GREAT PERFORMANCES AT THE MET
“La Bohème”

– Angela Gheorghiu, in Signature Role, Stars With Ramón Vargas in Popular Puccini Opera –

“Angela Gheorghiu never sounds better than when singing Puccini, and her Mimi is founded on long, perfectly shaped lines and an extraordinary range and vocal color,” wrote the London Guardian of the star Romanian soprano’s best-loved role. And, the paper added, “she dies beautifully.” Actually, everything Gheorghiu is beautiful — from her movie-star glam to her “real deal” voice and presence. Viewers can see for themselves when she returns to the role for the first time at the Met in more than a decade, opposite golden-toned Mexican tenor Ramón Vargas. The 12th of 14 presentations broadcast this season in high definition and 5.1 surround sound on GREAT PERFORMANCES AT THE MET, “La Bohème” airs in June 2008 (check local listings) on PBS. Exciting young Italian conductor Nicola Luisotti leads the orchestra and chorus.

The passionate, timeless and indelible story of love among young artists in Paris can easily stake its claim as the world’s most popular opera. Its four-handkerchief plot, clearly drawn characters and unending melodic invention can be showcased in the simplest of productions or in the grand style of Franco Zefferelli’s iconic Met production, which has delighted audiences since 1981.

But above all, it is Puccini’s score that brings joy to the heart and makes listeners feel just a little bit younger. Few operas offer the lyrical richness of “La Bohème,” which includes two of the most popular arias ever written: Rodolfo’s “Che gelida manina” (“Your tiny hand is frozen”) — during which prankster Enrico Caruso once forced a hot sausage into the hand of his Mimi — and Mimi’s rejoinder, “Mi chiamano Mimi” (“My name is Mimi”). These two numbers are recalled throughout the opera, tying it together seamlessly. Also memorable are “Quando me’n vo,” the ubiquitous waltz sung by the flirtatious Musetta, which frames the Act II finale, and the famous Coat Song, Colline’s mournful farewell to his beloved overcoat.   

In addition to Gheorghiu as the consumptive seamstress Mimi and Vargas as her poet lover Rodolfo, the cast includes French baritone Ludovic Tézier as painter Marcello, Spanish soprano Ainhoa Arteta as Musetta, American baritone Quinn Kelsey as musician Schaunard, American bass Oren Gradus as philosopher Colline, and veteran American bass Paul Plishka as both landlord Benoit and Musetta’s “protector” Alcindoro.

(Fun fact: “Mimi” faced a happier end on April 26, 1996, when Gheorghiu married her then Met Rodolfo, famous French tenor Roberto Alagna, in a ceremony conducted by New York City mayor — and inveterate opera fan — Rudy Giuliani.)

GREAT PERFORMANCES AT THE MET “La Bohème,” sung in Italian with English subtitles, is directed for television by Gary Halvorson. Jay Saks is audio producer. With a libretto by Giuseppe Giacosa and Luigi Illica, based on Scènes de la vie de Bohème by Henry Murger, it was recorded on stage at the Met on April 5, 2008. Complementing Zefferelli’s lavishly detailed sets are costumes by Peter J. Hall.

Underwriters: Toll Brothers, Irene Diamond Fund, National Endowment for the Arts, Public Television Viewers, PBS and Corporation for Public Broadcasting. Telecast funding for “La Bohème” provided by The Sybil B. Harrington Endowment Fund and M. Beverly and Robert G. Bartner. Producer: Metropolitan Opera. Presenter: Thirteen/WNET New York. Metropolitan Opera executive producer: Peter Gelb. Metropolitan Opera supervising producers: Mia Bongiovanni and Elena Park. Metropolitan Opera producers: Louisa Briccetti and Victoria Warivonchik. GREAT PERFORMANCES producer: David Horn. Director of program development: Bill O’Donnell. Format: CC Stereo 5.1 Surround Sound Letterbox/HD where available. Online: pbs.org
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■ GREAT PERFORMANCES online, pbs.org/wnet/gperf/, contains additional information about this and other GREAT PERFORMANCES programs. The colorful Web companion contains a wide variety of images, in-depth information about the programs and activities for teachers, including lesson plans, tips and resources.


