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Welcome to Pacific Opera Victoria! 
 
This Study Guide and the attached Activity Guide have been created primarily to assist teachers in 
preparing students for their visit to the opera.  It is our hope that teachers will be able to add this to the 
existing curriculum in order to expand students’ understanding of opera, literature, history, and the fine 
arts.  

Materials in the Study Guide may be copied and distributed to students. Some students may wish to go 
over the information at home if there is not enough time to discuss in class. The opera experience can be 
made more meaningful and enjoyable when students have the opportunity to learn about the opera before 
they attend the performance. 

Please visit http://www.pov.bc.ca to download this study guide or to find more information  about the 
opera including musical selections from POV’s Best of YouTube and artist biographies. POV Study Guides for 
other operas are also available for download. 
 
Teachers: Your comments and suggestions would be greatly appreciated. Please take a few minutes to fill 
out the questionnaire at the end of this study guide. 
 
Please Note: The Dress Rehearsal is the last opportunity the singers will have on stage to work with the 
orchestra before Opening Night. Since vocal demands are so great on opera singers, some singers choose 
not to sing in full voice during the Dress Rehearsal in order to preserve their voice for opening night. 
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La Bohème 
 

Music by Giacomo Puccini 
Libretto by Luigi Illica and Giuseppe Giacosa 

First Performance February 1, 1896, Teatro Regio, Turin 
 

Dress Rehearsal, Tuesday, February 15, 2011, 7:30 pm 
Performances: February 17, 22, 24, 26, 28 2011, 8 pm; February 19, 3 pm 

The Royal Theatre, Victoria, BC 
 

Sung in Italian, with English Surtitles 
The performance is approximately 2 hours 15 minutes, with one intermission. 

 

Cast and Creative Team 
Cast in order of vocal appearance 

 

Marcello, a painter Alexander Dobson 
Rodolfo, a poet Luc Robert 
Colline, a philosopher Giles Tomkins 
Schaunard, a musician Alexandre Sylvestre 
Benoît, a landlord Doug MacNaughton 
Mimi, a seamstress Rhoslyn Jones 
Prune Seller  Christopher Hinz  
Parpignol, a toyseller  Matthew Johnson  
Boy Khalil Tuff 
Alcindoro, an elderly admirer of Musetta Doug MacNaughton 
Musetta, a flirtatious singer Marianne Fiset 
Guard Alex Granat 
Custom House Officer  Christopher Mackie  
 

Students, working girls, townsfolk, shopkeepers, street-vendors, soldiers, waiters, children 

Conductor Timothy Vernon 
Director Michael Shamata 
Set and Costume Designer John Ferguson 
Lighting Designer Alan Brodie 
Choreographer Jacques Lemay 
Resident Stage Manager Sandy Halliday 
Assistant Stage Managers Steve Barker, Nicole Olszewski 
Principal Coach Robert Holliston 
Chorus Master Giuseppe Pietraroia 
Victoria Children’s Choir Director Madeleine Humer 
Assistant Accompanist Kim Cousineau 
 

With the Victoria Symphony, the POV Chorus, and members of the Victoria Children’s Choir  

PRODUCTION PATRON       

DAVID H. FLAHERTY     
 

BC SPIRIT INITIATIVES:  ADDITIONAL 
PERFORMANCE & FREE PREVIEWS 

PRODUCTION SPONSORS 
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Original 1896 poster for La Bohème by 
Adolfo Hohenstein 

The Story 
Act 1: On Christmas Eve, in their freezing Parisian garret, 
Marcello, a painter, and Rodolfo, a poet, burn one of 
Rodolfo’s scripts to keep warm. Their roommates Colline, a 
philosopher, and Schaunard, a musician, arrive.  Schaunard 
has made some money and brings provisions and cash. 
When Benoît, the landlord, arrives to collect the rent, they 
trick him into confessing his love affairs, then push him out 
in mock indignation.  The friends leave to celebrate.  Rodolfo 
stays behind to finish an article.  A neighbour, Mimi, knocks 
at the door, looking for a light for her candle.  They talk of 
life and art and fall in love.  

 

Act 2: In the Latin Quarter, crowds jostle and bustle.  
Rodolfo introduces Mimi to his friends at the Café Momus.  
Marcello's old girlfriend, Musetta, arrives with her wealthy 
admirer, Alcindoro. She wants Marcello back, entices him, 
and sends Alcindoro off to buy her a new shoe. Marcello and 
Musetta embrace. When the bill arrives, everyone slips 
away, leaving Alcindoro to pay for all of them. 

 

Intermission 

 

Act 3: A couple of months later, Mimi, now quite ill, seeks out Marcello at a tavern where he and 
Musetta now live.  Rodolfo has left her and is staying at Marcello’s. When Rodolfo comes out, 
Mimi hides. Rodolfo tells Marcello that he left Mimi because she is a flirt, but finally admits that he 
is terrified by her illness and too poor to help her. Mimi’s coughing gives her away, and she and 
Rodolfo agree to separate, but then decide to stay together till spring. Meanwhile Marcello and 
Musetta quarrel fiercely. 

 

Act 4: Some months later, Marcello and Rodolfo are pining for their lost loves, who have found 
rich new admirers. Schaunard and Colline arrive with food, followed by Musetta, who has found 
Mimi wandering the streets, deathly ill and pleading to see Rodolfo once more. They bring her in, 
settle her, and go off to pawn various items to buy medicine. Left alone, Rodolfo and Mimi 
reminisce. The others return, and Mimi quietly dies.  
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Background of the Opera 
Although today it is one of the most popular operas of all time, La Bohème got off to a shaky start. When it 
made its world premiere at Turin’s Teatro Regio on February 1, 1896, under the baton of the very young 
Arturo Toscanini, the audience, though warm, was not delirious as they had been over Puccini’s previous 
opera, the mega-hit Manon Lescaut  –  an opera that today is far less well known than La Bohème. 

Puccini recalled how deeply hurt he was by the reviews of his new opera: I, who put into Bohème all my 
soul and love it boundlessly and love its creatures more than I can say, returned to my hotel completely 
heartbroken. I passed a most miserable night. And in the morning I was greeted with the spiteful salute of 
the critics. 

The Gazzetta del Popolo scolded: 

We wonder what could have started Puccini toward the degradation of this Bohème. The question is a 
severe one, and we do not ask it without a pang, we who applauded and are still applauding Manon, 
which revealed a composer who could combine masterly orchestration with an Italian feeling. You are 
young and strong, Puccini; you have talent, culture, and imagination such as few possess ... For the 
future, turn back to the great and difficult battles of art. 

Carlo Bersezio of La Stampa lectured in words that live on as a notorious example of a critic getting it 
completely wrong:   

Just as La Bohème makes little impression on the hearts of its audience, it will leave no great mark on 
the history of Italian opera; and it would be a good thing if the composer, considering it a momentary 
error, will return to his proper path, persuading himself that this has been a brief detour in the road of 
art.  

La Bohème came out of an Italian operatic style called Verismo (Italian for realism), which was in vogue in 
the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Instead of telling stories of gods and heroes, Verismo was 
distinguished by naturalistic depictions of everyday life, particularly among the lower classes, and usually 
involved violent passion and crime; typical Verismo operas are Leoncavallo’s Pagliacci (jealous actor kills his 
wife and her lover) Mascagni's Cavalleria Rusticana (jealous teamster kills his wife’s lover); and Puccini’s 
Tosca (all the main characters – police chief, politician, painter and singer – are killed or commit suicide) 

In some ways Boheme is more verismo than verismo – it leaves out the sensationalism, melodrama, and 
crimes of passion found in standard verismo operas, but leaves the realism of insignificant people living real 
lives. It has been said that La Bohème is about those who cannot afford to live operatically. 

The origin of the story is Henri Murger’s semi-autobiographical sketchbook of life in the Latin Quarter of 
Paris Scènes de la vie de Bohème . Puccini poured into it some of his own memories of student days in 
Milan, when he shared a room with a baker's son named Pietro Mascagni (later the composer of Cavalleria 
Rusticana), and they pooled their pennies to buy the score of Parsifal, cooked beans in the only pot 
available – their washbasin -- and marked a city map with areas to avoid because they might run into 
creditors.  
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The Music 
The music of La Bohème  is completely irresistible, whether we are discovering it for the first time, or 
coming back to it after uncounted times of hearing it. 
By the time the first act ends with that string of glorious love songs: Rodolfo’s Che gelida manina  (What a 
cold little hand), Mimi's Sì, mi chiamano Mimì (Yes, they call me Mimi), and the rapturous duet O soave 
fanciulla (Oh gentle maiden),  one would think that surely the composer has shot his bolt. There cannot 
possibly be room for any more musical wonder in this opera.  
But there is so much more: the exuberant kaleidoscope of the second act café scene, Musetta’s provocative 
waltz, Quando me n’vò (When I go along), the wintry radiance and looming tragedy of act 3, the poignant 
simplicity of Mimi’s gentle farewell Addio, senza rancore (Goodbye, no hard feelings), Colline’s funereal ode 
to his old coat as he goes to pawn it (Vecchia zimarra), and the haunting echoes of those first love themes. 
Here are a few of the most memorable musical selections from La Bohème. You can watch these on POV’s 
website at http://www.pov.bc.ca/boheme-music.html . 

Rodolfo and Mimi (Act 1) Che gelida manina 

The first meeting of the young lovers takes place when Mimi knocks on Rodolfo's door to ask for a match to 
light her candle. Rodolfo is quickly enchanted by his neighbour, and he surreptitiously pockets her key in 
order to prolong their chat.  

Che gelida manina, se la lasci riscaldar. 
How cold your little hand is! Let me warm it for you. ...  

I'll tell you who and what I am... I'm a poet ...  
In my carefree poverty I squander rhymes and love songs like a lord. 
When it comes to dreams and visions and castles in the air, 
I've the soul of a millionaire. 
From time to time two thieves steal all the jewels out of my safe, two pretty eyes. 
They came in with you just now, and my ... dreams, melted at once into thin air! 

Rodolfo and Mimi (Act 1) O Soave Fanciulla 
This is THE music of La Bohème – Rodolfo and Mimi's great love duet. 

Oh! lovely girl! Oh, sweet face bathed in the soft moonlight.  
I see in you the dream I'd dream forever!  

This theme recurs several times in the opera, most poignantly in the last act as Mimi is dying. But here, 
when we first hear it, it expresses only exultation in the discovery of true love. 

Musetta's Waltz Quando me'n vo 
In provocative contrast to the love between Rodolfo and Mimi is the stormy relationship between Musetta 
and Marcello, epitomized in this scene. As she dines with her new lover, Alcindoro, Musetta does 
everything she can to capture the jealous attention of her old lover, Marcello. It works, and as soon as she 
is able to get rid of Alcindoro, the two reconcile.  

When I walk out alone along the street,  People stop and stare at me  
And everyone looks at my beauty, Looks at me, From head to foot. 

The music of La Bohème beguiles us with its jollity, illuminates the commonplace moments of daily life, and 
sweeps us away with its passion. It sparkles with humour and charm, pours out lush, sumptuous melodies, 
and is by turns merry, tender, desperate, haunting, and unforgettably beautiful. 

 

http://www.pov.bc.ca/boheme-music.html�
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Giacomo Puccini 

Giacomo Puccini: His Life and His Operas 
Shortly before he died, Giacomo Antonio Domenico Michele Secondo Maria Puccini wrote to a friend: 
"Almighty God touched me with his little finger and said to me: 'Write for the theatre. Remember, only for 
the theatre.' And I have obeyed that supreme commandment". Having accepted divine will, Puccini 
composed some of the most popular operas ever written, earned a few millions, gambled most of the money 
away at the poker table, satisfied his appetite for loose women, boats and fast cars and, most of all, 
exterminated the population of wild geese around his villa at Torre del Lago. 

This in a nutshell is the life of Puccini, who defined himself as "a mighty hunter of wild birds, opera librettos 
and beautiful women", and who said "Just think! If I hadn't happened to take up music I would never have 
managed to do anything in this world!" 

Opera Italiana 

Puccini’s Youth 
Giacomo Antonio Domenico Michele Secondo Maria Puccini was born 
in the Tuscan town of Lucca on December 22, 1858, the fifth child and 
first son of Michele and Albina Puccini.  He was named in honour of 
several of his ancestors, who had been distinguished musicians and 
composers, each of them holding the posts of organist of the 
Cathedral of San Martino and Maestro di Cappella of the Republic of 
Lucca, and each a respected composer. The Puccini musical dynasty 
began with young Giacomo’s great great grandfather, another 
Giacomo Puccini (1712 to 1781), and was carried on by his son, 
Antonio Benedetto Maria Puccini (1747 to 1832), his son, Domenico 
Vincenzo Maria Puccini (1772 to 1815), and his son, Michele (1813 to 
1864), young Giacomo’s father.  

When young Giacomo was still a child, his father Michele died, leaving 
behind his pregnant 34-year-old wife Albina and seven children from 
16 months to 12 years of age. In a striking example of job security, 
two of Michele’s positions (choirmaster and organist at the Church of 
San Martino and teacher at the Collegio Ponziano) were reserved for 
his son and heir, six-year-old Giacomo. It was fully expected that 
Giacomo would follow in his father’s footsteps.  Mamma Puccini 
struggled to raise and educate all of her children, in particular young Giacomo. Although he was destined to 
be a musician, Mamma wanted him to have a good basic education first; she would say sagely, puro musico, 
puro asino (pure musician, pure jackass).  However, young Giacomo was an inattentive student. One of his 
teachers reported, He comes to school only to wear out the seat of his pants. It took him five years to scrape 
through the four-year elementary school curriculum. 

He began his music studies with his mother’s brother, Fortunato Magi, a stern and forbidding man, who, 
not without reason, considered the young scamp lazy, disrespectful, and untalented. Albina Puccini soon 
found a new teacher, Carlo Angeloni, who taught harmony and composition at the Istituto Musicale Pacini. 
Angeloni had been a student of Michele Puccini's, was a composer himself, and loved opera. Angeloni also 
introduced young Giacomo to what would be a life-long hobby for him –hunting. The two established quite 
a rapport, both musically and on the local waterfowl marshes.  

By the age of 14 Giacomo was earning a bit of money playing organ in a number of the town's churches. He 
would shock the congregations by slipping folksongs and hits from the latest operas (such as Verdi’s 
Rigoletto) into his improvisations. He had other ways of using his musical talent to earn income. He took on 
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a pupil. He played piano in the local taverns, nearby resorts, and, it was rumoured, a brothel. He stole organ 
pipes and sold them to support his smoking habit – playing around the notes of the missing pipes in order 
to hide the theft.  

Puccini was familiar with opera; his composer ancestors had all written operas; his teacher composed 
operas and introduced him to the works of Verdi. Then in 1876 he and some friends walked over a dozen 
miles to Pisa to see the first local production of Verdi’s Aïda. He was so blown away by the performance 
that he decided to take up writing operas. Many years later he said, When I heard Aïda in Pisa, I felt that a 
musical window had opened for me.  

He continued his musical studies in Lucca, composing mostly church music, until in 1880, with the help of a 
loan from his mother’s cousin Nicolao Cerù and a bursary from Queen Margherita of Italy, he was able to 
move to Milan, the cultural capital of Italy, to study composition at the Milan Conservatory of Music. One of 
his teachers was the highly regarded Italian violinist and composer Antonio Bazzini, whose only opera 
Turanda,  had flopped at Milan’s La Scala opera house in 1867. Turanda  was based on a play by Carlo Gozzi, 
which would later inspire Puccini’s last opera, Turandot. Another professor, who became Puccini’s mentor, 
was Amilcare Ponchielli, best known as the composer of the opera La Gioconda.  

During his three years at the Milan Conservatory, Puccini lived the life of a student, continually broke, 
asking Mamma for money and good olive oil, eluding creditors, outwitting landlords, going to the opera,  – 
in short, living an impoverished artistic life not unlike that evoked in his later opera  La Bohème. 

His roommates included his younger brother Michele and the young Pietro Mascagni, who would make his 
name as a composer of 15 operas, the best known being Cavalleria rusticana. Puccini and Mascagni were to 
remain friends  and rivals for many years; their wives did little to help the friendship. In 1921 Puccini’s wife 
Elvira would be so outraged by a rumour that Mascagni would be appointed a senator before her far more 
deserving husband that she threatened to renounce her Italian citizenship and emigrate.  

Puccini’s Early Operas 
In 1883, with the encouragement of Ponchielli, who even found him a librettist, Puccini entered a 
competition for a one-act opera. The opera, Le Villi, was based on the legend of the Willis, the ghosts of 
girls who, having died of broken hearts, exact revenge on their faithless lovers by forcing them to dance 
until they die of exhaustion. Perhaps the most famous retelling of this legend was the 1841 ballet Giselle. 

Le Villi not only did not win the competition, it wasn’t even given an honourable mention, although 
Ponchielli himself was one of the judges. It has been suggested that Puccini’s score, which he submitted 
right at the deadline, was so illegible the judges didn’t consider it.  

However, Puccini’s librettist, Ferdinando Fontana, put great effort into getting the opera performed and 
was able to secure the support of Arrigo Boito, an influential critic, composer of the opera Mefistofele, and 
the librettist for La Gioconda and later for Verdi’s final operas, Otello and Falstaff. Boito helped collect 
enough money to stage Le Villi at the Teatro dal Verne, Milan on May 31, 1884, to an enthusiastic reception 
from audience and critics alike.  

Marco Sala wrote in L’Italia, Puccini’s opera is, in our opinion, a small, precious masterpiece from beginning 
to end. Antonio Gramolo of  Il corriere della sera concurred:  

The virtues we encounter in Le Villi reveal in Puccini an imagination singularly inclined to melody. In his 
music there is freshness of fantasy, there are phrases that touch the heart because they must have come 
from the heart, and there is craftsmanship so elegant and refined that from time to time we seem to 
have before us not a young student but a Bizet or a Massenet … In short we believe that in Puccini we 
may have the composer for whom Italy has been waiting for a long time. 
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Giulio Ricordi 

And, from Filippo Filippi of  La Perseveranza came this: Puccini reaches the stars … Poor competition panel, 
that threw the opera into a corner like a rag! 

Even Verdi took notice. The grand old man of Italian Opera, then in his 70s, wrote to a friend,  

I have heard the composer Puccini well spoken of. … He follows modern trends, which is natural, but 
remains attached to melody, which is above passing fashion. 

Puccini also came to the attention of Giulio Ricordi, head of the powerful publishing 
house Casa Ricordi. Ricordi published the score and within days of the premiere 
offered Puccini a contract to expand Le Villi to two acts and to write a second opera, 
which would premiere at Milan’s great opera house, La Scala. This contract meant 
Puccini now had a small but regular income. More important, it was the beginning 
of a lifelong association. Ricordi became Puccini’s publisher – and far more. He 
acted as Puccini’s business manager, his mentor, his father-figure and friend; he 
weighed in with advice and encouragement and helped resolve the multiple 
disputes between Puccini and his librettists. 

In the summer of 1884 Puccini’s mother, who had been the bedrock of his life, died 
after a long illness.  

Around that time, Puccini had fallen in love with a certain Elvira Gemignani, a married woman and the 
mother of two children. Elvira left her husband and moved in with Puccini, creating a major scandal in Lucca 
and among Puccini’s family and adding to his financial pressures for, despite the small income from Ricordi, 
he was not well off. Elvira brought with her the elder of her two children, her daughter Fosca. In 1886 Elvira 
gave birth to Giacomo’s son, Antonio. The couple was not married until 1904, after the death of Elvira's first 
husband. 

Theirs was a tumultuous relationship, as stormy as any opera plot. Puccini was not a model husband; over 
the years he had countless affairs with other women. He called himself a mighty hunter of wild fowl, 
operatic librettos and attractive women. Elvira was uninterested in the arts, didn’t enjoy Puccini’s hunting 
and card-playing friends, and grew less beautiful and more jealous and suspicious over the years. She 
eavesdropped on Giacomo, went through his clothes, checked his mail. She even resorted to hunger strikes 
and to physical attacks on Giacomo and at least one of the women with whom he was involved.  

Puccini's second opera, Edgar, was poorly received at its 1889 premiere at La Scala. Subsequent revisions 
did not make it the success that Puccini, Ricordi (and Ricordi’s shareholders) had hoped. Ricordi continued 
to support Puccini and blamed much of the failure of Edgar on the libretto by Fontana. Ricordi stood up 
against the demands of his shareholders that Puccini’s retainer be dropped, and he encouraged Puccini to 
write another opera.  

Despite the modest allowance from Ricordi, which was an advance against future royalties, Puccini was 
barely scraping by, especially now that he was supporting Elvira, her daughter, and their son Antonio. He 
was also frequently ill and still in debt to Nicolao Cerù, who was asking for repayment of the loan he had 
given Puccini for his studies in Milan. 

In 1890 Puccini wrote in desperation to his younger brother, Michele, who had moved to Argentina:  If you 
can find work for me, I will come there. … And send me some money. … I have few hopes here.   

In a later letter to Michele he said, With disaster right around the corner, it’s a miracle if I can get to the end 
of the month. … And in September I have to move. …They have thrown me out of here for playing the piano 
at night. … If you are doing well where you are, I will come there too.  

In the end he did not go. Michele died of yellow fever in Rio de Janeiro in 1891. 
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Meanwhile, with Ricordi’s encouragement and expert stick-handling of a succession of librettists, work 
proceeded on Puccini’s next opera, Manon Lescaut. As the premiere approached, Puccini, now 34, knew 
this opera was probably his last chance to be successful and to escape the poverty in which he was living. If 
Manon Lescaut  failed, he would have to go back to making a living as what he called a third-rate organist. 

Manon Lescaut: Puccini’s First Hit 
During the three years it took him to write Manon Lescaut, Puccini went through librettist after librettist. 
The task of writing the libretto involved some seven people, including the composer himself and his 
publisher Giulio Ricordi. The librettists included Ruggero Leoncavallo, who would soon make his name as 
the composer and librettist of Pagliacci  and who would feud with Puccini over the right to compose La 
Bohème.  Puccini was not satisfied with Leoncavallo’s efforts on Manon Lescaut, and decided to ask the well 
known playwright Marco Praga to take on the libretto for Manon Lescaut.  

Praga brought in a friend Domenico Oliva, but Puccini demanded so many changes that Praga withrew. 
Oliva hung on a little longer, but eventually, he too wearied of Puccini’s frequent demands for changes.  

Now Giulio Ricordi recommended the poet and playwright Giuseppe Giacosa, and Giacosa called in a more 
experienced librettist, Luigi Illica, for additional help.  Together they reworked the libretto, and, with 
contributions from Leoncavallo and Ricordi – not to mention Puccini himself – the work was finally 
completed.  

With so many hands in the final libretto of Manon Lescaut, the decision was made to put no one’s name on 
the final score except that of the composer.  

Giacosa, Illica, and Puccini went on to form what has been called the most successful composer/librettist 
team of Puccini's career. Ricordi called them the Trinity. Illica and Giacosa worked on three of Puccini’s 
subsequent operas, La Bohème, Tosca, and Madama Butterfly. This is not to say that Illica and Giacosa 
didn’t find Puccini as maddening to work with as Praga and Oliva had. They were frequently at loggerheads 
with Puccini, and Ricordi often had to act as peacemaker.  

Manon Lescaut had its first performance on February 1, 1893, at the Teatro Regio, in Turin. It was an 
enormous hit, and the reviews were enthusiastic.  

In the Gazzetta Piemontese Giuseppe Depanis wrote approvingly of  

the robust opera of a young Italian maestro, one who has done honour to his name and to his country. 
Art has no boundaries, to be sure. None the less, national pride is legitimate: Last night was a good 
night for art and for Italy.  

Manon Lescaut quickly traveled throughout Italy and beyond. By the end of 1893 it had been seen in 
Buenos Aires, Rio de Janeiro, St. Petersburg, Madrid, and Hamburg. The following year saw productions in 
Lisbon, Budapest, Prague, Montevideo, Philadelphia, and Mexico.  

The opera made Puccini’s reputation, and he went on to fulfill its promise with a series of masterpieces that 
are among the most enduring in the repertoire. 

 

The Successful Composer 
The stupendous success of Manon Lescaut meant Puccini could begin to live well. He could travel. He could 
buy the house he had rented in Torre del Lago since 1891. He was also able to buy back the house in which 
he was born, a sentimental gesture only, as he did not live there. 

Meanwhile there was the question of Puccini’s next opera.  
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Luigi Illica 
 

Giuseppe Giacosa 

Shortly before the premiere of Manon Lescaut, Puccini began considering an opera based on the story 
Scènes de la vie de Bohème by Henry Murger.  The fact that this idea was ever transformed into the great 
opera La Bohème is a minor miracle, given the personalities of its creators, gadfly Puccini, and frustrated 
librettists Illica and Giacosa, not to mention a very public spat between Puccini and his old friend and rival 
Leoncavallo over the rights to the opera.  

In March, 1893, Puccini and Ruggero Leoncavallo, who had helped with the libretto of Manon Lescaut, met 
in a café. Puccini stunned Leoncavallo by announcing that he was writing La Bohème. But Leoncavallo was 
also composing a La Bohème, using the very libretto he had offered Puccini on a previous occasion — which 
Puccini had turned down at the time! They quarrelled. Each went to the press to proclaim his moral 
superiority, and the race was on.  

The two La Bohèmes eventually premiered in successive years (Puccini’s first, in 
1896). Although Leoncavallo’s version was quite well received, it was eventually 
overshadowed by the enormous success of Puccini’s work.  

Despite the rivalry with Leoncavallo, Puccini took quite a while to get down to 
serious work on La Bohème.  He started in early 1893, but quickly turned his 
attention to the excitement of buying a bicycle, which he named Mary, and to the 
challenges of learning to ride. Hunting season was also a distraction.  Puccini’s 
publisher, Giulio Ricordi wrote: Puccini, Let not your passion for birds seduce you 
away from music. Therefore, an eye on the gunsight, but your thoughts on 
Bohème! 

In August 1893 Puccini invited librettist Luigi Illica to join him at his home, assuring 
him that he really was working on La Bohème; however, his charming invitation 
focused more on the delights of country life: 

I am struggling with our characters. I am working, and having a good time. I’m 
killing vast numbers of birds while I wait to leave for Brescia, where [the soprano, 
Emma] Zilli will amaze everyone with her verve … and kill off Manon before her 
time! … In my house there are soft beds, chickens, geese, ducks, lambs, fleas, 
tables, chairs, guns, paintings, statues, shoes, velocipedes, pianos, sewing 
machines, clocks, a map of Paris, good oil, fish, three different qualities of wine (we 
don’t drink water), cigars, hammocks, wife [not strictly accurate: Puccini and Elvira  
would not marry for 20 more years], children, dogs, cats, rum, coffee, different 
kinds of pasta, a can of rotten sardines, peaches, figs, two outhouses, a eucalyptus, 
a well in the house, a broom, all for you (except the wife). Come.Puccini was also 
busy travelling to oversee various productions of Manon Lescaut and working on 
an opera called La Lupa, which he eventually abandoned. His mercurial flitting 
from project to project maddened both Ricordi (for whom time was money) and his hapless librettists. 

The librettists, Luigi Illica and Giuseppe Giacosa, were the dream team brought in by Ricordi to rescue 
Puccini’s first great hit Manon Lescaut, after Puccini had torn through three other librettists. Although 
Giacosa, Illica, and Puccini were the most successful composer/librettist team of Puccini's career, their 
relationship was stormy, for Puccini was maddening to work with and impossible to satisfy. 

Much of the credit for La Bohème’s existence must go to Ricordi, that master of shuttle diplomacy, who 
soothed Puccini’s string of browbeaten librettists and refused to accept their regular resignations. 

After one of the tiffs during work on La Bohème, Ricordi wrote Puccini to say, 

[Illica is] very annoyed with you. He has almost decided to have nothing further to do with la Bohème. 
He complains of having wasted much time and effort only to find himself used, cast aside, taken up 
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Puccini in 1902 with his first car, a De Dion–Bouton.  

again and shoved away like a dog … I succeeded in making Illica go back to work … But he insists that I 
tell you that he is going on with his work solely out of regard for me!! 

At one point, Illica wrote  To work for Puccini means to go through a living hell. Not even Job could 
withstand his whims and his sudden volte-faces. I cannot keep up with his constant acrobatics.  

In fall of 1893 Giacosa  wrote Ricordi to say he was withdrawing from the project, leaving Illica to deal with 
Puccini alone; Ricordi refused to accept his resignation. 

Giacoso too found Puccini a bear to work for, writing to Ricordi in June 1895:  

I’m tired to death of this constant reworking, touching up, adding, correcting, cutting, pasting together 
again, pumping it up on the right, and paring it down on the left ... I have already redone this blessed 
libretto three times, from start to finish, three times, and certain sections I have done four or five times 
... Will it really be finished? Or do I have to start again at the beginning? 

After three years of work, they did finally finish La Bohème (nearly). Puccini made a few more changes after 
the 1896 premiere! 

La Bohème is today considered one of Puccini’s best works, as well as one of the most popular and 
romantic operas ever composed. However, it was not very well received when it premiered at Turin in 
1896. Nor were the operas that followed immediately successful, although most are now among the most 
popular in the operatic repertoire.  

Puccini’s next opera, Tosca, was a subject he had been toying with since 1889, just after the premiere of 
Edgar.  Based on a play which Victorien Sardou had written in 1887 for the famous actress Sarah Bernhardt, 
Tosca  is full of sex, violence, torture, suicide, politics, and religion. It is perhaps not surprising that 
audiences liked it, while critics deplored the sexuality, violence, and brutality. 

While Puccini was in London for the Covent Garden premiere of Tosca, he saw a play called Madame 
Butterfly by American writer David Belasco. Although he understood very little of the English dialogue, he 
was moved by the plight of the geisha and the exotic atmosphere of the play and rushed backstage to beg 
for permission to use the play for his next opera. Belasco later wrote, I agreed at once and told him he could 
do anything he liked with the play, and make any sort of contract, because it was impossible to discuss 
arrangements with an impulsive Italian who has tears in his eyes and both his arms round your neck. 

Madama Butterfly premiered at La Scala in February, 1904. Despite very high hopes and Puccini’s belief 
that it was his best and most advanced opera, the first performance was a fiasco marked by hisses, catcalls, 
and rude comments from the audience. The reaction may have been engineered by jealous rivals of Puccini. 
In any event, Puccini withdrew the opera after that single performance, revised it, and unveiled the new 
version three months later in Brescia. It was a triumph. Ever since, the touching and gloriously melodic 
tragedy of the geisha who loved an American naval officer has been one of the most beloved of operas. 

While he was working on Madama Butterfly, Puccini 
was also dealing with health problems and upheavals 
in his personal life.  

He enjoyed fast cars and boats and the good life. In 
February 1903 he was in an auto accident — his 
second in less than a year. This time he nearly died. He 
had seriously injured his leg and endured a long, 
painful recovery, during the course of which he was 
also diagnosed with diabetes. At the time Puccini had 
been involved in a passionate affair with a woman 
known only as Corinna.  However, Elvira’s husband 
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died the day after Puccini’s car accident. Elvira put pressure on Puccini to dump Corinna and marry her; the 
Puccini family and Ricordi were also urging him to marry Elvira.  After Corinna threatened legal action, 
Puccini settled out of court. As part of the settlement he had to marry Elvira, and in January, 1904, Puccini 
finally married the mother of his 17-year-old son.  

Domestic bliss did not ensue. Elvira’s jealousy over the years had all too often been well founded. In 1908 
she accused Puccini of having an affair with Doria Manfredi, a servant girl who had started working for 
them after Puccini’s car crash and had lasted longer than most servants in the tempestuous Puccini 
household. Elvira fired Doria but continued to accuse and threaten her and talk insultingly to Doria’s 
mother and relatives. Eventually the girl, swearing she was innocent, committed suicide. After an autopsy 
proved her innocent, her family sued Elvira, and Elvira was sentenced to five months’ imprisonment.  After 
an appeal, Puccini and the family settled out of court. Although the Puccini marriage nearly broke up over 
this tragedy, the couple eventually reconciled – although Puccini persisted in his philandering and Elvira in 
her jealous scenes. 

Given Puccini’s health problems and the turmoil of the Doria Manfredi tragedy, it was not surprising that six 
years elapsed between Madama Butterfly and the premiere of Puccini’s next opera which was also based 
on a play by David Belasco. Puccini first saw Belasco’s The Girl of the Golden West in 1907 in New York, 
where he was attending a Puccini festival at the Metropolitan Opera. The story of miners in the California 
gold rush intrigued Puccini. Puccini’s long-time librettist, Giuseppe Giacosa, had died the previous year, and 
Puccini turned to a new librettist, Italian-American Carlo Zangarini. As was usual with Puccini’s librettos, 
work did not proceed smoothly. When Zangarini had not completed the libretto as quickly as Puccini 
wanted, he brought in a co-librettist, a young poet and journalist named Guelfo Civinini. La Fanciulla del 
West, starring Enrico Caruso, finally premiered at the Metropolitan Opera in New York in December 1910, 
with Arturo Toscanini as conductor. 

In 1912 Giulio Ricordi, who had been instrumental to Puccini’s career and profoundly important as a friend 
and professional manager, died.  Casa Ricordi was now in the hands of Tito Ricordi, who did not get along 
well with Puccini. Puccini’s next opera was published by Ricordi’s rival Sonzogno. La Rondine, the story of a 
love affair between a courtesan and a younger man, is more like a Viennese operetta than Puccini’s other 
works. Although its music is charming, it is considered one of his less successful works. 

La Rondine  was followed by a trilogy of one-act operas,  Il trittico.  The three operas are Il tabarro,  a tragic 
tale of adultery and murder, Suor Angelica, the story of a nun who has had an illegitimate child, and Gianni 
Schicchi, a comedy of fraud and young love, which has proved the most popular of the three. 

Puccini then started work on his last opera, Turandot, based on a 1762 play by Carlo Gozzi. It is the gripping 
story of a cruel Chinese princess whose suitors must answer three riddles or be put to death, of a prince 
who falls in love with her, and a slave girl who loves the prince and dies to save him.  

On  November 29, 1924, before he could finish the opera, Puccini died in Brussels of throat cancer — a 
result of a lifetime of heavy smoking.  After a large funeral in Brussels, his body was taken to Milan for a 
national funeral. Mussolini, who had become Prime Minister of Italy in 1922, announced his death in the 
Italian Parliament. Arturo Toscanini conducted the Requiem from Act 3 of Edgar.  Puccini was buried at the 
Toscanini family tomb in Milan; two years later his remains were moved to his beloved home at Torre del 
Lago. 

Turandot, considered by many his greatest opera, was completed by Franco Alfano and premiered in April, 
1926, at La Scala. At the point where Puccini’s score ended, Toscanini, the conductor, stopped the 
performance, saying, The Opera finishes here for at this point the Maestro died. It was not until the second 
performance of Turandot that the version completed by Alfano was played. 
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Puccini’s twelve operas include some of the greatest masterpieces in the repertoire. Their rich melodies, 
complex and compelling characters, and passionate emotions made them very popular – and Puccini very 
rich. He had a gift for creating works that were deeply theatrical, wondrously musical, and full of passion. 
His librettos contain painstakingly detailed stage directions, which go beyond descriptions of the setting 
and delve into the psychology of the characters. While his obsession for creating the perfect libretto and 
the perfect dramatic experience caused havoc for his librettists, the characters, particularly his heroines, 
continue to enthrall audiences. His great gift for melodic invention has also ensured his works a lasting 
place in the repertoire.  

 

Consumption: The Romanticization of a Disease 

I always look well when I’m near death.  
Greta Garbo as Marguerite Gautier in the 1936 film Camille. 

Operatic heroines tend to die: they are stabbed or they stab themselves; they take poison, throw 
themselves from ramparts or cliffs, or ride their horses into flames. Less violent, but still dramatic, is death 
by consumption – a fate shared by Violetta in La traviata (1853), Antonia in Offenbach`s The Tales of 
Hoffmann (1881) and Mimi in Puccini's La Bohème (1896). In fact La traviata and La Bohème are two of the 
three most frequently performed operas in North America, making consumption a strikingly popular reason 
for a soprano`s final aria.  

The romanticization of consumption is one of the fascinating by-ways of 19th century art and literature.  

Consumption is the old-fashioned name for the acute, active form of tuberculosis, a contagious bacterial 
disease that has plagued humans for millennia; the Greeks called it phthisis (pronounced THĪ-sis  to rhyme 
with crisis).  

In his Natural History, Pliny the Elder (AD 23 –79) recounted numerous treatments for tuberculosis:  

The cure for phthisis is effected by taking a wolf's liver boiled in thin wine; the bacon of a sow that has 
been fed upon herbs; or the flesh of a she-ass, eaten with the broth …They say too that the smoke of 
dried cow-dung … is remarkably good for phthisis … goat suet, many persons say …   melted fresh with 
honied wine … is good for cough and phthisis, care being taken to stir the mixture with a sprig of rue… 
Some writers, too, have stated that ashes of burnt swine's dung are very useful, mixed with raisin wine. 

Tuberculosis was called consumption because it seemed to consume people from within, with a bloody 
cough, fever, pallor, weight loss, and long relentless wasting. It was also known as the White Plague, and is 
believed responsible for 20% of the deaths in 17th-century London and 30% of those in 19th-century Paris.  

The contagious nature of the disease was not recognized until 30 years after Verdi wrote La traviata. In 
1882, Robert Koch discovered the bacterium that causes tuberculosis.  

Once it was realized that TB was caused by a germ and that getting close to infected people could be fatal, 
the romantic allure of the disease faded away … but not before Puccini's La Bohème  made explicit the 
connection between poverty and ill health. Tuberculosis is associated with crowded, unhealthy living 
conditions, with prisons, and with homelessness, conditions which allow easy transmission of the bacteria 
from person to person.  

However, in the early and mid 19th century, people thought the disease was hereditary or a divine 
punishment, or a sign of artistic genius, and there was a burst of romantic lore around consumption. The 
disease developed a certain cachet thanks to the prominence of some of its victims, its lingering nature, 
and the current ideals of beauty, which matched the ethereal, wasted appearance typical of someone with 
the disease. 
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In his memoirs, Alexandre Dumas, père, father of the author of La Dame aux camélias, wrote cynically,   

In 1823 and 1824 it was all the fashion to suffer from chest complaint; everybody was consumptive, 
poets especially; it was good form to spit blood after each emotion that was at all inclined to be 
sensational, and to die before reaching the age of thirty. 

Among the many illustrious victims of consumption were the novelist Robert Louis Stevenson; Thomas 
Mann, author of The Magic Mountain, a literary classic that used a sanatorium as its background; the 
Brontë sisters; the poet Elizabeth Barrett Browning; and the composer Frederic Chopin. Perhaps the most 
iconic victim of consumption was John Keats, the great romantic poet who died from TB at the age of 25. It 
was Keats who wrote  "Beauty is truth, truth beauty," - that is all Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know. 
His early death was an incalculable loss to literature and art. 

Another Romantic poet, the supremely self-indulgent Lord Byron, is reported to have said,  

How pale I look! -- I should like, I think,  to die of consumption. .. Because then the women would all say, 
‘See that poor Byron – how interesting he looks in dying!' 

In his book Verdi with a Vengeance William Berger explains that consumption  

was the most fashionable terminal illness one could get in those days, giving the victim a frail beauty 
and an aura of irresistible doom. It was the nineteenth century’s verison of “heroin chic.” 

Consumption was in many ways the AIDS of the 19th century – a wasting disease that ravaged promising 
young lives, including a generation of artists.   

During the 20th century, improved living conditions and the development of antibiotics reduced mortality 
rates and made TB far less of a threat, particularly in the prosperous western world.  However, the TB 
bacillus has continued to mutate and evolve, developing drug-resistant strains. The disease is still very 
much with us.  

In its 2008 fact sheet on TB, the World Health Organization reports that more than 2 billion people, equal to 
one-third of the world’s population, are infected with TB. There were over 9 million new active cases in 
2006, and 1.7 million people died of the disease that year. About one in ten of those infected with the TB 
bacillus eventually develop the active disease, which, if left untreated, kills more than half of its victims. 
One out of four TB deaths is now HIV related, and tuberculosis is the world's greatest infectious killer of 
women of reproductive age and the leading cause of death among people with HIV/AIDS. 
One way of trying to make sense of such tragedy is to make it into art. Making art of the ways we die, 
immortalizing the dead, is a way of giving meaning to what may seem to be senseless loss.  

The Black Death that carried off millions in Europe during the 14th century is now known to us mostly 
through art and literature – such as Boccaccio’s great story cycle The Decameron and, some say, the 
nursery chant Ring around the Rosy.  TB took its place in that tradition, with the romanticization of 
consumption and the celebration in music and literature of the beautiful young lives it destroyed. And 
exactly 100 years after Puccini`s heroine Mimi died of consumption, an adaptation of La Bohème called 
Rent brought the romantic tragedy of death by consumption into a 20th century context in which Mimi is 
dying of AIDS. 
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POV’s Production 

With La Bohème, we always have Paris – city of light and romance, mecca for artists and writers, centre of 
the bohemian life. 
 
POV's production presents La Bohème in the early 1930s, in what may be the most amazing time ever in 
Paris, the time between the wars, when expatriates and artists flooded the city, seeking that very bohemian 
life that Puccini and Murger first depicted. 
 
Paris at that time was full of names to conjure with: artists Pablo Picasso, Salvador Dali, Joan Miró, Marc 
Chagall; writers Ernest Hemingway, Henry Miller, Gertrude Stein, James Joyce, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Vladimir 
Nabokov; composers Aaron Copland and Igor Stravinsky; jazz diva Josephine Baker; guitarist Django 
Reinhardt, violinist Stephane Grappelli ... and many unknown young people who were escaping from 
somewhere or looking for something. 
 
Director Michael Shamata and designer John Ferguson are creating a production imbued with the subtle 
romance of film noir, inspired by the rain-filled, smoke-filled images of the photographer Brassaï, whose 
photos of Paris during the 1930s captured the gritty, romantic essence of the city, particularly in his 1933 
book Paris by Night.  Henry Miller called Brassaï the eye of Paris. 
 
Brassaï also photographed many of the artists who had flocked to Paris at the time, fleeing the strictures of 
their homelands, seeking the lively discussion and artistic ferment of the cafés, the jazz clubs, the 
freethinking intellectuals, the avant-garde, the kindred spirits – la vie bohème. 
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Links for Further Reading 
 
La Bohème 

Libretto of the Opera 

Italian and English: http://www.dennisalbert.com/Opera/labohemelibretto.htm 

English: http://www.opera-guide.ch/libretto.php?id=285&uilang=de&lang=en 

 

Vocal Score of the Opera 

http://www.dlib.indiana.edu/variations/scores/bhq3853/large/index.html 

 

Henri Murger’s Scènes de la vie de Bohème 

French original of the novel: http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/18446 

English translation of the novel   http://www.gutenberg.org/files/18445/18445-h/18445-h.htm 

 

Recording of Enrico Caruso singing  Io non ho che una povero stanzetta from Leoncavallo’s version 
of La Bohème 

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:La_bohème_(Leoncavallo) 

 

The Puccini Enquirer 

If Puccini’s life and operas were the subject of a supermarket tabloid like the National Enquirer, 
here’s what you might read (from Opera Colorado) 

http://www.operacolorado.org/images/General/puccini_enquirer.pdf 

 

Pacific Opera Victoria 

Discover more about the opera. Here you will find artist bios, YouTube links, the POV Newsletter, and more. 

http://www.pov.bc.ca/boheme.html 
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