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A Study in Miniature

Puccini claimed that in setting his operas he wrote of ‘‘piccole cose'’ (little thing);
and with LA BOHEME, he seems to try and prove this thesis. This is not a story of
the great people of the world. There are no kings or monarchs, no people with
overwhelming emotions. The characters are ordinary students and the people they
might plausibly meet set in situations which they might encounter. The love of Mimi
and Rodolfo is not a great romance, but a love of most human quality. And this tale
of ‘‘little things'" was one of Puccini’s finest efforts, his attention to detail in it more
poignant, plaintive and meaningful than in almost any other of his operas.

Think of the opening of the Third Act. The loneliness and emptiness of an early
morning in winter. The street cleaners are shuffling their feet and calling to be let in.
Warm amusement sounding from the tavern establishes a contrast that throws all the
rest into perspective. The cries of milk sellers to the guards and their little greeting to
each other prepare us for the entrance of Mimi who is desperately ill. All these
seemingly innocuous details are easily passed over, yet each is an important detail in
the complete mosaic of the act, and each must be shaped and polished to set off the
central drama.

The central drama is the lovely simple story of Mimi and Rodolfo. One is almost
tempted to try and make too much of it. Should one contrast their love with that of
Musetta and Marcello? Are they a Puccinian ‘‘Tristan and Isolde"'?

After many productions. one finally concludes that the best solution is to put the
emphasis on Mimi whose real name is Lucia she tells us. The lovely seamstress is
returning to her lonely home on a night of festivity and joy in all Paris. It is
Christmas eve, a time for family.and friends; and she is alone and sick. Her candle
has gone out and, if she cannot get it lighted, she will also be in the dark. She knocks
on a door. It opens, and here she finds light and love. Rodolfo takes her with him to
join his friends in the festivities. Mimi finds life and warmth.

Their relationship continues. Rodolfo is wracked with tortures because he knows Mimi
is dying and there is nothing he can do about it. They try to part, but decide to wait
until April when the sun will shine again. They do part. Mimi is sought out by the
Viscount. But the progress of her disease is inexorable. She is dying. She looks for
Musetta so that she can rejoin Rodolfo. The pathetic little figure is brought back to the
apartment where she first met Rodolfo. A muff is brought her. Her hands are finally
warm. She falls asleep surrounded by those whom she loves and who love her. The
promise of life and warmth is there again, but this.time the little flame flutters out.

James Lucas

.
It has become a cliché that LA BOHEME occupies a special soft spot in the hearts of
opera audiences. It also holds its unique place among Puccini’s total work. Like any
complete achievement in art, LA BOHEME creates its own atmosphere and style, a
certain character found nowhere else in Puccini, often imitated but never emulated by
other composers. As an archetype of sheer musical lyricism, it has no close relative in

th tic family.
e operatic family John W. Freeman



SYNOPSIS OF SCENES:
ACT 1 In the Attic

In their cheerless Latin Quarter garret, the near-destitute artists Rodolfo, Marcello and
Colline try to keep warm. ings take a turn for the better when their friend
Schaunard arrives with unexpected refreshments and fuel. * Their celebration is
interrugted by the sudden arrival of Benoit the landlord, who has come to demand the
rent. Unwilling to pay, the Bohemians ply him with wine, hustle him out, and then
decide to move on to the Café Momus to continue their Christmas revels. Rodolfo
stays behind, promising to meet them later. Mimi comes to the door to ask for a light
for her candle. As she turns to leave she discovers she has lost the key to her door.
A draught blows out her candle again, leaving her and Rodolfo in darkness. While
searching for the lost key, Rodolfo touches Mimi's hand and remarks on the coldness
of it. He tells her of his struggles and dreams as a poet and she in turn explains that
she makes her living by embroidering flowers. The spark of love has been kindled
and soon they leave together to join the others at the Café.

ACT 11 In the Latin Quarter

Rodolfo, Mimi and the others are enjoying themselves at the Café Momus, when
Marcello's former girlfriend, Musetta, arrives with Alcindoro, an elderly but rich
admirer. Musetta spots Marcello, soon gets rid of Alcindoro, and turns her full
charms on Marcello. He resists her provocative advances for a while, but finally
succumbs. In a sparkling finale, the penniless Bohemians desert the Café, leaving the
bill for Alcindoro.

INTERMISSION

ACT III' La Barriere d’Enfer

At dawn on the snowy outskirts of Paris, Mimi meets Marcello in front of the tavern
where he is living with Musetta. Mimi confesses her unhappiness due to Rodolfo’s
unreasonable jealousy and implores Marcello to help her. He advises her to part with
Rodolfo. Concealing herself as Rodolfo appears, Mimi overhears him explain to
Marcello that he fears she may be dying of consumption. A fit of coughing betrays
her presence and Rodolfo rushes to comfort her, but she tells him that they must part.

While Marcello quarrels with Musetta over her flirting, Mimi and Rodolfo have a
touching reconciliation, and decide to postpone their separation until spring.

INTERMISSION

ACT IV In the Attic

Separated from their sweethearts, Rodolfo and Marcello lament their loneliness in
their garret. Colline and Schaunard appear with some meagre fare and then the four
men sing, clown and dance to lighten their spirits. Musetta arrives with Mimi who is
gravely ill. In order to buy medicine and a muff, Musetta decides to sell her earrings
and Colline his coat. Left alone, Rodolfo and Mimi wistfully recall their happy days
together. The friends return. While they prepare the medicine, Schaunard realizes
that Mimi has died. With an anguished cry, Rodolfo falls despairingly by her side.
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