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As you know, last month 
several people worked hard 
to arrange a trip to see La 
Cenerentola, Live in HD 
broadcast by the Met in a 
local theater. Over the few 
years I have worked with 
Steve, we have hoped to 
make such trips a regular 
opportunity. However, it had 
remained beyond our time 
and talent. Using this 
Cinderella example, and with 
the plans you have seen for 
three more trips in early 2002, 
Leah Solat presented a 
proposal to the Riderwood 
Local Trip Committee that 
opera venues and operatic 
programs be a regular part of 
their monthly offerings. The 
Trip Committee was warmly 
receptive so Opera At 
Riderwood will be growing 
another branch. Like the idea? 
Help make it grow. 

T’is a season to warm the 
heart with extraordinary 
events to celebrate. Steve and 
I hope you and yours find 
there the love and reassurance 
we all need so much! -    Gene

Founder Steve Schwartz

Next Week In Encore
Dec.31 Die Fledermaus 

MASKS REQUIRED

Program for Friday,  Dec. 24,  1 PM 

La Boheme 
Giacomo Puccini 

English Subtitles • 115 Minutes 
————- 

NOTES by STEVE SCHWARTZ 
Giacomo Puccini's immortal opera is presented 
here in a high budget, €1,500,000, feature film 
version directed by Academy Award nominee 
Robert Dornhelm, starring opera's 'Golden 
Couple', Rolando Villazon and Anna Netrebko as 
the protagonists, Rodolfo and Mimi. The chemistry 
between them is electric, perhaps unrivaled in the 
theatre today. Russian soprano Anna Netrebko is 
both beautiful and has a marvelous voice and 
technique; Mexican tenor Rolando Villazon, has a 
wonderful voice and an incredible charisma. The 
director chose two youthful singers and the most 
modern means of production available to him. But, 
he also chose to remain faithful to Puccini's 
design. 

Inasmuch as plot and libretto are the same in most 
productions of this often presented opera, I am 
repeating much of my notes from earlier Encore 
performances.

The basic story of “La Boheme” has been done 
countless times in writings that range from great 
romantic literature to trashy paperback potboilers.  
(Boy meets girl; boy wins girl; boy loses girl.) 

[Continued]
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Moreover, the nature of the lead 
characters in this opera are established at 
the outset and never change.  There is no 
character development or growth of any 
kind.  Two young people fall in love, only 
to see one of them die too young. after 
which we have every expectation that the 
others will go on leading their Bohemian 
lives as before.  

So what makes this opera so special?  
The answer is simply that Puccini’s 
wonderfully romantic and evocative music 
together with the wit and pathos 
produced by his librettists, Luigi Illica and 
Giuseppe Giacosa take hold of your 
emotions with the opening scene and 
never let go. While we know the laughter 
and tears shed here in the Encore Theater 
will be brief and easily forgotten, the 
memory of this wonderful music and the 
emotions it elicits will remain with us.


PLOT 
The Marcello, Schaunard, and Benoit/
Alcindoro roles, are played by four actors 
and sung by three. Two threads run 
through the story and are major forces 
driving the action: first, all the artists are 
desperately poor, and secondly, it’s winter 
and the cold imposes itself harshly on 
their poverty-filled lives.  I will describe 
the plot as though the film were in the 
four acts of the staged opera.

Act One opens with our hero, Rodolfo, 
Rolando Villazon, tenor, and his fellow 
Bohemian, Marcello, Boaz Daniel, 
baritone.  Rodolfo is a poet while 
Marcello is a painter.  And what do they 
talk about?  They complain that they’re 
freezing in their unheated apartment in a 
walk-up tenement above the roof tops of 
Paris.  In each of the next two acts, the 

cold continues to play a major role.  In 
the final act it is driven home with even 
greater effect when we watch our 
heroine, Mimi, Anna Netrebko, soprano, 
return to our heroes’ garret, and die from 
consumption while vainly trying to warm 
her perpetually cold hands. 


ACT ONE 
For his introduction to the opera, Puccini 
treats us to a quarter hour of humorous 
interactions among the four men who 
share the flat.  As the curtain rises, 
Marcello is struggling to paint a scene of 
Moses crossing the Red Sea, but, as he 
tells Rodolfo, his fingers are so cold he 
can no longer feel his brush.  Meanwhile, 
Rodolfo has been trying without success 
to complete writing an article for a local 
newspaper as a way to earn a few 
francs.  

Two other young men live here They are 
Schaunard, Stéphane Degout, baritone, 
a musician, and Colline, Vitalij Kowaljow, 
basso, a ‘philosopher’. Soon Colline 
arrives.  He was unsuccessfully trying to 
pawn some of his books so they could 
eat.  Finally, Schaunard arrives with good 
news.  He came into an accidental 
windfall and has brought home that 
magical commodity: FOOD!  The men 
attack it with gusto and don’t even hear 
his humorous explanation.

They debate how to use the extra cash 
he also brought when there’s a knock at 
the door.  It’s the landlord, Benoit, 
Tiziano Bracci, bass.  This is serious, for 
they owe him several months’ rent, 
which they don’t have.  They contrive to 
get him tipsy, then to admit that he has 
been with a younger woman not his wife.  
The four Bohemians feign being 



Page  of 3 6

shocked, and righteously throw him out.

With that, our young men decide that 
since it’s Christmas Eve, they’ll blow the 
rest of the money at the Café Momus, 
which is in a square just down the 
street.  Three of them leave while 
Rodolfo stays behind to finish his 
article. Once alone, he hears another 
knock at the door.  He answers it, and 
there in the doorway stands our heroine 
Mimi (soprano).  Her candle has blown 
out, and in the unlit hallway, she needs 
a light so she can unlock her own door.

He invites her in, and as she enters, she 
coughs. We know that is more than just 
a cough, and forebodes the tragic end 
of our story.  He lights her candle and 
as she starts to go, she drops her 
latchkey. Her candle goes out again.  

Now Rodolfo knows an opportunity 
when it hits him in the eye: he quickly 
blows out his own candle to make the 
moon their only source of light.  As the 
two grope around in the dark trying to 
locate her key, we see that he finds it 
quickly and secretly hides it while 
pretending to continue the search.  
Then their hands touch, and with a 
single chord from the orchestra, the 
magic of opera takes over.  For the rest 
of the act, we are swept away with what 
most operaphiles agree is romantic 
opera at its absolute best: three of 
Puccini’s most glorious arias in a row.

First Rodolfo introduces himself with 
one of the most famous tenor arias in 
the repertory.  In Italian, it is “Che gelida 
manina” (how cold is your hand) in 
which he tells her he is a penniless poet 
who nevertheless considers himself a 
millionaire, for his life is filled with 

dreams of castles in the air.  But now 
he finds that he has been robbed of 
even those riches by a pair of sparkling 
eyes.  (I ask you, how much more 
romantic can a poet get than that?)     
He finishes by asking his pretty young 
visitor to tell him about herself.  She 
responds with an almost as famous 
and equally enchanting aria of her own. 
In Italian, it is “Mi chiamano Mimi” (they 
call me Mimi, although my name is 
Lucia).  

She is a seamstress who ekes out a 
meager living sewing artificial flowers.  
It’s an okay existence, she says, but her 
real happiness comes in the springtime, 
when the sun warms the earth and she 
can smell the perfume of real flowers.   
(Listen to how Puccini has the 
orchestra swell to pluck at your 
emotions as she sings those words, 
evoking thoughts of young love.) 

After a brief exchange with his friends 
who are calling to him from downstairs, 
Rodolfo and Mimi decide to join them 
and sing the closing duet of the act. In 
Italian, it is  “O suava fanciulla” (O gentle 
young maid).  The couple, already in 
love, walk arm-in-arm out and down the 
stairs to join the others.  As they leave, 
we hear the young lovers exchanging 
their first fervent vows in a way only 
opera can provide. And, if you’re like 
me, you’re already choked up.


ACT TWO 
In this brief act (less than twenty 
minutes) we are treated to one of 
Puccini’s great scenas.  Since it’s 
Christmas Eve, a host of townspeople 
are celebrating in the village square.  
Amidst the hubbub and humor we see 
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a subtext that cements the bond 
between the lovers, when Rodolfo 
purchases a blue beret for Mimi.  Puccini 
uses it well in Act Three, and with even 
greater effect in the last act, when he 
uses it to tear our hearts out as Mimi 
dies before our eyes. 

Our players settle at a Cafe Momus table 
and exchange good-natured banter.  
Then we meet the other starring soprano 
role in the opera Musetta, Nicole Cabell, 
a champion flirt, and Marcello’s true love 
for some time.  While they have fought 
many ferocious battles of words and 
parted many times before, she loves him 
as much as he loves her.  But she’s not 
willing to settle for the poverty he offers.  
She comes to the Café Momus with her 
latest sugar daddy, Alcindoro, also sung 
by Tiziano Bracci.  As they enter, she 
sees Marcello and at once initiates a 
sensational display that is intended for 
Marcello’s ears and is  capped off with 
her aria known as “Musetta’s Waltz”, ”
Quando menvo soletta per la via” 
(whenever I walk down the street).  In this 
show-stopper, she brags that when she 
is in public, her beauty invariably attracts 
everyone’s attention.  While this is an 
ego trip for her, she really intends to 
goad poor Marcello into a fit of jealousy.  
And boy does she succeed!   As he 
struggles to keep from rising to her bait, 
one of his lines is ‘tie me to the bench’.  
But to no avail. 

The four young men and women leave 
the Momus in a decidedly happy mood.  
Rodolfo and Mimi are elated in their new-
found love, and Musetta and Marcello 
delight in being re-united again.  And 
what of the silly, rich, old man whom 
we’ve seen Musetta treat like a lap dog?  

She sticks him with everybody’s check! 
And the brass band blares away to add 
to the tumult.


ACT THREE 
It’s winter time, a year has passed, and 
Mimi’s cough is noticeably worse. We are 
near a saloon where Marcello and 
Musetta are working.  Mimi has come to 
speak to Marcello but she fears Rodolfo 
may be inside and she doesn’t want him 
to know she is there.  She asks a 
stranger to quietly ask Marcello to come 
out to see her.  When he appears, she 
pours out a pitiable tale of how difficult 
living with Rodolfo has become because 
of Rodolfo’s unfounded jealousy. They’ve 
tried separating several times.  Each time 
they get back together their incessant 
quarreling resumes.  Last night, he left 
again and has not returned.  

Marcello confirms that Rodolfo is even 
now sleeping on a bench inside.  He 
suggests that it might be best if they 
tried an ‘open marriage’ arrangement 
such as he and Musetta have, but Mimi 
is unwilling to do that.  He goes inside to 
fetch Rodolfo, while Mimi hides, wanting 
to overhear their discussion.

The two men come outside and Marcello 
speaks plainly telling him he has not 
treated Mimi well.  Rodolfo says that 
Mimi is always flirting and he can’t stand 
it. Marcello is dubious.  So, unaware that 
Mimi is listening, Rodolfo finally says the 
real problem is that Mimi is terribly sick, 
and living with him in his cold, and drafty 
room is obviously making her condition 
worse. Having no money, he hopes his 
leaving her will make her find a more 
suitable living arrangement.

Mimi is shocked by Rodolfo’s words. 
Then she coughs, revealing her presence, 
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and Rodolfo is horrified to learn that he 
has blurted out the truth to the woman 
whom he loves so desperately. Tearfully, 
he takes her in his arms.  

As the lovers embrace, Marcello hears 
Musetta’s laugh coming from inside the 
tavern and his jealousy takes hold.  Angrily, 
he rushes back inside to upbraid her.  Now 
alone, Mimi and Rodolfo sing another tear-
jerker of a duet in which she says she 
intends to leave and asks him to gather up 
her meager belongings including the blue 
beret. But, recalling their happy times 
together rekindles their love, so they agree 
to stay together until spring.

Here Puccini displays his gift for 
stagecraft:  Marcello and Musetta 
emerge from the inn and we are treated 
to a four-way ensemble, with the two 
couples singing separately. As Marcello 
and Musetta continue their quarrel, their 
bickering serves as counter-point to 
Rodolfo’s and Mimi’s repeated, rapturous 
expressions of their love.   Marcello and 
Musetta leave, all the while hurling insults 
and cutting remarks at each other while 
the lovers, oblivious to that boisterous 
by-play, lovingly walk away.


ACT FOUR 
We’re at the final heart-breaking 
conclusion to our tragic story.  Some 
months have passed, and we’re back in 
the bachelor pad with Rodolfo and 
Marcello, again on stage alone.  Each 
knows his girl has been consorting with 
other, richer men, and while feigning 
disinterest, their comments makes it 
clear that each desperately misses his 
sweetheart.  They sing a charming duet 
while examining a memento of his love. 
Marcello has a ribbon of Musetta’s and 
Rodolfo has the blue beret.   


When the other two men arrive, Puccini 
again has the four of them engaged in 
youthful comedic antics, this time with 
mock ballroom dancing and faux dueling.  
Having established an ambiance of light-
hearted gaiety, the mood is starkly 
interrupted.  Musetta bursts in, clearly 
upset.  She has brought Mimi back, 
desperately ill, to the place where she 
and Rodolfo had had their happiest 
times.  She is too weak to climb the 
stairs; Rodolfo goes to help her.  

The men prepare a bed for Mimi.  
Rodolfo returns, supporting Mimi who is 
hardly able to stand.  He lovingly helps 
her to the bed.  There is a brief, unreal 
aura of happiness as the lovers 
reminisce, but everyone senses that this 
is Mimi’s final illness.  Everyone tries to 
think of some way to help Mimi. But, 
they have no money.  Musetta, having 
heard Mimi complain that her hands are 
cold, removes her earrings and tells 
Marcello to pawn them for money to buy 
medicine, and to call a doctor. Musetta 
decides to go with Marcello so she can 
buy a pair of gloves for Mimi.

Colline decides to pawn his overcoat and 
sings a brief but moving aria to say 
farewell to it, his old friend that has kept 
him warm over many winters.  
Schaunard has nothing to pawn, but at 
Colline’s suggestion, he gives the only 
gift he has to give: he leaves so the 
lovers can be alone.     

Once alone, they sing a bittersweet duet 
in which they recall precious moments 
from the past.  “Am I still beautiful?”, she 
asks (knowing that she’s not, but needing 
a kind word from him).  He compares her 
to a beautiful sunrise.  She retorts that he, 
the poet, has used the wrong metaphor: it 
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should have been a sunset.  

His heart breaking, he begs her to not 
talk but to conserve her strength, and at 
last she consents to ‘be good’, and lies 
back down. The others return, one by 
one.  Schaunard is first, then Colline, 
who has brought a bottle of medicine 
and says he has notified the doctor  (who 
will not be needed).   Musetta enters with 
Marcello, bringing a pair of gloves to 
warm Mimi’s perpetually cold hands. 

The orchestra briefly reprises themes 
from the love duets until, with a simple 
gesture from Mimi and a single dissonant 
chord from the horns, we realize that she 
has quietly died.  Everyone recognizes it; 
only Rodolfo remains unaware. As the 
orchestra falls silent for a brief moment, 
he turns to sees everyone standing 
silently in obvious grief and helplessness; 
now he knows and with a series of heart-
rending cries to “Mimi,” he holds her as 
the opera ends.  

Now, most likely reaching for a 
handkerchief, if anyone didn’t know 
already, they know now why La Boheme 
is one of opera’s most beloved and most 
frequently produced operas all over the 
world.

Gene suggested this might have been an 
effort to use the feature film genre to 
reach and build the general public 
audience for opera.  Anyway, its receipts 
(lifetime, gross) have been listed as 
$54,464,000 domestically and 
$87,990,000 elsewhere.


Runtime: 115 minutes   •   Filmed in 
Austria  •  DVD released US 2009 by 

KULTUR VIDEO • MPAA not rated • ASIN: 
B002Q9MZF6 

Riderwood Opera Theater  
presents both recorded and live performances of 
and about opera.  Live concerts are Purple Lady 
Productions; recordings are shown as Encore 
Opera.  
Residents are invited to join and work with Opera 
Theater’s members: Mike Beard, Paula Cook, Joe 
Davidson, Judith Dighe, Trudy Downs, Betty 
Dunkins, Sallie Holder, David Knutson, Sally 
Koenig, Joan Kugler, Gene Martin, Sally Porter, 
Steve Schwartz, Leah Solat, Mary Ann Stroker, 
Millie Trimble, and Ken Welliver. Our new members’ 
names will soon be added to this list; really, they 
will. 
Encore Opera Notes is published every 
week,  for the opera community at Riderwood 
and distributed without charge by Leah Solat, 
Mary Ann Stroker, and Judith Dighe to the 
cubbies of residents without email. It is edited 
and printed by Gene Martin
For a free subscription send your name 
and (cubby) address to Leah Solat, PV 
409 or email:   

genemartin36@gmail.com  
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