
 

 

               UW Opera Props News 
                                       Fall 2011 
 
 

   
La Bohème, Music by Giacomo Puccini 
Libretto by Giuseppe Giacosa and Luigi Illica based on Henri     
Murger’s novel Scènes de la vie de Bohème 
University Opera production directed by William Farlow 
UW Symphony Orchestra conducted by James Smith 
A glorious flood of ever-effective melody  
propels La Bohème  
La Bohème is a simple drama involving some fairly ordinary people:  there 
are no kings and lords here but rather student-age wannabe artists and their 
landlords, seamstress neighbors and street vendors.  But their feelings are 
portrayed so vividly and deeply that their emotions soon become ours, and 
their heartbreaks become as wrenching as our own.  The wonder is that the conversation proceeds  in a way 
not only always natural and effective, but also springing from a melodic flow that is truly memorable.  As 
Director Bill Farlow puts it, “Bohème is one of the most perfect operas ever written.  Not one word or note 
is out of place.” 

The work will be given three performances at the Carol Rennebohm Auditorium of Music Hall between 
October 28 and November 1.  Of the student singers, Professor Farlow enthuses that “It’s an extraordinary 
pleasure to showcase this opera with such wonderful young singers.  Both casts give reason for audience 
members to want to hear the opera twice.” 
The University Opera’s production is supported in part by an anonymous donor, and is the first offering of 
the 2011-12 season.  Both undergraduate and graduate students in the University’s opera program make up 
the cast, supported by the UW Symphony Orchestra under the direction of James Smith.  The casts for 
October 28 and November 1 include Shannon Prickett as Mimì, Lindsay Sessing as Musetta, Aldo Pirelli 
as Rodolfo, and John Arnold as Schaunard.  On October 30 we’ll hear Megan Gryga as Mimì, Caitlin 
Miller as Musetta, J. Adam Shelton as Rodolfo, and Benjamin Li as Schaunard.  All three performances 
include Michael Roemer as Marcello, Benjamin Schultz as Colline, Christopher Apfelbach as both 
Benoit and Alcindoro, Josh Sanders as Parpignol, James Held as the Customhouse Official, and Erik 
Larson as the Sergeant. 
Production staff includes Bill Lutes (vocal coach and musical preparation), David Grandis (assistant 
conductor), Sydney Krieger and Hyewon Park (costume design/production, hair, makeup), Liz Rathke (set 
design/Scenic Artist), Steven M. Peterson (lighting design), and Greg Silver (technical direction). 

 
     Friday, October 28 & November 1            7:30 PM 
     Sunday, October 30                  3:00 PM All performances are at MUSIC HALL 
Tickets $22 General Public, $18 senior, $10 UW-Madison Student 
Tickets are available through the Wisconsin Union Theater Box Office, 800 Langdon St. 
Box Office Hours: M-F  11:30 – 5:30 PM, SAT 12-5:00 PM, Phone 608-265-2787 
Or order online at: http://uniontheater.wisc.edu/boxoffice.html 
Tickets are also available at the Vilas Hall Box Office M-F, 11:30 - 5:30 PM

 



 

 

 
                  A TALE OF TWO OR THREE BOHEMIANS, PLUS OTHERS 
  
                                                         by John W. Barker 
  
     The application of the label "bohemians" to people who are irresponsible vagabonds, or those 
who live in poverty, goes back centuries, perhaps to the fifteenth. It has nothing to do with the 
population of geographic Bohemia–the German form of name for a land inhabited by people who 
call themselves Czechs. It instead began as an appellation for people we would call Gypsies, on the 
false understanding that they came from Bohemia. In other words, culturally, "bohemian" really 
meant "gypsy" – and you know what people think of them! By the nineteenth century, especially in 
France, the imagery of rootlessness was applied more specifically to delusional "artists" living in 
poverty on the margins of society. Especially in Paris. 
 
      A work that might be thought to anticipate Puccini, the grand opera The Bohemian Girl (1843) by 
the Anglo-Irish composer Michael Balfe (1808-1870) really does take place in Bohemia and has 
nothing to do with starving "bohemians". What did bring the "bohemian" stereotype fully to lyric 
theater, however, was an Italian opera with a French title: La Bohème ("Bohemia", or by extension, 
"The Bohemian Life"). 
 
      Behind its creation were two men who superficially shared the experience of "bohemian" life in 
stereotypical terms. One was composer Giacomo Puccini (1858-1924), who turned his back on the 
family tradition of a career in church music in his native Lucca to spend a few years in Milan for 
formal training and then worm his way into the operatic profession. Though he had sufficient 
financial support to live beyond the poverty line in those years, he still played the role and promoted 
the idea that he had suffered a time of "bohemian" hardship before he moved on to success as an 
operatic composer. If not in economic terms, at least in cultural ones, however, he made a name for 
himself as one of a group of rowdy radicals known as the scapigliatura. The scapigliati, the 
"dishevelled" or "messy" ones, were artists, writers, musicians, and composers (among them 
Mascagni and Leoncavallo) who affected contempt for bourgeois respectability and cultural 
traditions, while dreaming of refining artistic directions for the new nation of Italy. 
 
     For the creation of what became his most popular opera, Puccini drew less upon that shady 
experience than upon the work of the writer who most clearly defined the images of the "bohemian" 
life in a community of impoverished artists. This was the Frenchman Henri Murger (1822-1861). Of 
working class background, he pursued a career in poetry and journalism in the attics of Paris's Latin 
Quarter. In the later 1840s he began publishing sketches and stories based on his observations. 
The young playwright Théodore Barrière drew him into collaborating on a script with a melodramatic 
plot that drew upon some of Murger's characters. The play, La vie de Bohème, was first performed 
in 1849, and became a long-lasting success in French theater. 
 
     On the basis of that, Murger was commissioned to create a novel, which really became an 
anthology of twenty-two stories through which a working cast of characters wander. Published in 
1851 as Scènes de la Bohème, then Scènes de la vie de Bohème ("Scenes from the Bohemian 
Life"), this book made a sensation. It turned Murger into a celebrity (while his publisher was the one 
made rich), and it prompted his writing further novels and plays. At last a beneficiary of the 
bourgeois life he had once mocked, and eventually awarded the Légion d'Honneur, his success 
came too late, and he died in 1861, his health ruined by his years of poverty. 
 
     An Italian translation of Murger's novel was republished in Italian translation in 1890 and it quickly 
caught the eye of the musical community. Two composers vied for the chance to create an opera 
out  



 

 

 
of its ideas and characters: one was Puccini and the other was Ruggero Leoncavallo (1857-1919). 
Thanks to particularly devious manoeuvering, the former quite outflanked the latter. Puccini already 
had achieved solid public and commercial success with his third opera, Manon Lescaut (1893), and 
he had the backing of the ambitious publisher-promoter, Giulio Ricordi. Seasoned librettists, 
Giuseppe Giacosa and Luigi Illica, were at his disposal. 
 
     Puccini (and Ricordi, too) drove the librettists to near madness with shifting demands. 
Nevertheless, the result was finally put on the stage, not in Milan, but in Turin, on February 1, 1896. 
Surprising as it may seem, the initial public reaction was fuzzy, while the critics lambasted Puccini's 
descent into the scorned idiom of verismo and attention to trivial low-life. Observed one: "La 
Bohème, just as it leaves no great impression on the mind of the spectator, will leave no great mark 
on the history of our opera." 
 
     But the public quickly caught on: the Turin production turned into a popular triumph, and 
launched the opera into instant success in Italy and around the musical world. The possibilities of La 
vie de Bohème that had made Murger a belated celebrity made Puccini rich and famous in his 
prime. "The Trinity" of Giacosa, Illica, and Puccini went on to turn out more products, now 
anticipated globally. Meanwhile, Leoncavallo had hoped to make his case with a La Bohème of his 
own, under that same title, if to his own libretto. But delays in his opera's completion left him behind 
in the race and it was more that fifteen months after Puccini's premiere that Leoncavallo had his, on 
May 6, 1897, in Venice. 
 
     It is fascinating to study how Murger/Barrière, Puccini, and Leoncavallo varied their manipulation 
of the same material from Murger's original stories. Murger's 1851 novel contains a shifting cast of 
many characters, but some six predominated, to be taken up in the play and the two operas. All of 
these characters were based on real people Murger knew, and with him he had been involved. The 
poet Rodolphe (Rodolfo) was largely autobiographical. Schaunard (at first named Schannard) was 
based on an eccentric painter, Alexandre Schanne. The artist Marcel (Marcello) and the philosopher 
Colline were composites in each case of two real individuals. In Murger's novel, Colline was married 
(to a never-seen wife), but in the novel and the play, the other three bohemians each had a 
girlfriend, two of whom were carried on into the operas. Marcel's Musette (Musetta) was based on a 
well-known model and singer, while Rodolphe's Mimi was based on at least four of Murger's actual 
lovers, above all two sickly girls who died of consumption. 
 
     Between them, the play and the two operas display these characters in various balances and 
situations. In the play, they are trapped in a "well-made" theatrical structure. The libretto for Puccini 
is a very tight compression of much intricate detail into a powerfully concise melodrama, whereas 
Leoncavallo's is more expansive, more "faithful" to Murger's stories in his inclusion of more 
situations and in his greater development of the secondary characters. Though the play and both 
operas all end with Mimi's death, Leoncavallo gives more equal weight to the Marcello-Musetta 
romance as against that of Rodolfo and Mimi. 
 
     More to the point, while Leoncavallo was a careful craftsman and a clever musician, Puccini was 
a master of audience-grabbing theatricality and lyric inspiration. As we say (if we do so correctly), 
the proof of the pudding is in the eating. Have you ever heard of the play? How often have you seen 
a staged production of Leoncavallo's La Bohème? Do you know of any opera company that does 
not offer Puccini's La Bohème on a regular and rotating schedule? – that is, if it wants to stay in 
business? 

 

         



 

 

A dining idea for Friday, October 28, opening night for La Bohème 
     ______________________________________________ 
 
Come to the University’s Memorial Union (not the University Club,  
this time!) for a social hour:   cash bar and fellowship 5:00 - 5:45. 
 
Then, from  5:45 - 7:00, we’ll share a light buffet meal of some Union favorites in 
the Class of 1924 Reception Room: 
 
    Fresh mixed greens or Caesar salad,  
 
    Beef Bourguignon and buttered egg noodles with poppy seeds, 
    green beans with julienned red bell peppers,  
        and 
    Vegetarian and Beef Lasagna, with fresh baked bread sticks and    
    rolls, coffee, decaf, tea, and milk, 
 
    Dessert:  Petit-fours Citron  (aka Lemon Bars). 
 
Cost:  $19 for this dinner, intended to be simple and light but ample, and  
a bit French but basically Italian and American:  like our La Bohème itself. 
 
The Mimì for Sunday’s matinee performance, Megan Gryga, will join us for dinner 
and give us one soprano’s view of our new production of La Bohème. 
           ________________________________________________________ 
 
Note that the Class of ’24 Reception Room is on the fourth level of the Wisconsin 
Memorial Union, next to the Great Hall, and is accessible by the elevators near either end 
of the Union building.   
The Wisconsin Union is located at the corner of Park and Langdon Streets. 
 
Please send us your list of names of those attending, and a check for your group 
($19 per person, gratuities included).   
Checks are payable to the “UW Opera Props” and please mail by October 22 to 
    Peg Wallace 
    2220 Chamberlain Ave., Madison 53726 
Questions?  Call Peg at (608) 233-1304 or Dan Shea at 836-6911. 
                   ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
Note:  If you have tickets for another performance of La Bohème and prefer to change 
them to Friday night, October 30, call or visit the Wisconsin Union Theater Box Office, 800 
Langdon St. (608-265-2787), as soon as possible. 
 
 



 

 

LETTER FROM THE PRESIDENT OF OPERA PROPS 
 
Dear Friend, 
 
Madison is becoming a real mecca for opera lovers,  
it seems!  I recall a conversation with Madison Opera’s 
wonderful Ann Stanke some thirty years ago, when she stated 
flatly that “Madison is just not an opera town.”  If you knew 
Ann, you know that she was not complaining but rather in the 
midst of helping to change that perception.  Karlos Moser 
was working in the same direction at the U.W. School of 
Music, and we can recall some wonderful results there: with 
performances of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Béatrice et 
Bénedict, Così fan tutte, and other operas then new to the 
Madison area, and with singers like Kitt Reuter-Foss and 
Greg Schmidt being launched into their substantial careers.   
 
Those times were a big step toward the remarkable 
transformation that we have in our area now, with Madison 
Opera expanding nicely; Madison’s Savoyards and Opera for 
the Young continuing with their useful programs; the U.W. 
program recruiting and training new talent for campus and 
area events; and lately a cadre of musicians engaged in finding new friends for opera via vehicles like the 
Fresco Opera Theatre and Candid Concert Opera.  Helping track all this activity are new local media like 
the Music School’s website and “The Well-Tempered Ear” blog, so helpful for area music-lovers. 
 
Our Opera Props fall season began with a truly thrilling concert on September 25 at the Holy Wisdom 
Monastery:  Bill Farlow introduced seven soloists, each of whom took on a classic aria – from Beethoven’s 
Fidelio to Korngold’s Die tote Stadt.  The performances by students Aldo Pirelli, Benjamin Schultz, 
Michael Roemer, Chelsie Propst, Caitlin Miller, Alex Gmeinder, and Shannon Prickett were vivid and 
powerful, and audience members clearly were delighted to hear these fresh, well-trained voices. 
 
Since the concert had been organized to benefit the Opera program, Bill Farlow explained its current needs 
and the very useful help that grew out of a similar concert held last year.  After the concert this year, 
audience members sought out the singers for more discussion, with several offering interesting ways to 
provide help.  We are working to follow up these offers.  We hope that you will consider joining us with 
your own ideas and resources. 
 
The University Opera season continues, we look forward to seeing you at La Bohème! 
–Dan Shea 
         ___________________________________________________________ 
 
To view the School of Music’s scheduled concerts, go to  www.music.wisc.edu/events/eventcalendar.jsp 
(for student recitals, click on the “Calendar of Events-Current Week”).   
To keep up with “The Well-Tempered Ear” discussions, go to  welltempered.wordpress.com 
 
 
 
 

The Opera Props Board  
 
  Tom Akagi   
  Charles Anderson, Financial Secretary 
  Martin Barrett 
  Kristin Bengtson 
  Karen Bishop 
  Ann Campbell 
  Lois Dick 
  Barbara Furstenberg, Recording Secretary 
  Barbara Klotz 
  Robert Krainer 
  Joanna Overn 
  Helen Schmedeman 
  Charles Schoenleber, Treasurer 
  Daniel Shea, President 
  Margaret (Peg) Wallace, Vice President 
 



 

 

Join the Wisconsin District Metropolitan Opera Auditions, this year on October 22  
 
For singers, one of the important ways to get a good career going is to get recognition via the 
annual Met Audition system, and the Wisconsin District auditions have become nationally 
recognized as among the best organized and funded:  our state singers benefit greatly by being 
heard by the world-class singers, coaches, and conductors who have served as judges and vocal 
advisors during these auditions.  Of course, the cash awards are useful to the top winners as well! 
 
In recent years the prize money awarded amounts to about $15,000 a year, and an all-volunteer 
staff manages the administration of the program for another $3000.  Past funding support has come 
mainly from the Milwaukee area, but now the previous sources are dwindling and new ones need 
to step forward.  In view of the fact that so many of the entrants and prize winners are from 
Madison, much of the future support will have to come from Madison as well.   
 
But less than $7000 has come from Madison over the past 33 years, about half of that from 
Madison Opera’s Arline H. Johnson Award.  The current Director of the Wisconsin District is 
Kathy Pyeatt, who hopes that Madison area organizations and individuals will help in a more 
substantial way!  For further information about contributing, contact Kathy via 
www.moncwidistrict.org/. 
 
If you’ve attended one of these Met Auditions, you know how interesting they can be.  All the 
relevant information you need to attend this year’s program is at the above web site. 
                                                    ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
This year the Wisconsin District of the audition-sponsoring Met Opera National Council celebrated 
its 50th anniversay with a gala concert on September 9.  Of the ten artists selected to sing, eight 
have been featured on Madison stages (mostly Music Hall) – and a ninth, Scott Ramsey – soon will 
appear here as Lenski in Madison Opera’s Yevgeny Onyegin.  The honor of opening and closing the 
program was accorded to Kitt Reuter-Foss, who brought back warm memories of her Carmen (the 
Seguidilla) and Charlotte (the letter aria from Werther).   
 
A description by Charles Anderson of the rest of the program will be posted at Opera Props’s 
refurbished web site, currently under reconstruction.  We leave you here with just this note from 
Charles’s complete review:  Emily Birsan sang the Act 2 scena from Maria Stuarda, about which 
the concert’s emcee remarked “This voice makes the hairs on my neck stand on end!”  Those of us 
fortunate enough to have heard Emily as Maria in Music Hall last year understand that remark 
completely. 
                                                                  ~~~~~~~ 
Also to be presented soon at the Props web site  www.uwoperaprops.org :  a complete program of 
the forthcoming Opera Workshop concert, to be offered on November 22 at 7:30 pm in Music 
Hall, as well as notes on recent and coming local events by Fresco Opera Theater, Candid Concert 
Opera, and the Madison Area Opera Singers Workshop. 
                                                                ~~~~~~~~~~~ 
And keep in mind your opportunity to hear distinguished bass-baritone Tony Dillon conduct a 
master class at Music Hall, 1:15 pm on Wednesday, November 30. 
 


