


La bohème  
Study Guide 
This guide contains information to help you introduce your students La bohème and opera in general. 
There are several lesson plans, all curriculum-based, which are  designed to enhance student  
appreciation of the opera.   
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2 La bohème  

Synopsis of the original opera 

Music                                                                                                  Libretto 
Giacomo Puccini                        Giuseppe Giacosa and Luigi Illica  

First performed 
February 1, 1896 at Teatro Regio in Turin, Italy 

Based on 
Henry Murger’s novel Scènes de la vie de bohème  

Place Paris, France              Time 19th Century 

Act I 

In their Latin Quarter garret, the near-destitute artist Marcello and poet Rodolfo try to keep warm on Christmas 
Eve by feeding the stove with pages from Rodolfo’s latest drama. They are soon joined by their roommates—
Colline, a philosopher, and Schaunard, a musician, who brings food, fuel, and funds he has collected from an eccen-
tric student. While they celebrate their unexpected fortune, the landlord, Benoit, comes to collect the rent. Plying 
the older man with wine, they urge him to tell of his flirtations, then throw him out in mock indignation at his infi-
delity to his wife. As his friends depart to celebrate at the Café Momus, Rodolfo promises to join them later, remain-
ing behind to try to write. There is another knock at the door; the visitor is a pretty neighbor, Mimì, whose candle 
has gone out on the drafty stairway. No sooner does she enter than the girl feels faint; after reviving her with a sip of 
wine, Rodolfo helps her to the door and relights her candle. Mimì realizes she lost her key when she fainted, and as 
the two search for it, both candles are blown out. In the darkness, Rodolfo finds the key and slips it into his pocket. 
In the moonlight the poet takes the girl’s shivering hand, telling her his dreams (“Che gelida manina”). She then 
recounts her life alone in a lofty garret, embroidering flowers and waiting for the spring (“Mi chiamano Mimì”). 
Rodolfo’s friends are heard outside, urging him to join them; he calls back that he is not alone and will be along 
shortly. Expressing their joy in finding each other (Duet: “O soave fanciulla”), Mimì and Rodolfo embrace and 
slowly leave, arm in arm, for the café. 

Act II 

Amid the shouts of street hawkers, Rodolfo buys Mimì a bonnet near the Café Momus and then introduces her to 
his friends; they all sit down and order supper. The toy vendor Parpignol passes by, besieged by eager children. 
Marcello’s former sweetheart, Musetta, makes a noisy entrance on the arm of the elderly but wealthy Alcindoro. 
The ensuing tumult reaches its peak when, trying to regain Marcello’s attention, she sings a waltz about her popular-
ity (“Quando me’n vo’”). She complains that her shoe pinches, sending Alcindoro off to fetch a new pair. The mo-
ment he is gone, she falls into Marcello’s arms and tells the waiter to charge everything to Alcindoro. Soldiers march 
by the café, and as the bohemians fall in behind, Alcindoro rushes back with Musetta’s shoes. 

Act III 

At dawn on the snowy outskirts of Paris, a customs official admits farm women to the city. Merrymakers are heard 
within a tavern. Soon Mimì wanders in, searching for the place where Marcello and Musetta now live. When the 
painter emerges, she tells him of her distress over Rodolfo’s incessant jealousy (Duet: “O buon Marcello, aiuto!”). 
She says she believes it is best that they part. Rodolfo, who has been asleep in the tavern, wakes and comes outside.  
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Mimì hides nearby, though Marcello thinks she has gone. The poet first tells Marcello that he wants to separate 
from his sweetheart, citing her fickleness; pressed for the real reason, he breaks down, saying that her coughing can 
only grow worse in the poverty they share. Overcome with tears, Mimì stumbles forward to bid her lover farewell 
(“Donde lieta uscì”) as Marcello runs back into the tavern upon hearing Musetta’s laughter. While Mimì and 
Rodolfo recall past happiness, Musetta dashes out of the inn, quarreling with Marcello, who has caught her flirting 
(Quartet: “Addio dolce svegliare”). The painter and his mistress part, hurling insults at each other, but Mimì and 
Rodolfo decide to remain together until spring. 

Act IV 

Now separated from their girlfriends, Rodolfo and Marcello lament their loneliness in the garret (Duet: “O Mimì, tu 
più non torni”). Colline and Schaunard bring a meager meal; to lighten their spirits the four stage a dance, which 
turns into a mock duel. At the height of the hilarity Musetta bursts in to tell them that Mimì is outside, too weak to 
come upstairs. As Rodolfo runs to her aid, Musetta relates how Mimì begged to be taken to her lover to die. The 
poor girl is made as comfortable as possible, while Musetta asks Marcello to sell her earrings for medicine and Col-
line goes off to pawn his overcoat, which for so long has kept him warm (“Vecchia zimarra”). Left alone, Mimì and 
Rodolfo wistfully recall their meeting and their first happy days, but she is seized with violent coughing. When the 
others return, Musetta gives Mimì a muff to warm her hands and prays for her life. As she peacefully drifts into un-
consciousness, Rodolfo closes the curtain to soften the light. Schaunard discovers that Mimì is dead, and when 
Rodolfo at last realizes it, he throws himself despairingly on her body, repeatedly calling her name. 

Courtesy of Opera News 

La bohème  
Synopsis of the school tour opera 

Scene I  Apartment, local university 

Marcello is painting and talks about how bad his current project is coming along. Rudolfo, as a poet, waxes poetic 
and speaks of falling in love. After joking about how silly Rudolfo is, they decide to go to a cafe, regardless of how 
little money they have. Marcello goes ahead so Rudolfo can finish an assignment. The lights go out. The girl from 
downstairs, thin and clearly unhealthy, knocks on the door to ask for a light for her candle. Rudolfo is struck by her 
beauty and feigns that he does not have one. He pockets the key she leaves on the table, delaying her exit, and they 
sing about coming together and that they love each other. He convinces her to go to the cafe, and after their final 
duet, Mimi asks for a light for her cigarette. Dismayed but unmoved, he obliges. 

Scene II  The cafe 

Mimi and Rudolfo are affectionately sitting at a table at the cafe. Marcello is angered, and pines for the fickle woman 
he loves, Musetta. Musetta enters on the arm of another man. She tries desperately to get Marcello’s attention. After 
singing, declaring her independence, she and Marcello are reunited.  

Scene III  Winter, outside the apartment 

Rudolfo exclaims to Marcello his concern for Mimi’s coughing. She smokes a lot, and her future looks dim. He’s 
afraid he’s enabling her- she’s been evicted and wandering. Mimi arrives, asking for a place to stay for the night. Ru-
dolfo spurns her, knowing she’s pulled this routine with many local men. They love each other desperately, truly, 
and decide they’ll try and wait until he graduates to move on.  
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Scene IV  Five years later,  new apartment 

Rudolfo is visiting Marcello, and they’re reminiscing about their days in college. Marcello receives an alarming 
phone call, and admits to Rudolfo that he and Musetta have kept in touch with Mimi.  Mimi is ill with cancer and 
has been in the hospital for months. They rush to the hospital. Mimi feigns sleep until Musetta and Marcello leave 
so she can have a moment alone with Rudolfo. Regardless of their separation, they are very much in love. Mimi dies. 

Giacomo Puccini 
Biography 

Puccini emerged into the twentieth century music world as the "King of Verismo," not through the conducting 
background of Mascagni or through the skilled compositional ability of Giordano, but as a master of theater. Puc-
cini wrote solely for the operatic stage and he understood the dramatic intensity and melodic poignancy of real life 
subject matter. Critics have sometimes dismissed his work as overly impassioned, melodramatic, and sentimental. 
The composer himself proclaimed, "The only music I can make is that of small things," although he admired the 
grander stylistic abilities of Verdi and Wagner. 

Despite that admiration, Puccini chose to concentrate on life's familiar bittersweet passions and intense emotional 
storms. Puccini was born in Lucca, Italy and descended from a long line of musicians, conductors, and composers. 
It was assumed he would inherit the talent and interest to continue in his family's chosen craft. At the tender age of 
six years, upon his father's premature death, he fell heir to the position of choir master and organist at San Martino 
Church and professor of music at Collegio Ponziano. However, plans to preserve these posts for the young Puccini 
may as well have been canceled the day he hiked thirteen miles to the city of Pisa to witness a production of 
Giuseppe Verdi's latest work, Aida. He determined his own future at that moment, falling completely under the 
spell of opera, never to recover. 

A stipend from a wealthy great-uncle and a scholarship from Queen Margherita herself supported Puccini in his 
education at the music conservatory in Milan. The great composers Antonio Bazzini and Amilcare Ponchielli taught 
the young musician; Ponchielli eventually encouraging Puccini's participation in a one-act opera competition spon-
sored by the publishing house of Sonzogno. Friends of Ponchielli even provided the libretto. Unfortunately, Puc-
cini's first opera, La Villi, didn't take the prize. However, the powerful critic/librettist, Arrigo Boito, raised funds for 
its performance before appreciative audiences at La Scala and Ricordi published the score. The modest success bol-
stered Puccini's confidence, but provided little compensation. A second opera, Edgar, failed as the result of a poor 
libretto. 

Puccini's persistence was rewarded with the production of Manon Lescaut. Premiered in February 1893 in Turin, 
the opera proved a resounding triumph. Puccini was suddenly established as a wealthy composer and artistic suc-
cessor to Maestro Giuseppi Verdi. The two operas that followed, La Bohème and Tosca, achieved success gradually 
with Bohème peaking after three productions and Tosca, after five years of presentations throughout Europe. 

As Puccini acquired substantial wealth, he took on the persona which accompanied him throughout the rest of his 
life as the "grand seigneur." He built a reputation as a dedicated game hunter, collector of cars and motor boats, and 
a great romantic figure. "I am almost always in love!, " he declared, and defined himself as "a mighty hunter of wild 
fowl, operatic librettos and attractive women." His appreciation and compassion for women abounds in the sub-
stance of his operatic heroines, their valiant struggles and, most often, melancholy demise. He created these elegant, 
three-dimensional characters with the material of sweet and haunting melody. The innocent Mimi, embattled  
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Tosca, abandoned Butterfly, embittered Turandot - each one a fascinating study in feminine psychology, each the 
perfect counterpart to an equally interesting tenor role. Puccini's own stormy relationship with Elvira Gemignani 
evoked a certain horror in fans and attracted something of a lurid interest from the general public. A married 
woman, she eloped with the composer and they were not married until some time after her husband's death. Seem-
ingly an uninteresting and strangely unchallenging partner, she is said to have limited Puccini intellectually and 
emotionally, inexplicably cutting him off from most personal relationships with friends and other artists. 

Eventually, she embroiled the household in scandal, hounding a young maid unmercifully with accusations of a liai-
son with her husband. The girl committed suicide and Elvira was jailed for five months. The Puccinis separated, 
then reconciled, but their relationship was forever damaged. Puccini fought hard to keep his difficult private life 
private, against impossible odds. "What a subject for an opera!," one social columnist exclaimed. During this tragic 
episode, despite his obvious emotional turmoil, the composer completed the opera La Fanciulla del West , which 
met with immediate acclaim. 

In general, Puccini seems to have lived in artistic isolation. Even a productive relationship with Arturo Toscanini 
blew hot and cold. In one comic exchange, Puccini forgot he and Toscanini were currently estranged and sent a 
Christmas panettone. Realizing the error, Puccini wired Toscanini with an explanation: 

PANETTONE SENT BY MISTAKE, PUCCINI. 

Toscanini immediately replied: 

PANETTONE EATEN BY MISTAKE, TOSCANINI. 

It was Toscanini who conducted the famous opening night of Madama Butterfly , which ran in its original form for 
that one performance only. After serious reworking, including changing the basic framework from two acts to three 
and replacing some objectionable arias with more melodic ones, Butterfly triumphed in a new opening under the 
baton of Arturo Toscanini. 

In the single decade before his death, Puccini completed La Rondine , and the trilogy of Il Tabarro , Suor Angelica 
and Gianni Schicchi . He was in the process of finishing Turandot , the opera he considered his crowning achieve-
ment, when a persistent throat ailment was diagnosed as cancer. He died a few days after surgery and completion of 
the work was left to colleague, Franco Alfano. Shortly before his death, Puccini wrote that the music audience had 
lost its taste for melody and tolerated music devoid of logic and sensibility. He predicted "the end of opera" and, in 
fact, Turandot , was the last opera to rank as an internationally accepted Strand repertory piece. No one since Puc-
cini has enjoyed such a following. 

Suggested Listening 
CD  La Bohème, London, 1973 (1987). 
Freni, Harwood, Pavarotti, Panerai, Maffeo, Ghiaurov; Karajan, Berlin Philharmonic. 

CD  La Bohème, Deutsche Grammophon, 2007 (2008). 
Netrebko, Cabell, Villazón, Daniel, Degout, Kowaljow; de Billy, Choir and Symphony of Bayerischen Rundfunks. 
 
DVD  La Bohème, Deutsche Grammophon, 1977 (2005). 
Scotto, Niska, Pavarotti, Wixell, Monk, Plishka; Levine, Metropolitan Opera Orchestra and Chorus. 

DVD  La Bohème, Image Entertainment, 1993 (1999 and 2002 editions). 
Barker, Douglas, Hobson, Lemke, Lemke, Rowley; Smith, Australian Opera & Ballet 
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2.  Teaching the Lesson:  
 Take the opera synopsis and divide it up into short sections for reading out loud (e.g. by scene 
 change). Give each section to a small group of students. “Cast” each section/scene; either let 
 students choose their character or assign them a part. Assign one student narrator to each group 
 to read the section. Give the students time to practice their scene. As the student narrator reads 
 the section, other students in the group act the story line. Encourage accurate portrayals of the 
 characters.  
 

3. Review/Concluding the Lesson: 
 Perform the opera in order with the students narrating and acting. When students are not  
 actively reading or acting, they are the audience for their classmates.  
 

4.  Extension Activities: 
 Add inexpensive props to the scenes. Perhaps students can perform their “opera” for another 
 class.  
 

Arizona Opera’s production of Cosi fan tutte 
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 Language Arts 
Resetting La boheme 
 
Duration: 60-75 minutes       Grade Level: 4-12 
 
Summary of Lesson  
Students write and perform La boheme in a new setting. 
 
State Standards Addressed 
 
Theatre:  •  Strand 1, Concept 1: PO 201  
  •  Strand 1, Concept 2: PO 301  
  •  Strand 1, Concept 2: PO 202  
  •  Strand 1, Concept 2: PO 203  
  •  Strand 1, Concept 2: PO 204  
  •  Strand 1 Concept 4: PO 103  
  •  Strand 1, Concept 4: PO 202 
  •  Strand 1, Concept 4: PO 204  
  •  Strand 1, Concept 5: PO 201  

  •  Strand 2, Concept 2: PO 105   
  •  Strand 3, Concept 1: PO 201 
  •  Strand 3, Concept 1: PO 301   

Writing:  •  Strand 2, Concept 3: PO 2 
  •  Strand 2, Concept 4: PO 1 
  •  Strand 3, Concept 5: PO 1 
Language Arts: •  Distinction, PO 2  
Visual Arts: •  Strand 1, Concept 4: PO 301 
  •  Strand 1, Concept 4: PO 302 
  
Materials  
  •  Materials: Chalkboard or whiteboard 
      •   Lined paper/pencils 
      •   Markers or crayons 
       •  Blank paper 
      •  Synopsis of La boheme for each student 
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Prior to lesson, students must be familiar with the synopsis of La boheme.  
 
Jonathan Larson based his Broadway musical Rent on Puccini’s La bohème.  He transplanted characters, plot, 
concepts, and some details from the 1896 opera to the 1996 musical. For the 2008 Arizona Opera School 
Tour, the characters are transplanted to an Arizona university town, and the bohemians are college students 
studying the arts.  
Given this prior knowledge, students will re-set La boheme in their own synopsis. Encourage creative thinking, 
keeping in mind the perspective of the characters. This story can be re-set anywhere at any time. 
 
Lesson Plan Design 

 
1. Draw four boxes or circles on the board and write a different character’s name within each: 

The Rodolfo, Mimi, Marcello, Musetta 
 

2. Discuss each character and fill in the boxes with their traits. Ask questions to guide the class. 
 Some examples: Is this character a nice person? Why or why not? What are some general 
 traits of this character? What is this character’s general mood? Use the character lesson at the 
 beginning of this guide for reference. 

 
3. Ask students to re-write the synopsis of La boheme to fit their own creative scenario. Encour
 age them to set it anywhere and at anytime, remaining true to the characters of the story, 
 keeping in mind their traits and perspectives. This can be assigned in or out of class time. 

 
Conclusion 
 
After students have written their stories, have them volunteer to present them to the class. Discuss each story 
after the presentation: Does it make sense? Could it work on stage?  
 
Have the students draw a scene from their opera, and put a brief description of the scene at the bottom of their 
drawing. These can be hung around the room or sent to Arizona Opera to participate in Young Arts Arizona.  
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Persuasive Writing 
 

Duration: 45 minutes        Grades: 9—12 

Summary of Lesson   
Students will write a persuasive essay about the importance of the live opera experience versus studying the 
opera.  
 
State Standards Addressed 
 
Music:  •  Strand 3, Concept 2: PO 1 
Writing: •  Strand 1, Concept 2: PO 2 
  •  Strand 1, Concept 3: PO 1 – 4 
  •  Strand 2, Concept 1: PO 1 – 5 
  •  Strand 2, Concept 2: PO 1 – 6 
  •  Strand 1, Concept 4: PO 1 – 4 
  •  Strand 1, Concept 5: PO 1 – 3 
  •  Strand 3, Concept 2: PO 1 
  •  Strand 3, Concept 4: PO 1 
 
Materials  
  •  Paper and pencil/pen for each student 
 
 
Lesson Plan Design 
 
After the students have seen the opera, discuss the experience. Ask them open-ended questions about what 
they thought about the music, props, sets, singers, language, etc. Ask them to compare the opera perform-
ance to what they had envisioned through the various activities leading up to the opera. What did they gain 
from going to see the opera live? 
 
Teaching the Lesson 
Students will write a persuasive essay responding to the following prompt: 
 
Is it more important to see live performances of operas or to read/study about them? Justify your answer 
using your experiences studying and seeing La boheme. Be sure to address within the essay the pros and cons 
of each side of the argument. Also address how the activities about La boheme leading up to the opera helped 
or hindered your experience.  
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Review/Conclusion: 
Students will revise and edit their draft so that they have a final draft that follows all the conven-
tions of writings. The final copy can then be typed and turned in for credit. 
 
Assessment: 
To meet the Strands, the students must write a persuasive essay following the proper conventions 
for writing. 
 

 
 
Music Lesson 
Setting words to music 

Duration: 1 hour       Grade Level: 9—12 

Summary of Lesson 
Students will create rhythms with words, then create a musical line with text. 
 
State Standards Addressed 
 
Music:  •  Strand 1, Concept 1: PO 3 
  •  Strand 1, Concept 2: PO 4 
  •  Strand 1, Concept 3: PO 1 
  •  Strand 1, Concept 5: PO 2 
  •  Strand 1, Concept 5: PO 5 
  •  Strand 2, Concept 1: PO 2 
  •  Strand 2, Concept 1: PO4 
 
Materials               •  Staff Paper 

        •  Selection of simple poetry (available at www.poetry-online.org) 
 
Lesson Plan Design 
 
Choose a simple poem for the class to set to a rhythm to together.  For example: 
   Peas porridge hot,  
   Peas porridge cold,  
   Peas porridge in the pot,  
   Nine days old.  
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Read the poem out loud as a class.  If you were to set this to a meter, would it be in three or four?  Reread the poem, and 
have the students tap the strong beats as you read.  Where do the strong beats lie?  How would you write this out in 
rhythm? 
 
Make a graph on the board with four columns and eight rows.  Together as a class, fill in each box to represent a beat.   
 
Beat One  Beat Two  Beat Three  Beat Four 

 
There are no words on some of the beats.  This represents a rest.  A beat with only one word or syllable would be repre-
sented with a quarter note, those with two sounds on one beat with two eighth notes. 
 
Using the graph, write in the appropriate rhythms using quarter notes, eighth notes and rests.  For Example: 
 

 
 

 
This is a very simple example.  Have the students pick there own poem, but keep in mind the poem must have a distinct 
meter.  Have students create their own graph and set their poem to an appropriate rhythm.   

Peas Porridge Hot   

Peas Porridge Cold   

Peas Porridge In the Pot 

Nine Days Old   

Peas                           

 

Por-ridge                  

 

Hot                               

 

  

     

Peas                           

 

Por-ridge 

 

Cold                          

 

  

     

Peas                          

 

Por-ridge 

 

In the 

 

|Pot                           

 
Nine                        

 

Days                   

   

Old                       
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Once completed, have students choose a key word or make up a phrase to repeat in a different rhythm below the poem.  
It may simply accentuate the strong beat, or add a driving rhythm below the poem.  For example: 
 
Line One: 

 
 
Line Two: 

 
 
What issues arise while setting words to music?  If you were to add a melody, how would you contour the line to fit with 
the meaning of the words?  If you were to add orchestration, what instruments would use to provide an appropriate 
affect? 
 
Choose any rhythm that you have created, and set it to pitches on the scale.  
 
Conclusion: Students have chosen simple rhymes and set them to music. 
 
 
 

Jack be 

 

Ni-mble 

 

Jack be 

 

Quick 

 
Jack 

 

Be 

 

Quick and 

 

Ni-mble 

 

Jack Jump 

 

Ov-er the 

 

Can-dle- 

 

Stick 

 
Jump Jack 

 

Jump Jack 

 

Jump Jack 

 

Jump 

 



 
18  Math Lesson 

Budgeting as a Bohemian 
 
Duration: 50  minutes        Grade Level: 7 -12 
 
Summary of Lesson  
Students will demonstrate budgeting skills using a similar situation as the characters in La boheme. 
 
State Standards Addressed 
Math:  •  Strand 1, Concept 2: PO 1 – 4 
  •  Strand 1, Concept 2: PO 7 - 9 
  •  Strand 1, Concept 2: PO 12, 13 
  •  Strand 1, Concept 3: PO 1 – 3 
  •  Strand 2, Concept 1: PO 1, 8 
  •  Strand 2, Concept 3: PO 1 – 3 
  •  Strand 5, Concept 2: PO 1,2 
   
Materials •  Math worksheet 
  •  Prior knowledge of synopsis of La boheme 
 
Overview 
 
Rudolpho and Marcello are on a tight budget, yet they manage to spend money at their favorite cafe. How 
much expendable income do they have to spend? 
 
Lesson Plan Design 
 
Students fill in the worksheet (found at the end of this guide) and manage their budget. They must choose 
menu items that allow them to frequent the cafe three times a week, and save two months worth of rent within 
six weeks. Be mindful that they must spend money on painting supplies to support their income. 
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Going to the Opera 
At a live performance one not only shares the performance with the actors or singers but also with everyone 
else in the hall. Every noise or movement could interrupt the group experience. Everyone in the hall is a part of 
the performance, so all need to follow certain guidelines if the performance is to be a success. 
 
Below are some good things to remember when attending a live performance of an opera or any other per-
forming group. 
 
What to wear to the opera: 
Going to the opera provides a unique opportunity to wear your best clothes. However you are welcome to 
wear whatever makes you comfortable. You will see people in tuxedos and gowns, but also in sports coats and 
jeans. You can make this event as formal or informal as you like. 
 
Entering the performance hall: 
Before going into the performance hall, remember to stop by the water fountain and restrooms first. You will 
not have a chance to visit these once the show has started (unless it is an emergency). 
 
Walk slowly to your seat and speak in a soft voice. 
 
When you get to your seat take some time to read the program. It will tell you about the opera you are seeing, 
the singers who are performing, and many other interesting bits of information. 
 
There is no late seating-make sure you arrive in plenty of time! 
 
Performance etiquette: 
The lights in the hall will begin to dim just before the performance starts. This is your cue to settle in your seat 
and sit quietly. 
 
The orchestra will begin to play when the lights go dim. This is called “tuning” and is not a part of the perform-
ance. When they finish, a spotlight will shine into the pit (where the orchestra sits) and the conductor will en-
ter. It is polite to clap when the conductor enters.  
 
When the conductor turns to the orchestra and begins the music, it is your signal that the show has started and 
you should again sit quietly. 
 
NEVER bring a camera, video camera, tape recorder or cell phone to a performance. Unlike at a movie, you 
may not eat food or drink beverages during a performance.  



 
20  When to clap your hands: 

An audience claps to tell the performers that they have done a good job and to say “thank you” for the performance. When a 
performance is exceptionally good the audience will stand and clap. This is called a “standing ovation.” 
 
Times when it is appropriate to clap include: 

when the conductor enters the orchestra pit 
after the overture, at the end of an act or scene 
at the end of a special solo 
when the opera is over 
when the performers take a bow 

 
At an opera people will sometimes yell “bravo” to the men, “brava” to the women, or “bravi” to several people to tell them they 
performed very well. This is appropriate to do when clapping even after a solo. 
 
Leaving the performance hall: 
When the last applause has ended and the stage curtain is closed, you may leave the performance hall. Never run in the aisles 
and always allow people in front of you to exit first.  
 
What language is that? 
Translating words meant to be sung is tough. Subject and verb placement varies between languages and this makes word-
order changes often necessary. In turn the pattern of accented and unaccented syllables is altered which is important because 
the words must complement the original music and the new pattern may not fit. Lyrics are usually written in meter, like po-
etry, with the intent to fit them with a melodic line. 
 
Imagine translating a current song by someone like Fallout Boys into French and having it still fit the beat and mean the same 
thing. It is easy to see that the original language offers the best means of communicating through music. The audience, how-
ever, must not be left “in the dark” with words they do not understand. To get the best of both worlds, many opera produc-
tions are performed in the original language with the English translation of the text projected on a screen above the stage. Pro-
jected translations are called surtitles or supertitles. 
 
Audiences are not alone in needing translations. Singers are trained to have a working knowledge of the languages used in 
opera, such as Italian, French, German, English, Russian, Spanish, and Czech. However they are usually not fluent and tend to 
focus most of their energy on studying pronunciation. Because of this, when a singer is learning a piece, he or she does a literal, 
word for word translation of the text into English before he or she begins singing the new piece. The singer will also translate 
the parts of other roles to understand his or her character’s response to what the others are saying. This means that most sing-
ers basically translate an entire opera when learning a single role. 
 
Arizona Opera performs primarily in English for elementary schools to make the opera more accessible to students. Your pro-
duction of La boheme will be sung entirely in English. The students should however know that if they attended a main-stage 
performance at the Hall they could expect to hear the original language of the opera. 



 
21 The Creative Team 

Many people work together to create an opera production. Members of the creative team include the singers, 
conductor, stage director, and designers (sets, lighting, costumes, wig and make-up). These careers are avail-
able to everyone, and often involve many years of study and hard work to master. 
 
Conductor 
Few people realize that the conductor determines and directs the performance that the public hears. The con-
ductor communicates information about the music and the timing to show to the singers on stage and to the 
orchestra through the gestures he or she makes, often using a baton. The conductor is usually referred to as 
“Maestro” or “Maestra.” 
 
The conductor trains for his/her work just like the singers. They must be able to play the piano and must have 
a broad knowledge of singing, the orchestra, and music in general. The orchestral score, with approximately 
twenty staves (individual lines) of music, must be studied and mastered long before rehearsals even begin. The 
conductor uses the music as a guide as he or she coaches the singers and the orchestra toward a great perform-
ance. 
 
Stage Director 
An operatic stage director faces all the challenges of a theatrical stage director, plus a few special operatic con-
cerns. The opera must be staged to obtain the greatest emotional effect by moving the singers about with a 
natural flow that enhances the meaning of the story without interfering with the music. The composer has 
built the framework within which the stage director must work. Entrances, duets, fights, exits, shipwrecks, and 
all other stage “business” must take place within a specified number of measures or beats. Action must be com-
pressed or extended as written by the composer. Like a conductor, a stage director must be completely familiar 
with the musical score. He/She must know translations of Italian, French, German, or whatever language is 
being sung, as well as have a working knowledge of everything and everyone both on stage and backstage. 
 
Singers 
Professional singers are much like professional athletes. They must train for many years to learn to sing opera. 
Most singers begin taking voice lessons while teenagers and continue on through college and beyond. Unlike 
other singers, opera singers do not use microphones when they perform. For this reason, it takes many years 
for a great singer to learn to project his or her voice in order to sing opera. Often a singer is 30 years old before 
his or her voice is fully developed. 
A person’s vocal range (how high or low one sings), whether the singer is a professional or amateur, is deter-
mined by many different factors, including the shape and length of one’s vocal cords and the amount of train-
ing the person has received. Singers are usually classified in the following ways: 



 
22 Female Voice Types: 

Soprano : the highest voice, often the heroine of the opera 
Mezzo-Soprano: slightly lower range and heavier sounding voice, usually cast as a maternal type, female  
 antagonist, or in a “trouser role” (playing a man) 
Contralto or “alto”: the lowest female voice 
 
Male Voice Types:  
Tenor: the highest male voice, often the hero or romantic lead 
Baritone : between tenor and bass, often cast a villain in tragic opera or as     
 comic relief 
Bass:  the lowest male voice, sometimes in a comic role 
 
Music Director/ Accompanist 
The music director is responsible for coordinating rehearsals and coaching the singers on diction, balance, and 
tone quality. He/She also makes musical decisions, replaces the orchestra with piano accompaniment when 
the production is on tour, and may also do some conducting from the piano when necessary. 
 
Designers 
The scenic designer creates sets that transform the stage into the appropriate location for the opera story. He 
or she works with the stage director and conductor to create a unified vision. The scenic designer may also 
work as the costume designer and lighting designer, requiring the knowledge of an artist, an architect and 
builder. A general knowledge of music is also necessary, along with a thorough knowledge of the score and the 
story for each operatic production that is being designed. 
 
The lighting designer creates effects with theater lights to make the stage look like another place. Cleeg 
lights, spotlights, scoops, and other special lights are used, along with colored gels, to create day and night 
scenes, shadows and other special effects. 
 
The costume designer works with the rest of the creative staff to make the best costumes to tell the opera’s 
story. This person may also create wigs and makeup effects for the performers. 
 
Stage Manager 
The stage manager acts as an adjunct to the director in rehearsal. He or she record the blocking and see that 
cast members stay on script and have necessary props. As the lighting, sound and set change cues are devel-
oped, the stage manager meticulously records the timing of each as it relates to the score and other aspects of 
the performance, ensuring that the lighting and sound cues are delivered at the right time. 
 
Once the house opens, the stage manager essentially takes control, calling the cues for all transitions (this is 
known as “calling the show”), as well as acting as communications hub for the cast and crew. 
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The process: concept to opening night 
In the world of professional opera the singer has the part or role fully memorized before the first rehearsal. Singers are often 
hired to sing a role several years in advance. If the role is new to them they need to learn the notes and the language and 
they need to interpret the basic character on their own. Voice teachers help to make the voice work technically correct and 
vocal coaches help with the language, style, and character development. Coaches also play the entire score on the piano so 
the arias and duets are learned in the context of the whole. Singers are always in the process of learning new roles so that 
they can work in many places, including other countries. 
 
Ideally, the company enlists the director to assemble a design team prior to hiring a cast for an opera production. The de-
sign team is made up of a set designer, lighting designer, costume designer, and wig and make-up designer. Their job often 
begins years before the actual rehearsal process by choosing a look, a style, and a flow for the production. They then work 
with the opera company to build the sets and costumes. 
 
The entire cast of an opera isn’t assembled until approximately three weeks before the opening night. The singers-who are 
chosen by audition-come from around the world and may not have met each other before the first rehearsal. The conductor 
leads them through the music with piano accompaniment, showing them his or her interpretation of tempo and phrasing. 
The stage director shows them where and when and how to move around the stage and how to interpret the drama. This 
collaboration of conductor and stage director brings to life the opera’s plot and music. 
 
The opera is staged in a rehearsal room first. It moves to the theater’s stage just a few nights before opening.  It is then that 
the orchestra is brought into the process, along with the technical aspects of theater such as lights, costumes, sets, and scen-
ery. Technically and logistically, the opera usually comes together in just about five days. 



 
24 La boheme Translation Sheet 

 
 

Mus:  Dorme? 
  

Mus: Sleeping? 

Rod: Riposa. 
  

Rod: Resting. 

Mar:  Ho veduto il dottore! Verra; gli ho fatto 
fretta. Ecco il cordial. 
  

Mar: I have called the doctor! He’ll come. I made 
it urgent. Take this cordial. 

Mimi: Chi parla? 
  

Mimi: Who’s speaking? 

Mus: Io, Musetta. 
  

Mus: I, Musetta. 

Mimi: Oh come e bello era. Piangi? Sto bene... 
Pianger cosi perche? Qui amor... sempre con te!.. 
Le mani al caldo... e dormire... 
  

Mimi: Oh how beautiful it was. You’re crying? I’m 
well, so why mourn? Here my love... always with 
you!.. My hands are warm... and sleep... 

Rod: Che ha detto il medico? 
  

Rod: What did the doctor say? 

Mar: Verra. 
  

Mar: He is coming. 

Mus: Madonna benedetta, fate la grazia a questa 
poveretta che non debba morire. Qui ci vuole un 
riparo perche la fiamma sventola. Cosi... E che 
possa guarire. Modonna santa, io sono indegna di 
perdono mentre invece Mimi e un angelo del cielo. 
  

Mus: Our Blessed Lady, give Your grace to this 
poor girl who should not die. Let Your waves of 
heat heal her. Holy Madonna, I am unworthy of 
forgiveness, while Mimi is an angel of heaven. 

Rod: Io spero ancora. Vi pare che sia grave? 
  

Rod: I have hope. Do you think it’s serious? 

Mus: Non credo. 
  

Mus: I don’t think so. 

Schau: Marcello, e spirata... 
  

Schau: Marcello, she’s dead... 

Col: Musetta,.. a voi! Come va? 
  

Col: Musetta, this is for you. How is she? 

Rod: Vedi?.. E tranquilla. Che vuol dire quell’an-
dare e venire... quel guardarmi cosi... 
  

Rod: See?.. She is calm.  What do you mean? Why 
are you looking at me like that? 

Mar: Coraggio... 
  

Mar: Courage... 

Rod: Mimi!  Mimi! 
  

Rod: Mimi! Mimi! 



 
25 Math Worksheet 

Budgeting as a bohemian 
Fill in the worksheet below. You must budget to frequent the cafe three times a week, and still save two 
months worth of rent within six weeks. Be mindful to purchase art supplies to support your business. 
 
Rudolpho on average can sell two paintings a week at $150 each. What is your income per month?
_______________________________ 
 
Taking that income amount, factor in that rent is $800 per month, and utilities are $100 per month on average. 
How much do you have left?_________________________________ 
 
Considering your net income, now you need to make some decisions about your spending. Factor in supplies, 
and circle menu items that may be wise for you to frequent the cafe. Stay within your budget. 
 
Art supplies:  Canvas - $30 each 
   Paints - $50 per week 
   Brushes - $20 per two weeks 
Cafe:   Soda:      $1.50 
   Coffee:      $1.50 
   Tea:      $1.00 
   Cappuccino:     $3.00 
   Café Latte:     $3:00 
Lunch: 
   Turkey Breast Sandwich:    $6.50 
   Egg Salad Sandwich:    $5.00 
   Veggie Burger:     $7.00 
   Cobb Salad:     $6.50 
   Greek Salad:     $7.00 
Dinner: 
   Filet Mignon:     $18.00 
   Grilled Salmon:     $14.00 
   Pasta Primavera:     $12.00 
   Veal Marsala:     $14.00 
   Pork Tenderloin:     $16.00 
Desserts: 
   Crème Brule:     $5.00 
   Berries and Cream:    $4.00 
   New York Cheesecake:    $6.50 
   Assorted Sorbet:     $4.00 

 
There are no wrong answers- just stay within your budget and enjoy! 
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The following words are hidden in the grid below.  They are written forwards, backwards, up, down, and diago-
nally.  See if you can find them all! 
 
RODOLPHO  POVERTY  SOPRANO  ARIA 
MARCELLO  ILLNESS  MEZZO  ACT 
MIMI   LOVE   TENOR  ORCHESTRA 
MUSETTA  PURITY  BASS   PUCCINI 
BOHEMIAN  PARIS   OPERA   JEALOUSY 
 

 
 

I L E N I A I R A C H O L A P 

  
I 

O V O G N S O P R A N O O M 

L B A I N I C C U P O L V S A 

L Y R D I L A U R R A E L O R 

N S M I D R A A I B R O G N C 

E O I E S B R S T T U R G I E 

S L K C Z U E S Y E N I U P L 

S A E D L Z P T O B E R E A L 

A E L L O Y O H P L O D O R O 

C J A N V Y U G A O M I M I E 

R M U   S E T T A R O H W O S H 

I B L E T C E T B A H O Y S I 

I T W E L A D R O N E T N Y R 

A B A S S O R C H E S T R A A 

S H A L N N A I M E H O B S C 



 
27 Word Search Answer Sheet 

 
 RODOLPHO  POVERTY  SOPRANO  ARIA 
 MARCELLO  ILLNESS  MEZZO  ACT 
 MIMI   LOVE   TENOR  ORCHESTRA 
 MUSETTA  PURITY  BASS   PUCCINI 
 BOHEMIAN  PARIS   OPERA   JEALOUSY 

          A I R A           P 

  
I           S O P R A N O O M 

L     I N I C C U P     V   A 

L Y             R     E     R 

N S M       A   I   R       C 

E O   E     R   T T         E 

S L     Z   E   Y         P L 

S A     L Z P             A L 

  E     O   O H P L O D O R O 

  J     V           M I M I   

  M U S E T T A           S   

          C                   

          A   R O N E T       

  B A S S O R C H E S T R A   

          N A I M E H O B     



 
28 Evaluation Sheet 

For teacher use:  Fill in the criteria for any of the lesson plan activities to grade your students.  
Date: 

Class:                                      Student: 

Rating scale:  1 = very weak;     2 = weak;      3 = acceptable;      4 = very good;      5 = excellent 

  Criteria Rating Comments 

1      

2      

3      

4      

5      

6      

7      

8      

9    

10    
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Appendix: State Standards 
Below are descriptions of all standards addressed in this guide. 
Reading: Strand 1, Concept 5: PO 1- Read from a variety of genres with accuracy,    
  automaticity (immediate recognition), and prosody (expression). 
  Strand 2, Concept 1: PO 4-  Compare (and contrast) literary texts that express a   
  universal theme, providing textual evidence (e.g., examples, details, quotations)   
  as support for the identified theme. 
  Strand 2, Concept 1: PO 5- Analyze characteristics of sub genres (e.g., satire, parody, allegory) that 
  overlap or cut across the lines of genre classifications such as poetry, novel drama, short story, essay 
  or editorial. 
Writing:  Strand 1, Concept 1: PO 1- Generate ideas through a variety of activities (e.g., brainstorming, notes 
  and logs, graphic organizers, record of writing ideas and discussion, printed material or other  
  sources. 
  Strand 1, Concept 1: PO 2- Sequence ideas into a cohesive, meaningful order. 
  Strand 2, Concept 1, PO 1- Maintain a clear, narrow focus to support the topic. 
  Strand 2, Concept 1, PO 2- Write with an identifiable purpose and for a specific   
  audience. 
  Strand 2, Concept 1, PO 3- Provide sufficient, relevant, and carefully selected details for support. 
  Strand 2, Concept 1, PO 4- Demonstrate a thorough, balanced explanation of the topic. 
  Strand 2, Concept 1, PO 5- Include ideas and details that show original perspective and insights. 
  Strand 2, Concept 3: PO 2- Convey a sense of identity through originality, sincerity, liveliness, or 
  humor appropriate to the topic and type of writing. 
  Strand 2, Concept 4: PO 1- Use accurate, specific, powerful words and phrases  that effectively  
  convey the intended message. 
  Strand 3, Concept 5: PO 1- Write a literary analysis that interprets different elements of language 
  and analyzes the way in which a theme, or meaning of a selection, is enhanced. 
Music:  Strand 1, Concept 1: PO 3- Singing written notation using letters, numbers and/or syllables. 
  Strand 1, Concept 1: PO 4- Responding expressively to conducting cues (e.g., legato, dynamics). 
  Strand 2, Concept 1, PO 3- Comparing in two or more arts how the basic elements of each art can be 
  used to express similar events, emotions, scenes, or ideas (e.g., emotions can be expressed with  
  words in poetry, color in visual arts, sound in music, and gestures in dance). 
  Strand 2, Concept 1, PO 4- Exploring and analyzing the relationship of music to language arts, visual 
  arts, literature. 
  Strand 2, Concept 3, PO 1- Describing the various ways that music conveys thought, emotion, and 
  universal themes without the use of words. 
  Strand 3, Concept 2: PO 1- Writing a critique of a performance, composition, improvisation, or  
  arrangement based on established criteria. 
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Science:  Strand 3, Concept 3: PO 1- Analyze social factors that limit the growth of a human population, including: 
  affluence, education, access to health care, cultural influences. 
  Strand 3, Concept 3: PO 2- Describe biotic (living) and abiotic (nonliving) factors that affect human  
  populations. 
Health:  Standard 1, 1CH-P3: PO 1- Identify personal health behaviors that promote and/or detract from the  
  functioning of body systems. 
  Standard 1, 1CH-P3: PO 2- Predict the impact of personal health behaviors that promote and or detract  
  from the functioning of body systems (to include sleep, nutrition, exercise, sexual and substance abuse) 
  Standard 1, 1CH-P10: PO 1- Define and provide examples of acute, chronic, communicable, non 
  communicable, degenerative, metabolic, hereditary and congenital diseases. 
Theatre:  Strand 1, Concept 1: PO 201 – Collaborate to create a scenario/script as a team. 

 Strand 1, Concept 2: PO 202  - As a character, play out her/his wants by interacting with others,  
 maintaining concentration, and contributing to the action of classroom improvisations (e.g., scenes based 
 on personal experience and heritage, imagination, literature and history) 
 Strand 1, Concept 2: PO 203 – Demonstrate mental and physical attributes required to communicate char
 actors different from themselves (e.g. concentration, sense recall, ability to remember lines and cues, breath 
 and vocal control, body alignment, flexibility, and coordination). 
 Strand 1, Concept 2: PO 204 – Communicate sensory images through movement, vocal, visual, or written 
 expression. 
 Strand 1, Concept 2: PO 301 – Work individually and in an ensemble to create characters for theatre and/
 or other media productions. (e.g. for classical, contemporary, realistic, and non-realistic improvisations and 
 scripted plays). 
 Strand 1 Concept 4: PO 103- Improvise by imitating life experiences, knowledge of literature, social issues 
 and/or historical situations, and create imaginary scenes which include characters, setting and story line. 
 Strand 1, Concept 4: PO 202- Dramatize and document scenes using a variety of characters to develop 
 monologues and/or dialogue. 
 Strand 1, Concept 4: PO 204- Dramatize and document, both individually and in groups, scenarios that 
 develop theme, plot, conflict and dialogue.  
 Strand 1, Concept 5: PO 201- Analyze dramatic text (e.g. folktale, myths, poetry, narrative, monologue, 
 scene, play, etc.) to develop an informal performance describing character motivations, structure of the 
 story, and the role of the environment in the story.  

  Strand 2, Concept 2: PO 105- Infer a character’s motivations and emotions and predict future action. 
  Strand 3, Concept 1: PO 201- Model and use appropriate ways to give, take, and use praise and  
  constructive criticism. 
  Strand 3, Concept 1: PO 301- Evaluate the results of implemented suggestions, ideas, and concepts  
  generated in the collaborative process. 

Language Arts:    Distinction, PO 2 – Deliver creative and dramatic interpretations of literary or  original works 
  meanings or achieves intended purposes. 
Visual Arts: Strand 1, Concept 4: PO 301- Demonstrate purposeful use of subject matter, symbols, and/or themes in  
  his or her own artwork. 
  Strand 1, Concept 4: PO 302- Create artwork that communicates substantive meanings or achieves  
  intended purposes. 


