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PREFACE



This guide is aimed at the ordinary opera-goer and opera-lover, usually a busy person who wants to know the essentials of the opera but has little time to grasp them.


It provides key background information to La Bohème, told engagingly by someone who knows the opera intimately.


It is light, easy to read, and entertaining. Relevant information has been carefully selected to enhance your appreciation of Puccini’s work.


It is authoritative, but not dense or academic. It is unburdened with the clutter that can easily be obtained elsewhere. It concentrates on information that it will help you to know in advance.


Read quickly before going to the opera or listening to it at home, you will get the very best out of the performance and have a truly enjoyable experience.


Opera can be a great social occasion. Being knowledgeable and well-informed, you’ll appreciate this magical art-form much more if you read this first.


I hope you enjoy the opera!


Michael Steen














USING THIS EBOOK



A very quick grasp of the opera can be gained by reading the opening section on ‘The opera and its composer’ and the ensuing ‘Who’s who and what’s what’. Further elaboration may be found in the sections entitled ‘The interval: talking points’ and ‘Act by act’.


The footnotes and boxes are an integral part of the information. The reader is encouraged to go to these by clicking on the links.
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PUCCINI’S LA BOHÈME



A SHORT GUIDE TO A GREAT OPERA



The opera and its composer


Who’s who and what’s what


The interval: talking points


Act by act



THE OPERA AND ITS COMPOSER



The image of ‘Bohemians’1, students and their grisettes living in attics in the Latin Quarter of Paris, was established around 1850 by the writer Henry Mürger2 whose series of sketches, ‘Scènes de la vie de bohème’, was based on his personal experience of bohemian life.


Mürger might have been lost to history had not Puccini half a century later transmuted him into Mimì’s lover Rodolfo. La Bohème has remained one of the most popular operas. For many theatres, it is ‘an old standby’, which has been sung by all the star tenors and sopranos of Italian opera. There is a tendency for celebrities to regard themselves as the attraction rather than the opera, but arguably that is preferable to the focus being on the production itself.


Puccini created La Bohème with immense skill and artistry, using an unlikely and quarrelsome pair of librettists: one a former sailor, the rough, republican, quick-working Luigi Illica, who produced the structure and first draft; the other, the smoother socialite, the very highly regarded poet and playwright Giuseppe Giacosa, a perfectionist who painstakingly versified and polished it.


This ‘Holy Trinity’ (as the music publisher Giulio Ricordi called them) had been involved in Puccini’s first big-hitting production, Manon Lescaut. After La Bohème, they went on to create Tosca and Madama Butterfly. Their stormy relationship was exacerbated when Illica suggested that versification was of no relevance in a libretto; Giacosa, on the other hand, was infuriated by Puccini’s endless refinements and changes as the work progressed. At one stage, Giacosa threatened to pull out of the project. Shortly thereafter, it was Illica’s turn to explode. ‘Illica should calm down,’ said Puccini. Acts 3 and 4 proved particularly intractable, and Giacosa again offered to disclaim responsibility and waive any remuneration.


Toscanini conducted the première at the Teatro Regio in Turin on 1 February 1896. This was the third anniversary of Manon Lescaut, and around seven weeks after Puccini had finished composing. The public liked the opera, but the critics were ‘decidedly hostile’ at first. The realism of the subject matter may have been too hard to swallow.
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