
Lust and Fornication in La Bohème (Act I)

The Secret Teachings of Opera



Act I Synopsis

Paris, in the 1830s. 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 eccentric 
nobleman. While they celebrate their unexpected fortune, the landlord, 
Benoit, comes to collect the rent. After getting the older man drunk, the 
friends urge him to tell of his flirtations, then throw him out in mock 
indignation at his infidelity to his wife. As the others depart to revel at the 
Café Momus, Rodolfo remains behind to finish an article, promising to join 
them later. —Metropolitan Opera



Act I Synopsis

There is another knock at the door—the visitor is Mimì, a pretty neighbor, 
whose candle has gone out in the stairwell. As she enters the room, she 
suddenly feels faint. Rodolfo gives her a sip of wine, then helps her to the 
door and relights her candle. Mimì realizes that she lost her key when she 
fainted, and as the two search for it, both candles go out. Rodolfo finds 
the key and slips it into his pocket. In the moonlight, he takes Mimì’s hand 
and tells her about his dreams. She recounts her life alone in a lofty garret, 
embroidering flowers and waiting for the spring. Rodolfo’s friends call 
from outside, telling him to join them. He responds that he is not alone 
and will be along shortly. Happy to have found each other, Mimì and 
Rodolfo leave, arm in arm, for the café. —Metropolitan Opera



The Setting: 
Introducing Rodolfo

• 1830’s Paris, France, the Latin Quarter, 
Christmas Eve, the Birth of Christ.

• Rodolfo, a poet: Rudolf, from the 
German “Hrōdwulf,” the Germanic 
elements “hrod” meaning “fame” and 
“wulf” meaning “wolf”. 

• Rudolf/Rodolfo, “wolf of renown” or 
“famous wolf.” 

• Wolf of infamy, one who dishonors the 
divine law. A poet. Produces imaginative 
works, fancy, fantasy, dreams, not 
reality.



The Inverted 
Three Brains

• Colline: Intellect

• Marcello: Emotions

• Schaunard: Motor-
Instinctive-Sexuality



The Negative Intellectual 
Brain: Colline
• Colline, a philosopher, intellectual brain

• Irish word cailín, meaning “girl.” 

• With Greek roots, Colline also is a variant of 
Nicole, Nike, “victory of the people.” 

• Irony, because Colline is a failure. 

• Physical men are astral women, and vice versa. 
We are lunar.



The Negative 
Emotional Brain: 
Marcello

• Marcello, a painter, negative emotions: 
“warlike” or “martial.” 

• Constantly combative, jealous, and 
enraged with Musetta.



The Negative Sexual 
Brain: Schaunard

• Schaunard, a musician, discordant sound, 
motor-instinctive-sexual brain.

• Seán, from Old French Jehan, from Latin 
Johannes, variant of Ioannes, from Koine
Greek Ἰωάννης (Iōánnēs), from Hebrew יוֹחָנָן.

• Nard, “fragrant" or "anointed," as in 
Spikenard, inversion of Christ’s anointment 
before His Passion. 

• The Word inverted; sex fallen. Music is sexual
(nightclubs or modern music).



The Chill of Chastity and the Fires of Lust

MARCELLO

This Red Sea of mine

makes me feel cold and numb

as if it were pouring over me.

I'll drown a Pharaoh in revenge.

(to Rodolfo)

What are you doing?

RODOLFO

I'm looking at Paris,

seeing the skies grey with smoke

from a thousand chimneys,

and I think of that no-good,

hateful stove of ours that lives

a gentleman's life of idleness.



The Chill of Chastity and the Fires of Lust

MARCELLO

It's been a long time

since he received his just income.

RODOLFO

What are those stupid forests

doing, all covered with snow?

MARCELLO

Rodolfo, I want to tell you

a profound thought I've had:

I'm cold as hell.

RODOLFO

As for me, Marcello, I'll be frank:

I'm not exactly sweating.



The Chill of Chastity and the Fires of Lust

MARCELLO

And my fingers are frozen -

as if I still were holding them

in that enormous glacier,

Musetta's heart.

(A sigh escapes him, and he leaves off 
painting.)

RODOLFO

Love is a stove that burns too much...

MARCELLO

Too fast.



The Chill of Chastity and the Fires of Lust

RODOLFO

Where the man is the fuel...

MARCELLO

And woman the spark...

RODOLFO

He burns in a moment...

MARCELLO

And she stands by, watching!

RODOLFO

Meanwhile, we're freezing in here!

MARCELLO

And dying from lack of food!

RODOLFO

We must have a fire!



Love is Lost: A Euphemism for 
Orgasm

Marcello offers to burn his painting and a chair for 
heat.

Rodolfo gives up his drama instead. 

To throw away one’s artistic work, beauty, and 
subsistence for a few moments of heat, pleasure, 
superficial sensations.



Love is Lost: A Euphemism for 
Orgasm

RODOLFO

My burning drama will warm us.

MARCELLO

You mean to read it? I'll freeze.

RODOLFO

No, the paper will unfold in ash

and genius soar back to its heaven.

A serious loss to the age...

Rome (amore) is in danger.



Intransigent 
Warmth 
by the Fire

Colline and Marcello join to keep warm. 

Three brains relish in sensations and feelings of lust and orgasm, which 
make us bohemians in our three brains. 

Colline disgruntled that he couldn’t sell his books, sell his knowledge to 
get about in the world, the shortcomings of the ambitious mind.



Passion Kills 
Love and Virility

RODOLFO
In that dying blue flame
an ardent love-scene dies.

…when we ejaculate the semen, the cosmic 
currents merge with the universal currents and 
then penetrate the souls of the two beings with 
a bloody light, the Luciferic forces of evil, fatal 
magnetism. Then, Cupid leaves crying. The 
gates of Eden are locked; love becomes 
disillusionment. Disenchantment arrives and 
the black reality of this valley of tears is all that 
remains. —Samael Aun Weor, The Perfect 
Matrimony: “The Son of Man”



Schaunard’s
Feast: Wood 
and Wine 
from the 
Tree of 
Knowledge

RODOLFO

Wood!

MARCELLO

Cigars!

COLLINE

Bordeaux!

RODOLFO

Firewood!

MARCELLO

Bordeaux!



Spiritual Intoxication 
and Lust

• Wood from the tree of knowledge, the sexual 
potency, to burn again in the oven until depleted once 
more. 

• Bordeaux is interspersed with firewood, since wine is 
the sexual intoxication of the soul brought about by 
the tree of knowledge of purity and impurity. 

“There are two kinds of intoxication: (1) with the wine 
of affection (mawaddat) and (2) with the cup of love 
(muhabbat). The former is “caused” (ma’lul), since it 
arises from regarding the benefit (ni’mat); but the latter 
has no cause, since it arises from regarding the 
benefactor (mun’im).”

―Al-Hujwiri, Revelation of the Mystery



The Bohemian Death of 
Conscience
• After job with an eccentric English 

gentleman, Schaunard was ordered to 
play violin to a parrot until it died. He 
seduced a girl servant and convinced her 
to give the parrot poisoned parsley until 
it died like Socrates. This is ironic 
because Socrates died for following his 
daimon, his conscience, which the 
bohemians ignore.

• The group ignores Schaunard, but he 
interrupts, telling them to save their 
food for future need. He appears to 
show some frugality, but then jumps 
into declaring tonight’s Christmas Eve 
celebration by dining at Cafe Momus in 
the Latin Quarter, for which he will pay.



False Piety 
Among Fools

SCHAUNARD

Now what are you doing?

No! These delicacies

are the provender

for the dark and gloomy

days in the future.

Dine at home on Christmas 
Eve

when the Latin Quarter

has decked its streets with 
eatables?

When the perfume of fritters

is wafted through the ancient 
streets?

There the girls sing happily...

ALL

It's Christmas Eve!

SCHAUNARD

And each has a student 
echoing her!

Have some religion, 
gentlemen:

we drink at home,

but we dine out.



Benoit
• Benoît, from the Latin word 

benedictus, "blessed,” 
Bénédicte or the English 
Benedict. 

• Landlord who demands rent 
from the Bohemians. When 
the law comes to collect, we 
try to avoid responsibility in 
our three brains, to reject 
“blessings.”



Adultery, Hypocrisy, and 
Feigned Indignation

• Bohemians get Benoit drunk, whereby he 
confesses that he is an adulterer. The 
bohemians feign indignation and kick him out. 
Afterward they laugh because they avoided 
paying their bills so they can use the money to 
go party in the Latin Quarter. People imitate 
propriety, but inwardly are lustful hypocrites.

• Everyone is getting ready for dinner. Rodolfo 
stays behind to write.



Sexual Innuendos: The Vulgarization and 
Commercialization of Sex

MARCELLO

(giving Colline a mirror)

Beauties are there, come from above.

Now you're rich, you must look presentable.

You bear! Trim your fur.

COLLINE

I'll make my first acquaintance

of a beard-trimmer.

Lead me to the absurd,

outrageous razor.

ALL

Let's go.

RODOLFO

I must stay to finish

my article for The Beaver.

MARCELLO

Hurry, then!

RODOLFO

Five minutes. I know my trade.



Mimi’s Entry

• A woman knocks on Rodolfo’s door, the door to 
initiation, and asks for candlelight. She comes to 
Rodolfo asking for light. She is sick. 

• We are all sick. Woman goes to man for spiritual 
illumination. Rodolfo is attracted, but sees she is 
weak and needs to rest and coughing from 
Tuberculosis, a lung disease.

• Rodolfo provides her wine and wants to pursue 
her after she recuperates and is about to leave. 
The light goes out. She had dropped her key. 
She comes back for both.

• His candle is snuffed out because couples lack 
spiritual light. He falls in love with her beauty in 
the moonlight, sees the key and pockets it—
deceit. He pretends not to know, to keep her 
there.



Rodolfo’s Poetic Dreams, Illusions, and Love

RODOLFO

How cold your little hand is!

Let me warm it for you.

What's the use of searching?

We'll never find it in the dark.

But luckily there's a moon,

and she's our neighbor here.

Just wait, my dear young lady,

and meanwhile I'll tell you

in a word who and what I am.

Shall I?

(Mimì is silent.)

Who am I? I'm a poet.

My business? Writing.

How do I live? I live.

In my happy poverty

I squander like a prince

my poems and songs of love.

In hopes and dreams

and castles-in-the-air,

I'm a millionaire in spirit.

But sometimes my strong-box

is robbed of all its jewels

by two thieves: a pair of pretty 
eyes.

They came in now with you

and all my lovely dreams,

my dreams of the past,

were soon stolen away.

But the theft doesn't upset me,

since the empty place was filled

with hope.

Now that you know me,

it's your turn to speak.

Who are you? Will you tell me?



Who is מימי Mimi? Literally, מי “Who?”

MIMÌ

Yes. They call me Mimì,

but my real name's Lucia.

My story is brief.

I embroider silk and satin

at home or outside.

I'm tranquil and happy,

and my pastime

is making lilies and roses.

I love all things

that have gentle magic,

that talk of love, of spring,

that talk of dreams and 
fancies -

the things called poetry...

Do you understand me?

RODOLFO

Yes.

MIMÌ

They call me Mimì -

I don't know why.

I live all by myself

and I eat alone.

I don't often go to church,

but I like to pray.

I stay all alone

in my tiny white room,

I look at the roofs and the 
sky.

But when spring comes

the sun's first rays are 
mine.

April's first kiss is mine, is 
mine!

The sun's first rays are 
mine!

A rose blossoms in my vase,

I breathe its perfume, petal 
by petal.

So sweet is the flower's 
perfume.

But the flowers I make, 
alas,

the flowers I make, alas,

alas, have no scent.

What else can I say?

I'm your neighbour, 
disturbing you

at this impossible hour.



The Three Keys 
to Suffering

The three keys of suffering are the Moon, the fornicating Eve, 
and the turbid waters. —Samael Aun Weor, The Major Mysteries



The Beginning of Disgrace

The lost key in the moonlight. 

Mimi, waters, turbid and sick with 
tuberculosis, a lung disease. Her breath, 
or א Aleph, is poisoned. Her psychological 
elements are out of whack: lungs (air), 
candle (fire), sexual desire (water), and 
sickly body (earth).

The bohemians call for Rodolfo to join 
them at Cafe Momus. They are surprised 
to hear that Mimi is joining them.

Momus (Greek Μῶμος Momos) was the 
spirit of satire, mockery, and unfair 
criticism who was expelled by the gods 
from Mount Olympus. Related to μομφή 
momphē, meaning “blame,” “reproach,” 
or “disgrace.”
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