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Pauls Putnins as Marcello and Ashley Catling as Rodolfo

Staging a much-loved masterpiece like Puccini’s La Bohème should be easy. Half the audience know they
love it before arriving at the theatre, and as long as the singers sing well and the musicians play with suitable
compassion, you’re guaranteed to pull a tear from watching eyes.

That said, there’s an impossibility to the task. How does a director satisfy the audience’s expectations, but
still manage to surprise them?

Director Sophie Gilpin, founder of new company HeadFirst Productions and eager to ‘find new perspectives
on classic opera’, has done just that. The company’s first full-scale opera premiered last night at the intimate
LOST Theatre in Wandsworth: an updated retelling of La Bohème, handled with grace and sensitivity.

We’re taken to Paris, December 1995. Four young men are living together in a dingy flat, a few multi-
coloured fairy lights flung across the fireplace as a token gesture to Christmas. Struggling to make ends
meet as artists, the opening scene sees Rodolfo and Marcello snorting their way through lines of cocaine,
having spent the few francs they do earn on the quickest way to lift their spirits. Rodolfo falls in love with
Mimi – she has a heroin addiction which slowly eats away at her, physically and emotionally.

Rather than re-write the entire opera, Gilpin has cleverly found a way to
enhance the tragedy of the piece without making changes to the libretto
or the music. Mimi’s ailment (traditionally tuberculosis) is not actually
mentioned in the original libretto, and Gilpin has therefore played to the
conclusion the audience is more likely to jump to in the 21  century.
Drug addiction here is treated as an illness, not a crime (the impact of
which is enhanced, given recent tragedies in the news).

90s Paris is, in many ways, arbitrary – it could be Peckham 2014.
Rodolfo and his friends are living in an impoverished, urban underworld,
finding humour in their situation and relishing youth and love (the two
things that come free in life). In Act 2, café Momus is a smoky bar, and
the smell of tobacco and marijuana actually wafts from the stage up our
nostrils. All eyes are on Musetta (an engaging performance from
soprano Natalie Montakhab) as she parades on her stilettos, vying for
Marcello’s attention. The pair are the most well-suited of La Bohéme’s
secondary lovers I’ve seen on stage.
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Pauls Putnins and Natalie
Montakhab

Elizabeth Roberts as Mimi

The leads are stunning. Highly expressive tenor Ashley Catling gives
Rodolfo a cheeky energy, obsessed with his own love for Mimi despite
being unsure how to handle it. Mimi is sung exquisitely by soprano
Elizabeth Roberts, an accomplished singer with a history of
performances with the BBC and the Royal Opera House, whose voice brings a glow to her character’s pallid
appearance. In terms of emotional maturity, Mimi holds the upper hand in the relationship, and guides the
distraught Rodolfo even when she is on her death bed.

The score has been shrunk by composer Danyal Dhondy to piano,
cello, violin and clarinet, conducted by Kelvin Lim. It’s a nice touch
to have a conductor there – many fringe opera ensembles are led
by the bobbing head of the pianist – and although the
arrangement is a little top-heavy at times, it’s adequate musical
support for the singers. There are moments, though, when part of
me is left longing for an orchestra.

Gilpin’s twist on the story lends great power to the final scene.
There’s a deep sadness in knowing that Mimi’s suffering is self-
inflicted, albeit the result of an uncontrollable addiction. And, as
her five devotees gather around, Mimi holds a mirror to their own
lives. They’re witnessing the potential outcome of their own drug
habits. It could be them.

This is La Bohème as you expect (and hope) it will be, with singers
who possess an intelligent understanding of Puccini’s characters.
The gritty, twenty-first-century realism simply adds to the opera’s
poignancy.

La Bohème will next be performed at Trinity Theatre in Tunbridge Wells 4-5 September. For more info, click
here.
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