momus, the 

Bohemians‟ prized playground. 

 A modest blare of a military march marshals the on-stage 

action. No entr‟acte enervates the intermission.49 

                                                 
48 An admission of non-objective bias. When we first heard Act II many, many years ago, it 

was akin to a musical Christmas present stuffed full of marvelous melody, continuous joie de vie, 

and all kinds of treats for eye and ear. Despite the fact numerous other operatic scenes have 

been added to our eye and ear, Boheme‟s Act II still tops the list. It continues to be happy, 

glorious and memorable.  
49 As you will shortly see, there is really only one musical moment highlighted for this Act. That 

is because the entire Act is a veritable smorgasbord of short, memorable musical moments. 

Because of the various “groups” (i.e. venders, café customers, children, etc.) in the Xmas Eve 

O soave fanciulla! / Oh, lovely girl! 
The pair begin their admission of love with voices blending. Then, a kiss! 

Despite his earlier instructions to the Bohemians, overheard by Mimi, the 

poet now asks the girl to join him at Momus. She responds somewhat coyly 

and then seriously accepts to perhaps a broader relationship and beyond 

tonight. Time will tell, the lovers acknowledge. Still gloriously singing, the 

pair leave the garret. As the curtain slowly descends, unseen, but still heard, 

they exultingly sing, “Amor! Amor! Amor!   
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 The action appears to have assembled all of Paris to preen, 

promenade, purchase and proclaim the celebratory stage scene. 

 Adding to the cacophony of the circulating crowd, chanting 

children and voluminous vendors are our belting Bohemians. 

 Their musician member tries an out-of-tune toy trumpet, while 

the philosopher person purchases a cavernous coat.50  The poet 

purchases a chapeau-dame to match Mimi‟s demeanor.51 

  Purses now pitiful, off to Momus to meet the momentarily-

moneyed musician for the magnificent meal he mentioned (Act I). Who 

will pay the price of their poultry and potable purchases? That will 

probably present a problem. C‟est l‟vie d'opéra!   

 While the Bohemians banter and meet Mimi, the toy-seller 

appears in the crowd along with a cavalcade of chanting children. 

 As that excitement exits, another arrives. Musetta, Marchello‟s 

menace, but once his main mistress, minces on with her aged escort of 

the moment. 

 This enchantress‟ entrance captures the scene. The square is 

her stage and she shows off sensationally.  

 Meanwhile Marchello mutters miserably, while Mimi is told the 

tawdry tale of those two sometime sweethearts.  

                                                                                                   
crowd including the Bohemians, their individual musical observations and messages criss-cross 

continually. It is best viewed as a musical mosaic where individual beautiful pieces are artfully 

combined into a memorable masterpiece.     
50 Watch that overcoat, it becomes a centerpiece somewhat later.  
51 The girl also longs for a coral necklace. Rodolfo then speaks of a wealthy uncle that will 

someday make the poet equally wealthy. In the play version of the novel, it is the rich uncle 

that talks Rodolfo away from Mimi and family disgrace. Puccini et. al. avoided that 

complication for their opera; didn‟t want to take on Verdi‟s Traviata and the Maestro‟s 

Milanese mob.  
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 Musetta‟s dramatic demeanor is offensive to her octogenarian  

escort; however his efforts to end her escapades exhaust the elderly 

and over-ripe roué. However, the crowd is both captivated and 

convulsed at the May-December circus.  

 Musetta has seen her sometime suitor, Marcello though he ably 

almost avoids her attention-getting antics. However, his hiding arouses 

her anger; so, to jolt his jealousy, an aria occurs.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 As her melody meanders on, the Café crowd comments on the 

“comedy” consuming the old man, the young man and the minx. 

 To eliminate her escort and promenade with her painter, she 

shrieks her shoe is faulty on her foot. 

 She sends her senior sucker and the sinning shoe to the 

shoemaker.  

Quando me’n vo soletta / As I walk alone. 

 
This aria (frequently referred to as Musetta’s Waltz Song), contains a melody 

readily recognized in the public consciousness; unfortunately, because it is 

frequently presented as commercial, cartoon and/or movie  background music. 

However, on its positive side, it did serve as a major “hit” in 1959 (albeit with 

modified text) for the great Della Reese.  

Musetta offers her hymn to herself to both entertain the captivated crowd as 

well as miff Marcello. The music is languorous, but lilting as she shamelessly 

relates how her beauty is continually admired by all as she strolls the streets. 

That pleases her! (But not Marcello !). 

The melody from this point in Act II will be subsequently heard at various 

points of the opera, serving as one of those “new-fangled” pseudo-Wagnerian 

leitmotivs; it is to remind us of Musetta and/or the loving couple--- at least 

when they are cuddling, not quarreling.   
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Folks, before we hit the wine bar, 

                              who will pay? 

 

 In back of all this business, her waltz has risen to full 

orchestral voice. At its cymbal-crashing climax, Musetta and 

Marcello  also crash into each other‟s arms.  

 To disrupt this tuneful togetherness, the bill is presented 

and--- a military band blares backstage (the Tattoo!)52  

 As the military men‟s march approaches, the cacophonous 

crowd rushes to view the review. 

 Meanwhile, back with the bill--- the Bohemians are broke, 

disgracing dishwashing is their destiny!  

 Musetta bails out the Bohemians! The waiter is to require 

her rusty roué on his return, to render their repast “paid in full.”  

 The Tattoo troops troop smartly across the square. The 

cheering crowd mimics their march and follows in their footsteps. 

 The Bohemians boost their savior, a still shoeless, siren, onto 

strong shoulders as they too troop after the troops. 

 The march music maximizes. The elderly escort enters with 

the (re)soled shoes, into the now empty square.  

 Instead of a rewarding romp, the dumbfounded dupe is 

dumped with a demand for dinner and drinks, prompt payment!   

 The curtain closes with a crash. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
52 “Tattoo,” a military exercise performed for civilian entertainment, usually in the evening. 

Also, can be a drum or bugle signal calling the troops to their quarters.     
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Act III. 

 

Time: A very cold February morning, just before dawn. 

 

Place: The Barrière d‟Enfer.53 In front of the guard post and barrier 

gate, is a small inn still doing a lively business at this early (late?) 

hour. Snow (usually) covers the ground and a few dissolute, leafless 

trees add to the bleakness of this area at the edge of Paris.  

 

 A peal of percussion attracts the Audience‟s attention as the 

orchestra opens the Act. A musical plucking then pulsates through 

the silent scene.  

 Shortly, unseen cleaners and other service citizens chorally 

clamor for civil clearance into the city.  

 As the Barriere‟s business begins to bustle, topers from the 

tavern take up the Tattoo for a tune. The inn‟s “entertainment,” 

Musetta offers her street strolling song.  

 Back to the bustle of Barriere business. Then our 

embroidering heroine enters, consumptively coughing.54   

                                                 
53 The Barrière d‟ Enfer (Hades‟s Gate) was (and is) a real Paris location. The original site was 

just inside the southwest side of the old city wall built to prevent non-Parisians from entering 

the city without anteing up excise taxes. The choral business at the start of Act III 

illustrates its bureaucratic business at this urban border crossing. The Barrière‟s first 

literary appearance was in Hugo‟s Les Miserables. He writes of the place, “End of tree, 

beginning of houses, end of grass, beginning of pavement, end of furrows, beginning of shops, 

end of ruts, begging of passions. End of the divine murmur, beginning of the human hubbub. 

The place where a plain adjourns a city always bears the imprint of some indescribable, 

penetrating melancholy. There nature and humanity address you at one and the same moment.” 

Great spot to try to revive a romance(s)! Ne c‟est pas? 

The site remains today, but known at the Place Denfert-Rochereau. It‟s original raison d‟etre is 

long gone and the city has significantly expanded beyond the old wall‟s boundary.   
54 If the consumptive cough does not sufficiently clue us that it is Mimi amid all the dawn 

darkness, her entrance is also signaled with a brief orchestral reprise of Act I‟s Mi chiamano 
Mimi.  Cannot be too careful! 
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Marcello. Finalmente / Marcello! At last!  
In the opening portion of the trio, Rodolfo angrily relates his view of Mimi’s 

wandering ways. Marcello challenges the painter’s honesty. The musical tone 

changes to passionately romantic. Rodolfo admits he loves the girl, but she is 

dying. That is news to Mimi! The painter cannot provide for her needs. He is 

trying to drive her into the arms of a wealthy man. The three voices rise to an 

agonized climax and then Mimi’s cough blows her cover--- so to speak. 

 Marcello and Musetta for a month have been making money 

inside the inn. He paints, she “performs.”  

 Mimi has not come for a portion of what they purvey; rather 

she has come for counsel concerning her problematic poet.  

 Marcello is her man for mediation. Parle-ing with the painter, 

her problems develop into a duet.55 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The poet pursuing a palaver with the painter, collides with 

that compadre in the chilly courtyard.  

 They cacophonously converse while Mimi is covertly 

concealed. It is trio time! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
55 In the brief moments before Marcello joins Mimi, the busy-ness at the Barriere is overcome 

by the chiming of the city‟s church bells, signaling the call to the morning Angelus.   

Rodolfo m’ama e mi fugge. / Rudolfo, he loves me. 
This duet is lyrical in music, but anguished in message. Our hero and heroine 

in the few weeks since their Christmas Eve meeting, have split apart and 

regrouped several times. Now, Rodolfo has left again, but has come to seek 

Marcello as Mimi suspected. The girl pathetically confides it is his 

continuous jealousy that seems to be driving them apart. The painter advises, 

the pair cannot live together as they take their love too seriously. He and 

Musetta on the other hand, take their love very lightly and remain 

companionable (so to speak). He advises Mimi, she and the poet must 

separate. She agrees, but requests the painter’s help arranging the parting. He 

agrees. Through all this, the girl coughs ominously and admits she is ill and 

getting worse.    
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 That causes much consumptive coughing, of course! Her 

covert cover is also concluded. However, this denouement will 

directly deliver a duet.   

 Our rueful romantics reunion is poised for Puccinian panache. 

However it is pronto-paused by lilting, but louche laughter; Musette 

is making some men merry. Whoa! 

 Marcello manically mad, moves inside to menace the merry 

men and make Musetta mind her manners.   

 NOW! Our rueful romantic reunion can resume. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Che facevi? Che dicevi? / What were you doing and saying? 

In a startling contrast of musical modes, Musetta and Marcello engage in 

vicious vocalizing, as Mimi and Roldofo romantically review parting in 

winter versus parting in spring. The quarrelsome pair trade insults: pittore 

da bottega (house-painter); vipera (viper); rospo (toad); and strego (witch). 

With the exchange of final insults, the quarrelers storm off—in opposite 

directions.  

The lovers are left alone in the silent square (snow usually begins to fall). 

They resolve to stay together until spring.  In an action reprise of Act I, 

they slowly stroll melodically out of sight. Unseen, their voices are heard 

singing, “Ci lasciererno alla stagion dei fio!” (We will part when the 

flowers bloom!) 

To underscore their resolve, the peal of percussion that opened the Act, 

now closes it.  Ah, the many faces of love!  

  

Addio, d’onde lieta usci al tuo grido--- / 

Goodbye, back to the place I left--- 
This magnificent duet pulls out all the emotional stops, musical and poetic. 

It begins with Mimi’s good-bye and her bequeathing to Rodolfo all the 

reminders of their romance (e.g. the chapeau from Xmas Eve). They both 

regret their “dream of love’ never moved into reality. They do not regret 

however, the loss of their unhappiness. Their thoughts then move to the 

differences between winter and spring for their relationship. To be alone in 

winter is death. However, no one is lonely in spring. As their resolve to 

part begins to weaken, Marcello and Musetta quarrelling, burst out-of-

doors. The duet becomes a quartet.      
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Act IV. 

Time: Several months after Act III.56   

Place: Back in the grim garret, again. 

 

 Act IV as Act I, opens absent an overture to alert the 

audience, the curtain rises and the orchestra rousts that 

remembered (Act I) rollicking rhythm.57 
 Still in their grim garret, the painter and poet persons are 

palavering. These guys‟ gals are long gone, but the painter has 

perceived the pulchritudinous pair promenading. They have done well; 

they are wrapped into a wealthy world. 
 The pair of pals pretends their lost loves are immaterial 

incidents. They proceed to their poetry and painting, but products 

cannot be produced. Their artistic abilities are archived! A duet is 

definitely designated.   
 

 

 

 

 The poet and painter‟s self-pitying sequence is arrested with 

the arrival of the other pair of pals.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
56 Frequently staged as summer, or as Cole Porter would say, “Paris when it sizzles.” 
57 The Bohemian leitmotiv.     

O Mimi, tu piu non torni--- / O Mimi, you won’t return.  
In this passionate duet, the men voice their loss of their lovers. They 

reminisce what they miss about the absent women.  

Eccoci! / Here we are! 
The arrival of the philosopher and musician initiates a lively, lengthy 

musical sequence that will continue until Musetta’s arrival with the dying 

Mimi. The sequence is again, a remarkable demonstration of Puccini’s 

talent for musical-izing short lines of dialogue among several individuals. 

The musical lines among the Bohemians are very rapid and fun-filled with 

ferocious flights of fantasy.  
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 Having little on which to lunch, all the lads fanaticize a fulsome 

feast in, could be, a king‟s court.  Finishing the food, they are off to 

fandango, gavotte and other graceful gallops.    

 Damn! Their dancing develops a duel! As the pseudo-swords 

swing--- the dreaded denouement drops by. 

 Musetta is the messenger of misery. She found her female 

friend Mimi, collapsed on the cobblestones. Her demise is imminent; 

she desires to die with her pals, especially the poet. How sadly sweet! 

 Comatose on the staircase, Mimi must be carried to the cot in 

the corner of the grim garret. 

  Mimi and Rudolfo reMimisce romantically as the others 

converse covertly how to comfort their friend in her final fatality. 

The garret has no goods and no stock for succor!  

 Musetta‟s earrings will make money for medicine and a muff, 

Mimi‟s wish for warmth.  Musetta and Marcello are off to obtain 

those objects before an obituary occurs. 

 Colline philosophically, cashes in the greatcoat he garnered 

with his gang on the Rive Gauche.58   

 

 

 

  

 

 The philosopher then posits productively that he and the 

musician leave the lovers alone.  

 The music momentarily mentions the Act I love duet. Then, 

the lovers‟ last lyrical lament. 

 

 

 

                                                 
58 Remember that Xmas Eve purchase?  

Vecchia zimarra, senti--- / Listen my venerable coat--- 
In dirge-like rhythms and melody, Colline bids farewell to his coat. He 

reminds it, he never made it bow to the rich and powerful and its pockets 

were always filled with poets and philosophers.   
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 The Bohemian buyers return. Mimi has her muff from Musetta.  

 Mimi‟s last words barely sung, are to Rudolfo, “Qui amor sempre 

conte!;” and, then to the muff, “Le mani al caldo e domire.” (Here my 

beloved always with you. My hands, the warmth, to sleep.)  

 Musetta‟s final music is a brief prayer for Mimi: 

  

 
 The musician moves to Mimi and discovers her dead.59  

 There is total silence, which rouses Rudolfo from his rueful 

reverie.  His friends‟ funereal faces frighten him.  

 As the young man moves to Mimi, Marcello counsels, “Corragio!” 

(Courage!)   

 Rudolfo, always a quick read, cries out three times “Mimi!” as he 

sinks sobbing beside her. 
 The Act exits with the orchestra thundering a section of the 

lovers‟ last duet and then, quotes the overcoat‟s farewell.  

 

    

  Qui a le Kleenex?   
 

                                                 
59 Usually the audience is signaled of Mimi‟s death before the characters. During Musetta‟s 

prayer, Mimi‟s arm and hand holding the muff will fall from her chest to the floor. If the muff 

is well-trained, it will roll across the floor to alert those of us not paying close attention.  

Madonna benedetta / Oh blessed Mother 

Sono andati? / Have they gone? 
This final duet contains melody from the Act I arias and love duet. In its 

unfolding, the pair reminisces about their meeting in the garret on Christmas 

Eve, Rudolfo produces the bonnet he purchased for Mimi.  

The girl’s strength is rapidly ebbing, so Rodolfo carries the major musical 

lines, with Mimi adding an occasional phrase. The duet ends as that 

consumptive cough returns.  
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Into the fictional worlds created by Murger and Puccini, the Café 

Momus was inserted intact from the real world. Until a few years 

ago, it continued to exist as a Left Bank bistro, illustrated in the 

above reproduction. The street on which it was located dates from 

the Middle Ages when it provided lodging for priests of Saint 

Germaine‟s church The church served as the royal house of worship 

when the adjacent Louvre was the pre-Versailles palace of the 

French kings and their courts.  Hence, the name: Street of Kings and 
St. Germaine‟s Priests. 
  

Act II’s Café Momus  

    15 Rue des Pretres Saint Germain-l’Auxerrois. 
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Operaphobic Guides were developed to amiably 

assist in making pealing performance introductees,60 

more aria affable Optimistically, the outcomes of 

such a quixotic quest could be larger numbers of semi-

suspicious, nay-saying folks co-opted into at least tasting a heretofore 

assumed deadly and otherwise, doleful operatic experience.  

 

En masse, the co-opted crowd may never become gourmands, but all would 

have pleased their mothers by at least, “taking a bite.” With our Guide’s glib 

guidance, we suspect a few might discover a livelier operatic art than thought. 

Such feckless folks appropriately disguised to avoid subsequent downloaded 

derision from coffee-klatch companions, classmates and so forth, might 

become at least irregular, but informed and performance enjoying attendees.  

Hope does spring eternal!  

 

The Guides principal weapon of cooptation is to “entertainingly inform.”61,62 

Modestly though, we must admit transforming most operatic plots63 into 

chuckles and occasional thigh-slappers is easier than shooting fish in a barrel. 

If you do not believe me, just read a few operatic plot(boiler)s and then--- 

ask logical questions.  

HELP BUILD TOMORROW‟S ARIA-AFFABLE AUDIENCE! 

ADAPT AN OPERAPHOBE!64 

                                                 
60 Especially involuntary attendees. 
61 What we call the Mary Poppins “spoonful of sugar” principal.  
62 Under duress, our three loyally persistent, non-family readers will admit that our almost fifty 

Guides to date have entertained them enormously. 
63 The one guiding rule of Guides though is that we never direct snickering to the music. The 

plots are overkill enough and in the music (truth be told), lays the genius of opera--- although I 

am sure there are any number of librettists that would disagree.  

That “do not maul the music” rule however has had a few exceptions--- primarily some very early 

Verdi men-in-tights, tippy-toe tunes.  As example, see Macbeth Act II, Scene 2 --- the Banquo 

“offing.”  
64 Yes, adapt! Do not move them in; just change their attitude!   

A Guide to the GUIDES 
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                          ---and their GUIDERS. 
 

So our indiscriminate readership is aware which member of An 

Operaphobic Guide‟s “creative” team (JP or Sondra Cooney) is 

responsible for which gaffs, the division of work between the pair is, 

he writes them, but she makes them readable.   

  

J.P. Cooney, holds a PhD, but obviously not in a music discipline. 

He is many years retired from a long, but probably questionable 

professorial career in university-based graduate education and a 

bureaucratic career in federal government health policy development 

(not an oxymoron!). However, most important for current purposes, he 

is a long-standing opera enthusiast about that art form‟s wacky, but 

rewarding wonderments. 

 

Sondra S. Cooney has a musical background by virtue of education 

and training. She holds a graduate degree from UCLA and though 

(semi-) retired, she has had a long successful career in teaching, 

educational research and policy-development. She is a knowledgeable 

and fanatic lover of a wide range of musical types. She is also a 

formidable master bridge player 

  

For their (to-date) fifty-four years of marriage, equipped with a 

flaming red, felt-tipped pen, Ms. Cooney has diligently pursued and 

purified JP‟s errant and “gone missing” commas, grungy syntax and 

banally baroque sentence structures.  She perpetually persists in her 

quixotic editorial quest, as he never learns. 
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 The Cooneys are long-tine, happy residents of a 

small island off Hilton Head (SC), beach- 

breechable only by boat or Michael Phelps.  

 

In this idyllic but 

eccentric existence, 

they are companioned by a new, small 

Schnoodle and the now, very grumpy ghost 

of their formerly long-lived, liver-spotted 

Dalmatian.  

 

Additional enjoyment to the island‟s idyllic 

atmosphere is provided by frequent forays onto 

and most importantly, off the island by other 

immediate family members. That traveling road 

show touts up to twenty-one (21!) second, third 

and fourth generational members--most of 

whom at least go to an opera, some actually love 

it.  

 

Egged-on by some never-to-be-named regional opera company 

directors,65 the Cooney‟s initiated An Operaphobic’s Guide66 as a 

series, eight years ago. By the end of the 2011 season, almost fifty 

Guides will have been issued, producing plenty of panic in 

an unsuspecting, but opera-respecting public. 

 

 All Guides are done pro bono, the majority for 

opera companies to use in their educational 

and/or fund-raising programs; the rest to 

succor opera-fearing individuals, especially 

slower running family members, friends and 

even-- strangers in the street.  

                                                 
65 Who probably should have known better!  
66 Originally named, Irreverent Guides to Enjoying Opera.  
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COMPOSER OPERA ISSUE  DATE 
Bernstein* Candide #20 4.08 

Bizet** Carmen #35 3.10 

Bizet* Carmen (Encore!  

Is love better the second time around?) 

#36 4.10 

Bizet Les Pêcheurs de Perles # 7 10.05 

Blitzstein*** Regina #24 6.08 

Britten* Albert Herring # 8 4.06 

De Falla La Vida Breve # 13 1.07 

Donizetti*** Don Pasquale #46 6.10 

Donizetti*** L‟Elisir d‟Amore #22 6.08 

Donizetti Lucia di Lammermoor # 2 5.04 

Floyd*** Susannah #39 6.10 

Gilbert & Sullivan** The Pirates of Penzance # 15 4.07 

Gilbert & Sullivan** H.M.S. Pinafore # 43 5.11 

Gounod** Faust #25 9.08 

Gounod** Roméo et Juliette #17 10.07 

Leoncavallo** Pagliacci # 12 1.07 

Mozart** Cosi Fan Tutte # 41 10.10 

    Mozart** Le Nozze di Figaro #27 3.09 

Mozart*** Le Nozze di Figaro 

(Factotum fun, redux!) 

#37 4.10 

Mozart Die Zauberflöte # 6 5.05 

    Mozart** Don Giovanni #19 3.08 

Offenbach* Les Contes d‟ Hoffmann # 16 4.07 

Poulenc* Dialogues of the  Carmelites #28 4.09 

Poulenc*** Dialogues of the  Carmelites 

(Encore,” La Terreur.”) 

#44 6.11 

Puccini** La Bohème #34 1.10 

Puccini*** La Bohème (Bis! Salad days‟ sad songs) #45 6.11 

Puccini** Madama Butterfly # 11 7.06 

Puccini*  Madama Butterfly (Another “fine day”?) #40 4.11 

Puccini Tosca # 5 3.05 

Puccini*** Tosca (A déjà vu view) #30 6.09 

Puccini** Turandot #29 4.09 

Rossini** Il Barbiere di Siviglia #26 1.09 

Rossini*** Il Barbiere (Once more with feeling!) #31 6.09 

Rossini La Cenerentola # 10 3.06 

Saint-Saëns Samson et Dalila # 4 2.05 

    Strauss** Die Fledermaus #21 4.07 

    Verdi** Aïda #18 1.07 

Verdi La Traviata # 9 1.06 

 Continued, next page.    

AN OPERAPHOBICS GUIDE 
The current series thru 1/1/11. 
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COMPOSER OPERA ISSUE  DATE 
Verdi** La Traviata (Twice-telling that tawdry tale)  # 42 2.11 

Verdi Macbeth # 3 10.04 

Verdi*** Macbeth (A kilt-kicking encore!) #38 4.10 

Verdi Nabucco # 1 10.03 

Verd**i Otello #33 10.09 

Verdi** Rigoletto # 14 3.07 

Verdi*** Un Ballo in Maschera #23 6.08 

Weber*** Der Freischütz #32 6.09 

To be continued ! 

Operaphobics Guide 
 (series continued from previous page). 

 

With written permission of the authors,  

any part(s) of the Guide series, may be 

reproduced without charge by not-for-profit 

opera-related foundations for 

 fund-raising and/or educational purposes.  

 

A BAD NIGHT AT THE 

OPERA IS MORE FUN THAN 

A BAD DAY AT THE OFFICE! 

Developed for: *Atlanta Opera Theater at Georgia State University 

                        ** Opera Carolina 

                        *** Des Moines Metro Opera 


