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WORK SHEET FOR TEXT ANALYSIS 

(adapted and compiled from D. Ball, Wm. Ball, D. Grote, F. Hodge, R Moyer, & J Thomas) 

I.  Given Circumstances 

A. Environmental Facts: summarize and cite specific references from the text. 

1.  Geographical Location 

a. Place, including climate 

 

RENT takes place in various locations in Alphabet City in the lower east side of 

Manhattan.  Alphabet City “runs from Houston Street up to 14th Street and from 

Avenues A to D” (urbandictionary.com).  Please see googlemap.com for a birds-eye 

view of many of these locations: 

https://maps.google.com/maps/ms?msid=206002604220121716820.0004cef7dc4a

918a4f489&msa=0&ll=40.730381,-73.988242&spn=0.018764,0.027595 

 

 Specific locations include: 

i. Mark and Roger’s industrial loft on the corner of 11th Street and 

Avenue B, which is the top floor of what was once a music publishing 

factory (Any song not listed below) 

 

ii. The Street below the loft with a pay phone (“Rent”, “We’re Okay”, 

“Happy New Year”) 

 

iii. Joanne’s Loft (“Voicemail 2”, “Valentine’s Day Crossover”, “Take Me 

or Leave Me”) 

 

iv. The Lot (“Tango Maureen”, “Over the Moon”) 

 

v. Support Group (“Support Group”, “Another Day”, “Will I?”) 

 

https://maps.google.com/maps/ms?msid=206002604220121716820.0004cef7dc4a918a4f489&msa=0&ll=40.730381,-73.988242&spn=0.018764,0.027595
https://maps.google.com/maps/ms?msid=206002604220121716820.0004cef7dc4a918a4f489&msa=0&ll=40.730381,-73.988242&spn=0.018764,0.027595
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vi. Mimi’s apt, the floor below Mark and Roger’s loft (“Out Tonight”, 

“Without You”) 

 

vii. On the Street (“On the Street”, “Santa Fe”, “I’ll Cover You”) 

 

viii. St. Mark’s Place (“Christmas Bells”)   

 

ix. Life Café (“La Vie Bohème/I Should Tell You” 

 

x. Undefined line on the stage apron (“Seasons of Love”, “Seasons of 

Love B”) 

 

xi. Any Location (“Valentine’s Day Crossover”) 

 

xii. Simultaneous Beds: Hospital, Mimi’s Apt, Joanne’s Apt, Others 

(“Without You”, “Voicemail 5”, “Contact”) 

 

xiii. In a church, ANGEL’s memorial (“I’ll Cover You—Reprise”, ) 

 

xiv. Outside the Church with payphone (”Halloween”, “Goodbye Love”, 

“What You Own”) 

 

Climate: The specific times of year in the play are Christmas Eve, New 

Year’s Eve, Valentine’s Day, Spring, Labor Day, Halloween, and 

Christmas Eve.  All of these times would be cold or chilly in New York 

City, especially Christmas as the script specifically indicates that it is 

snowing outside.  The important exceptions would be Labor Day (which 

Alexa Darling announces) and spring (Roger says to Mimi, “Happy 

Spring” before “Without You”).  However, the scenes in fall/summer 

occur indoors; the characters still don’t get to feel the rejuvenating 

effects of those seasons.  

 

 2.   Psychological significance to the play 

 

 Because there are so many locations throughout the musical, many of which 

 occur simultaneously, the need arises to suggest location instead of physically 

 creating a space for each area.  This is consistent with the Broadway production 

 of the play.  This also creates a sense of being lost in the city; everywhere looks 

 the same.  Mark, in “Valentine’s Day Crossover”, winks at this as well when 

 observing Maureen and Joanne, “That is if they’re still speaking this week…Me?  

 I’m here.  Nowhere” (Larson 86).  This could also create a sense of openness, as 
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 there would be very few closed walls in this ground plan.  As far as climate is 

 concerned, the  pervasive cold speaks to the loneliness and isolation of the 

 characters; there is no renewal of spring or warmth of summer, there is a 

 constant chill over everything.  The cold is also consistent with the inspiration of 

 the play, Puccini’s La Bohème.   

  

 Alphabet City at the time was a rats-nest of poverty, drugs, drag queens, 

 rockers, and artists.  However, it was only 30 blocks or so south of the theatre 

 district at Times Square and the upper east/west side, and 30 blocks or so north 

 of the financial district and Wall Street.   In the course of a long walk, one 

 could go from crushing poverty and squalor north to glitz and glam or south to 

 affluent businesses and shops.  This dichotomy is very much akin to the Latin 

 Quarter in Paris in the 19th century and with Regan’s America in the 1980’s; it is 

 an exciting fusion of both of these worlds and worldviews. 

 

2.  Date/Time 

a. Chronological: time of day/ season/ year 

 

Act I: “December 24. 9pm. Eastern Standard Time” (Larson 1).  The rest of the act 

 flows chronologically from there; stage time is real time. 

 

Act II: UNDEFINED TIME: “Seasons of Love” Very strong possibility that this is “sung” 

 during Angel’s funeral, as the original production used the same staging with 

 the cast on the apron in a line. If so, this would be the one non-chronological 

 moment in the play.  This is one of the most theatrical moments of the script, 

 with the cast declaring their intent to explore an entire year in the following act. 

 

New Year’s Eve: Songs include: “Happy New Year A”, “Voice Mail #3”, “Voice Mail 

 #4, “Happy New Year B” 

 

Valentine’s Day: “Valentine’s Day Crossover”, “Take Me or Leave Me” 

 

UNDEFINED/Spring: “Seasons of Love B”, “Without You”: The reprise of “Seasons of 

Love’ gives the impression of a crossover or montage, a strong hint that time is 

passing.  Logistically, this could also provide cover for cast members moving the 

three beds into position.  “Without You” is filled with imagery of spring: rain falls, 

grass grows, seeds root, flowers bloom, breeze warms, tides change, etc.  So, it is 

reasonable to conclude that “Seasons of Love B” is a bridge to spring/summer, 

where we see everyone’s relationship fall apart for emotional reasons (Mimi/Roger 

& Joanne/Maureen) and physical reasons (Angel/Collins). 
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Labor Day: “Voice Mail #5”: Alexi Darling says “Labor Day Weekend in East 

 Hampton” 

UNDEFINED: “Contact” This is another montage/crossover moment, most likely 

 filling the chronological gap between Labor Day and Halloween; showing how 

 couples in relationships live and love, and how messy the phases of life are: 

 conception, birth, and death. 

 

Halloween: “I’ll Cover You-Reprise”, “Halloween”, “Goodbye Love” “What You 

 Own” (First half). 

 

UNDEFINED: “What You Own” (Second Half), “Voice Mail #6”.  The second half of 

 “What You Own”, when the song starts in earnest, has the stage directions for 

 Mark as “imagining”.  This, I believe, is another crossover song, filling in and 

 compressing the time between Halloween and Christmas.  One question I 

 continued to have, after reading the script and watching the Broadway 

 recording, is whether Roger actually left to go to Santa Fe (the 2006 film 

 explicitly makes the choice that he did leave to New Mexico, showing montages 

 of this during “What You Own”).  Based off several hints in the script, I too 

 believe that Roger did physically leave New York in favor of Santa Fe, only to 

 come back later.  In “Voice Mail #6”, Roger’s Mother declares, “Roger, honey I 

 don’t get these postcards, ‘Moving to Santa Fe’, “Back in New York’, ‘Starting a 

 Rock Band’,” and Mark in “Finale A” singing “First shot Roger with the Fender 

 guitar he just got out of hock when he sold the car that took him away and 

 back.”  This is why it is so confusing while watching the stage version; there is no 

 explicit directions showing him doing so, only a few hints in the lyrics that it 

 happened; especially given that Roger leaving, arriving, then coming back ALL 

 have to happen during the second half of “What You Own”.  That’s a tall order 

 and leads to confusion. 

 

Christmas Eve: “Finale A”, “Your Eyes”, “Finale B” 

 

 CRONOLOGICAL TIME SUMMARY 

 

Act I: Christmas Eve    (All songs of Act I) 

 

Act II: UNDEFINED (narrating entire year) (Seasons of Love) 

  New Year’s Eve    (New Year A/B, VMail 3/4) 

  UNDEFINED (narrating winter elapsing) (Valentine’s Day Crossover) 

  Valentine’s Day    (Take Me or Leave Me) 

  UNDEFINED (Spring/summer elapsing) (Seasons of Love B, W/out You) 

  Labor Day    (Vmail 5) 

  UNDEFINED (Sept-Halloween elapsing) (Contact) 
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  Halloween    (Halloween, GBye Love,What/Own #1) 

  UNDEFINED (Halloween-Xmas elapsing) (What/Own #2, VMail 6) 

  Christmas    (Finale A/B, Your Eyes) 

  

 Psychological significance of this moment in time 

 I believe a strong choice is to set Act I in 1989 and Act II in 1990.  A bonus for 

 this choice is that it is identical to the choice in the 2006 film, although the film 

 goes out of its way to broadcast the date, “December 24, 1989, 9 pm, Eastern 

 Standard Time.”  The AIDS crisis was raging during 1989, with a year supply of 

 AZT costing up to $10,000 a year.  The group Act Up staged protests around the 

 country, including one at the NYSE where 7 protesters chained themselves to 

 the VIP balcony and stopped trading on the floor, resulting in Wellcome, the 

 producer of AZT, lowering its price of a year’s supply of AZT to $6400 a year 

 (actupny.org).  1989 is also the year Billy Aronson reached out to Larson and 

 began work on a musical adaptation to La Bohème.  Also, the riots in the lot that 

 Maureen is protesting has clear echoes to the Tompkins Square Park Riots in 

 August of 1988, which is in the very heart of Alphabet City where 9 people were 

 arrested and 44 people were injured, including 13 police officers (nytimes.com).  

 In 1989, the world outside New York was chaos; 11 million gallons of crude oil 

 covered Alaska’s shores from the doomed Exxon Valdez, hundreds, possibly 

 thousands of student protesters were massacred in Tiananmen Square, their 

 leaders hunted down and executed; the Berlin wall falls and the iron curtain 

 begins to crumble.  Revolution, successful or not, carried the day.  

 

 Drawbacks to this include several anachronisms, most notably the references to 

 Thelma and Louise in “Today 4 U” which didn’t premiere until 1991 and Newt’s 

 Lesbian Sister in “We’re OK”, which most likely refers to Newt Gingrich’s sister, 

 Candice Gingrich Jones, who came out in 1994 to raise awareness of AIDS.   

 

 That said, I am somewhat torn.  The script goes out of its way to NOT specify an 

 exact year.  The workshop performances of RENT began in 1994 and off-

 Broadway premiere was in 1996, so an equally compelling case can be made to 

 set the play in the early-mid 90’s.  It also would eliminate any discrepancies 

 within the script.  The reason that 1989-90 is so compelling to me is that AIDS 

 seemed to have more of an air of danger: Reagan’s vice president, George H.W. 

 Bush was president, and AIDS was still very much the “gay plague” or a disease 

 brought about by drug use—it was a response to sin, supposedly.  When the 

 1990’s came around and celebrities like Magic Johnson announcing being HIV 

 positive and President Bill Clinton took office, there seemed to be more of a 

 hope and understanding of AIDS (although, to be sure, AIDS continued to claim 

 thousands of lives).  1993 is also when Rudy Giuliani successfully ran for mayor 

 and subsequently “cleaned up” the city; the farther we push the play into the 
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 mid-1990’s, the more gentrification and sanitization we see of neighborhoods 

 like Alphabet City (especially after the Tompkin’s Square Park Riots in 1988; 

 when the police brutally enforced a newly implemented a 1am curfew on the 

 undesirables of Alphabet City—a clear nod to the police clearing the lot in 

 RENT).  In conclusion, I am going to put 1989-1990 as a strong choice to the 

 design team, but am willing to adjust the time period.  Either way, I don’t think 

 it appropriate to give the audience a firm date, whether it is in dialogue or in 

 the program. 

 

 On a side note, I didn’t appreciate until now how carefully Larson had framed 

 the second act into transition, holiday, transition, holiday, etc.  This is a very 

 clever way to show time passing while highlighting the important moments of a 

 year.  This is similar to how memories work; vast swathes of time are 

 homogenized while keystones such as holidays often pop into our conscience 

 and memory.  This will be an exciting challenge to demonstrate in performance. 

 

3. Economic Environment: state of wealth or poverty 

Most of the characters we encounter in RENT are living on the edge financially; they are 

living the “Bohemian” lifestyle, where art and living take precedence over paying the bills 

and acquiring material goods.  Indeed; for Mark, Roger, Maureen, and Angel, there is no 

explicit indication that any of them are employed outside of whatever money they make 

from their art.  Collins used to be a philosophy professor at MIT, but was fired and is also 

seemingly unemployed.  Mimi is a dancer at the Cat Scratch Club.  Joanne is a lawyer who 

studied at Harvard (“Tango Maureen) and was raised from an affluent and politically 

influential family, as her parents pester her about her appearance for her mother’s 

confirmation hearing in “We’re Ok”.  Joanne’s wealth is also a nod to Alcindoro from La 

Bohème, and his relationship to Musetta (the inspiration for Maureen).  Benny married into 

wealth, as he used to be a struggling Bohemian, living in the flat together with Mark, Roger, 

and Maureen, before marrying Allison Grey (aka “Muffy”).  Now Benny is using his wealth as 

a weapon against his former roommates, forcing them to stop the protest in favor of his 

cyber-arts studio.  Benny is the personification of gentrification: the antithesis of Bohemia.  

Benny is the “yuppy scum” who sold-out, and is now lording that wealth over his former 

friends in the form of forcing them to pay rent, culminating in padlocking the door to the 

loft at the top of Act II.   Besides Benny, the character whose central conflict revolves around 

money is Mark.  With the contract with Buzzline, Mark finds himself in a position similar to 

Benny; he can forego the Bohemian lifestyle to “cash in” as a director of sleezy Inside 

Edition-esque segments for television.  Although each principal character struggles with 

internal conflict (most notably Roger and Mimi), Mark’s is the only internal conflict where 

economic considerations are central.   

 

Wherein it is romanticized in the central characters, minor characters hopelessly struggle 

with crushing poverty.  We see the homeless desperately singing Christmas carols for 
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money, ruthlessly beating and mugging Collins to sell his coat, miserably cleaning car 

windows, and wretchedly surrendering to drug addiction.  Poverty is not just window 

dressing for these people; it is a force to be battled daily. 

        

4. Social environment: institutions and mores that restrict behavior 

The most dominant institution restricting behavior is that of the police force, especially in 

Act I.  The police are shown to be domineering and callous, treating the poor as cattle to be 

herded or vermin to be discarded.  The police are shown to be a tool of the wealthy; if you 

have money, like Benny, the force becomes an ally.  Because of this, the only recourse the 

poor have is to stage a protest, which is the central plot device propelling Act I.  The media 

also plays a restraining influence on the police, as the bad press from the riots is what forces 

Benny to hand Roger the key after the gang breaks into the flat.  This is also suggested in 

“You’ll See” when Benny says, “my investors would rather I handle this quietly”. 

 

Larson highlights in voicemails 1, 2, 3, and 6 the omnipresence of parents to these 

characters.  In most plays, especially comedies, parents usually play a key role in shaping the 

behavior and plot of their sons and daughters, but not so in RENT.  Parents are heard in 

static recordings, begging for their kids to return their phone calls, giving advice on their 

relationships, and lecturing them on how to behave and dress.  Despite their requests or 

commands, the characters largely ignore them; in fact, the only character we see onstage 

actually speak to his/her parents is Joanne in “We’re OK”, and that is a frantic exercise in 

multitasking; even when a character takes the time to speak to a parent, she only allots 

them 1/3 of her attention. 

 

Especially in the late ‘80’s and early ‘90’s, the concept of exploring homosexuality and 

gender identity is taboo.  Of the three couples that dominate the plot, two couples involve 

homosexuals.  Indeed, the only couple that is shown to be healthy, loving, and respectful is 

Collins and Angels, the exact opposite of what society expects.   Stereotypically, 

Roger/Mimi’s should be the healthy relationship, Joanne/Mimi’s is more acceptable (as, 

according to contemporary popular culture, two women loving each other are “hot” or, at 

worst, “confused”…especially since Mimi is bisexual, something much less understood than 

now), while Collins/Angel’s is something to be reviled.  Larson very cleverly makes the one 

functional couple the farthest outside society’s norms, and even ups the ante by having 

Angel as a drag queen.  The only love song where both characters are completely certain 

that he/she is the one for them is “I’ll Cover You”, sung by two gay men.  The other love 

songs, “I Should Tell You” and “Your Eyes” are not co-equal.  “I Should Tell You” involves two 

people with strong reservations about being together but choosing to continue, and “Your 

Eyes” involves Roger singing to a seemingly dead Mimi.  It should go without saying, but 

Joanne/Mimi’s relationship is a passionate train-wreck, typified by their constant 

breakups/makeups in the song “Take Me or Leave Me”. 
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The other huge societal factor shown is drug abuse.  While Benny would be considered the 

antagonist, the only truly menacing and disquieting characters are the drug addicts and “The 

Man”: the drug dealer.  Using needles is also the reason Roger and Mimi have AIDS in the 

first place, Roger is a former user and Mimi is a current one.  Mimi’s internal struggle to 

overcome her addiction is central to her character and the arc of the show as a whole; it is 

the darkness from which Roger and Benny try to save Mimi. 

 

5. Political environment: form of government and/or presence of political issues 

Without question, AIDS is the central political issue that flows through RENT.  AIDS could 

also rightly be considered a social issue, but due to its prominence, it deserves this special 

consideration.  Without question, RENT is a political play.  RENT is not a partisan play; it 

doesn’t wish to associate with an issue relevant to a specific party, but it certainly is a 

political play, strongly associating itself with a specific policy.  So prominent is AIDS that half 

of its eight principal characters are afflicted with the disease: Roger, Mimi, Collins, and 

Angel.  AIDS, as one would imagine, is of central importance to all characters in various 

degrees.  It is clear that, although these characters have access to AZT, as we see in the “AZT 

break” in “La Vie Bohème”, that AIDS is still very much a death sentence.   

 

We see this in Roger in his desire to do something important with his life before he dies, 

explicitly in “One Song Glory” and “Your Eyes”.  We see it in Mimi, explicitly when she 

remarks, “goodbye love, hello disease”, and in the subtext of “Without You”, as she marvels 

at the beauty and continuity of the world, something she will soon no longer be able to 

enjoy.  AIDS is at the center of Roger’s trust issues with Mimi; he obfuscates his trust issues 

with Mimi by scolding her on her drug abuse and supposed affair with Benny, but the crux of 

his relationship issues comes not from failing to trust Mimi, but from failing to trust himself.  

He has already watched the woman he loved die, April, and has had front row seats to 

Collins watching Angel die.  Mark correctly calls Roger out on this in “Goodbye Love” when 

Mark says, “Mimi still loves Roger/Is Roger really jealous/Or afraid that Mimi’s weak.”  The 

physical toll of AIDS destroys Collins/Angel’s relationship, and the emotional toll of AIDS 

destroys Roger/Mimi’s relationship.   

 

We see this explicitly in Angel’s death; Angel’s end is the one omnipresent on everyone’s 

mind but never discussed, no matter what you do or how you do it in life, death is coming 

soon for those with AIDS.  Instead of sparring like Mimi/Roger, Angel/Collins rejoice, and 

savor each moment together, a loving relationship made all the more tragic with Angel’s 

death during “Contact”.   Angel is persistently sunny and optimistic, always ready with a 

quip and smile; he is “living with, living with, living with, Not dying from disease” as exulted 

in “La Vie Bohème”.  Collins character, like his namesake Colline from La Bohème, is a 

philosopher, but he is a philosopher who has put his money where his mouth is.  Of all the 

characters, he is by far the most political.  He was fired from MIT for his theory on Actual 

Reality, which if “La Vie Bohème” is accurate, as Angel sings: “And Collins will recount his 

exploints as an anarchist—including the tale of his successful reprogramming of the MIT 
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virtual-reality equipment to self-destruct as it broadcast the words: ‘Actual Reality-Act Up—

fight AIDS”.  Collins is fighting AIDS physically and existentially; he wants to destroy the 

disease before it destroys him.  Of the four characters, for better or worse, Collins is the only 

one acting and not reacting to the AIDS crisis.  In so doing, Collins encourages the same 

course of action from the audience. 

 

It should also be noted that, as this is the central political element Larson hammers home, 

that Larson himself watched as one friend after another acquired AIDS, several of whom 

succumbed to the disease.   In 1987, Larson’s best friend, Matthew O’Grady told him that he 

was HIV-positive.  Soon after, three other close friends: Gordon Rogers, Pam Shaw, and Ali 

Gertz were diagnosed, and all three died by the time RENT went into rehearsals which is 

why their names appear in the “Life Support” scene (McDonnell & Silberger 20-21).  A clear 

parallel to this is in Mark; like Larson, he is the witness who watches his friends die one by 

one.  Roger calls Mark on this in “Goodbye Love”, possibly paralleling Larson’s survivor guilt 

in the lyrics,  

 Facing your failure, facing your loneliness / Facing the fact you live a lie / Yes, you live a 

 lie – Tell you why / You’re always preaching not to be numb / When that’s how you 

 thrive / You pretend to create and observe / When you really detach from feeling alive. 

 (Mark:) Perhaps it’s because I’m the one of us to survive.”   

AIDS was not some abstract, topical controversy: it was an ever-present menace that killed 

his friends slowly, messily, and mercilessly. 

 

If any remaining doubts persist as to the importance of AIDS, Larson, in his 1992 statement 

of concept for RENT, released the following: 

 Inspired, in part, by Susan Sontag’s AIDS and Its Metaphors, the aim is to quash the 

 already clichéd “AIDS victim” stereotypes and point out that A. People with AIDS can live 

 full lives; B. AIDS affects everyone—not just homosexuals and drug abusers; C. In our 

 desensitized culture, the ones grappling with life-and-death issues often live more fully 

 than members of the so-called “mainstream” (McDonnell & Silberger 20) 

Larson sums it up even more succinctly later, saying, “RENT is about a community 

celebrating life in the face of death and AIDS at the turn of the century” (Hoffman, vii).  

Clearly AIDS is a driving and devastating force in RENT, far more than tuberculosis was for 

the principals in La Bohème and Scenes de la vie de Bohème. 

 

6. Religious environment: institutions and dogma that have a-n impact on behavior 

Of all the given circumstances within the world of the play, the religious environment is the 

one with the least impact on the characters. That said, religion certainly plays a part in these 

characters’ lives.  We are given specific information on one character in particular: Mark.  

We know that he grew up Jewish thanks to “Tango: Maureen”, when he explains how he 

learned how to tango, “With Nanette Himmelfarb, the Rabbi’s daughter, at the Scarsdale 

Jewish Community Center.”  Mark’s Jewish upbringing is another parallel to Larson, as 

Scarsdale, NY is on the southern border of White Plains, NY where Larson grew up.  In fact, 
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it’s not unreasonable to assume that Larson has been to the Scarsdale Jewish Community 

Center (see googlemaps location chart for more info on this).   

 

The obvious religious celebration featured prominently is Christmas, but it is portrayed in a 

very secular light; the homeless people are using it as an opportunity to carol for money.  

The Christmas songs sung are also secular, except for “Little Town of Bethlehem” that Mark 

sings during “La Vie Bohème”, where Mark uses the legacy of Jesus as a weapon against 

Benny.  We also hear religious liturgy during the mourning of Bohemia: “Dies Irae-Dies Illa”, 

a medieval, Latin hymn used by Catholics; “Kyrie Eleison” a Greek liturgy also used in mass; 

and “Yitgadal V’Yitkadash”, the Yiddish opening line of the Mourner’s Kaddish.  Seemingly, 

Bohemia knows no religion, for artists, art IS their religion, and “La Vie Bohème” is a 

celebration of this secular “religion”, with each name and phenomenon acting as patron 

saints of the cult of Bohemia.  It should be noted that the one time a person of faith speaks, 

the Pastor, he yells: 

  “Off the premises now / We don’t give handouts here!  

 (Mark) What happened to ‘rest in peace’?  

 (Pastor) Off the premises, queer!”  

Not only does the pastor cavalierly toss out the word “queer”, he also states that the 

church, with Jesus as its patron saint, doesn’t give handouts…which is ironic, to say the 

least. 

 

B. Previous  Action: list key events 

 

Mark grew up in Scarsdale, NY, and moves to NYC to become a filmmaker 

 

Benny, Roger, Collins, Maureen, and (presumably) Mark all live together in the same flat 

Benny marries Allison Grey, of the Westport Greys, thereby marrying into wealth 

Benny buys the building and promises Mark and Roger that they are “Golden” with rent 

 

Maureen and Mark (“Pookie”) date, Maureen cheats on Mark 

A month ago, Maureen dumps Mark 

Two days ago, Maureen bumps Mark as production manager 

Maureen plans a huge protest at the 11th Street lot tonight 

 

Joanne gets her law degree from Harvard, moves to NYC 

Joanne dates Maureen and becomes her production manager 

Joanne fails to patch the sound equipment for Maureen’s show 

 

Collins acquires AIDS 

Collins has been fired from MIT, presumably for a huge AIDS protest 
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Roger is a semi-successful rock & roll artist; he has gigs at CBGB’s and the Pyramid Club 

Roger dates April 

Roger and April have a drug addiction, and (presumably) through needles both get AIDS 

April leaves Roger a note saying, “We’ve got AIDS” and slits her wrists in the bathroom 

Devastated, Roger hasn’t played his guitar in a year, and it needs to be tuned 

 

Angel gets a gig from Allison Grey’s neighbor to kill Allison’s dog Evita for $1,000 

Angel regularly goes to Life Support meetings to cope and gain perspective about his illness 

 

Mimi works at the Cat Scratch Club as a stripper 

Mimi is a drug addict, and (presumably) through needles acquires AIDS 

Mimi lives on the floor below Roger and Mark 

 

C. Polar Attitudes: Beginning and ending attitudes of major characters:   

 

 MARK ROGER BENNY COLLINS ANGEL MAUREEN JOANNE MIMI 

B 
E 
G 
I 
N 
N 
I 
N 
G 
 

Crushed 
about being 
dumped, 
dispirited 
about the 
quality of his 
films, and 
concerned 
about 
Roger’s 
physical and 
mental 
state. 

Distraught 
about April’s 
death, 
determined 
to create 
one last 
song, and 
convinced 
that love has 
come and 
gone from 
his life 
forever. 

Unhappy 
with 
marriage to 
Allison, 
filling hole in 
his life with 
dreams of 
Cyberarts, 
longs to 
rekindle 
friendship 
with guys at 
the loft. 

Righteously 
fights for 
AIDS 
awareness, 
somewhat 
lost after 
losing job at 
MIT, but 
convinced of 
his moral 
compass. 

Sunnily 
defies AIDS,  
stoically 
plays his 
pickle-tub 
for a living.  
Lives each 
day to the 
fullest. 

Arrogantly 
flakes from 
one lover to 
the next, 
uses her sex 
appeal as a 
weapon for 
gain.  Loves 
herself more 
than she can 
ever love 
someone 
else. 

Boldly 
departs 
from law to 
pursue a life 
of love 
instead; 
hesitantly 
tests the 
Bohemian 
water by 
dating 
Maureen. 

Hopelessly 
slaves as a 
stripper, 
shackled to 
her 
addiction, 
but lives 
each day to 
the fullest in 
the face of 
certain 
death. 

E 
N 
D 
I 
N 
G 
 

Renewed 
sense of self 
and 
confidence 
in his 
capability as 
a credible 
filmmaker 
and love 
thanks to 
Angel. 
  

Has found 
his song, 
and, more 
importantly 
love—both 
for himself 
and for 
Mimi.  No 
longer fears 
living. 

Kicked out 
of his home, 
Benny is lost 
and is now 
the one with 
nothing: no 
friends, no 
money, and 
no love. 

Determined 
to fight the 
good fight 
against AIDS, 
filled with 
love and 
loss over 
Angel. 

Has passed 
on, but will 
always 
remain a 
guiding 
angel to her 
friends. 

Renewed in 
the value of 
love, 
realizing 
that love of 
others 
doesn’t 
preclude 
loving self. 

Inspired by 
Angel’s and 
Mimi’s 
example, is 
willing to 
keep 
working at 
love with 
Mimi. 

Has finally 
found an 
addiction 
worth 
embracing: 
love. 

 

II.  Dialogue 
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A. Identify patterns and repetitions in the use of words, phrases, images; look for 

symbolism (e.g. w/color, nature, astrological, etc.) 

 

Reprises are the most direct source of musical repetition, with their effects falling under two 

umbrella categories: exposition or thematic reinforcement. 

  

Expositional repetition: 

Tune Ups: “Tune Up A/B & Reprise”: the audience is given basic information about the exact 

date, Mark’s profession, and that Roger was a user, watched April commit suicide, and that 

it’s been a year since he’s played a guitar. 

 

Voicemails:  “VMails 1, 2, 3, & 6”: Just as in a standard voicemail, it is an exercise of packing 

as much information into as little time as possible.  Through these voicemails, the audience 

learns that Maureen dumped Mark (Voicemail 1), Maureen is staging a protest at the 11th 

street lot and Joanne is a lawyer with politically connected parents (Voicemail 2), Mark’s riot 

footage made the nightly news (Voicemail 3), and that Roger moved to Santa Fe, returned 

to New York, and is starting a rock band (Voicemail 6).  Oh, and that all these characters are 

horrible about returning their parent’s phone calls.  “Vmails 4& 5” are from Alexi Darling, 

pestering Mark and tempting him with big money if he sells out and films for Buzzline.   

 

Christmas Bells:  “Christmas Bells #1”, “On the Street”, “Christmas Bells”, & “Finale A”: 

Seven homeless people declare that it is Christmas, juxtaposing caroling spirit with crushing 

poverty, providing equal parts dark humor and informing the audience as to what the 

season is.  They also put human faces on the consequences of poverty and gentrification 

while giving the audience a concrete geographical location and chronology. 

 

Thematic Reinforcement 

 

Musetta’s Waltz: “Tune Up #2”, “La Vie Bohème”, “Your Eyes”:  

This is a wink toward La Bohème, and the culmination of Roger’s work.  Roger finding his 

song is both literal and metaphorical: the song is being able to let love back into ones life.  

 

Rent: “Tune Up B”, “Rent”, “You’ll See”, “I’ll Cover You”, “Happy New Year B”, “I’ll Cover 

You-Reprise”, “What You Own”:  

Because the device of paying rent propels Act I and the first part of Act II, it makes sense 

that this element is repeated so frequently.  What is interesting is how rent is turned into a 

metaphor for love and emotion, especially in the second act: in “I’ll Cover You”, Collins 

eulogizes: 

  I think they meant it / When they said you can’t buy love / Now I know you can rent it 

 / A new lease you were my love / On life / All my life 

This also occurs in “What You Own” when both Mark and Roger sing simultaneously:  
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 So I own not a notion / I escape and ape content / I don’t own emotion-I rent.  

Both songs use the concept of renting love; it’s not something you grasp and forever have, 

it’s something you must take and give, a balance requiring constant vigilance and nurturing. 

 

Pookie: “Tango Maureen”,” We’re OK”, “La Vie Bohème”, “Take Me or Leave Me”:  

This is a running joke, with each time it’s mentioned leading to a further deterioration of 

Maureen/Joanne’s relationship. 

 

No Day But Today: “Support Group”, “Another Day”, “Finale B”:  

Quoting it seems to be most effective: 

 There’s only now / There’s only here / Give in to love / Or live in fear / No other path / 

 No other Way / No day but today.   

This is the central theme to RENT. More on that later. 

 

I Should Tell You: “Another Day”, “La Vie Bohème”, “I Should Tell You”, “Your Eyes”:  

This is the central element that pierces Roger/Mimi and Maureen/Joanne’s relationships; it 

is their lack of trust.  Roger doesn’t trust himself, so therefore cannot bring himself to trust 

Mimi.  Maureen has rightly earned Joanne’s distrust, and both strive to maintain their 

relationship in the absence of trust. 

 

Santa Fe: “Santa Fe”, “Halloween”, “Finale A”:  

The characters idolize the freedom and openness represented by the west, but realized that 

“you’d miss New York before you could unpack”.  This theory is tested and proven when 

Roger moves to Santa Fe only to pack right back up and come home.  It is a dream of a 

simpler life of plenty and happiness; this is the singing equivalent of “the grass is always 

greener on the other side.” 

 

I’ll Cover You:  “I’ll Cover You”, “I’ll Cover You-Reprise”:  

This is the true love song of RENT, and the demonstration of what love is supposed to be: 

  I’ll cover you with a thousand sweet kisses if you’re cold and you’re lonely, one nickel 

 only, worn out and tired, when your heart has expired”.   

The first time, Angel sings that last line, then Collins sings it after Angel’s died.   Love is 

about being there for your partner no matter what, when loving is harder than living. 

 

Measure in Love: “Seasons of Love”, “Seasons of Love B”, “I’ll Cover You-Reprise”:  

This is one part exposition and one part thematic.  “Seasons of Love” establishes a flashback 

and time lapse (discussed during the “time” section of the analysis), but the idea of 

measuring one’s life in love is very Bohemian and central to RENT’s theme.  It’s not about 

how much money you have in your life; it’s about how much love you have in your life.  

 

Finale B: “Support Group”, “Will I”, “Without You”:  
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This is a final restatement of the major themes in the play; this is the first and only time 

three songs are melded together, as Larson tries to tie in the major themes together, leaving 

the audience with the iconic message, “No day but today”. 

 

B. Note peculiar characteristics, e.g., dialect, and identify how language is used 

differently for each major character. 

 

As evidenced by the almost 20 page glossary, these characters speak in a dialect all their 

own: a youthful, urban, MTV-shorthand that’s not immediately accessible to people outside 

their social group.  It is contemporary poetry.  All characters in the world of the play speak 

this lingo and possess this vocabulary; they are more mouthpieces for Larson’s vision than 

mirrors of their individual education.  Typically characters of lower economic status have 

fewer linguistic arrows in their quivers, but these characters are all verbally armed and 

ready to rock.  The Harvard educated lawyer with a house upstate possesses the same 

vocabulary of a filmmaker with holes in his clothes.  Larson paints Bohemia with words.   

   

C. Note the structure of the lines/speeches.  Does the author use interior monologue, 

stream of consciousness, short or long sentences, inverted word order?  Why or to 

what effect? 

 

With a few small exceptions, all lines are spoken through song.  Mark gets the bulk of the 

spoken words as he fills the role of narrator for the play, but there are some occasional 

pauses in music where the audience gets a few lines of dialogue before launching back into 

song.  The largest use of spoken-word comes during Angel’s eulogy, when Mimi, Mark, and 

Maureen fondly recall Angel’s life.  This creates a strong contrast with the rest of the 

operetta, adding even more power to Collin’s reprise of “I’ll Cover You”.  The clearest 

examples of interior monologue come from Roger, Mimi, and Mark in “One Song Glory”, 

“Without You”, and “Halloween”, respectively.  Because those three characters are the only 

ones who get musical asides to the audience, it is a clear flag that one or all of those 

characters are the protagonist(s).  Short/long sentences are harder to identify in lyrics, as 

the musical phrasing tends to be more important than the punctuation.  That said; a stark 

example of short sentence structure is in “Contact”.  The one word sentences create a 

rhythmic heartbeat reminiscent of sex, birth, and death.  The acceleration of that beat 

brings us to two climaxes: a failed sexual one and a successful spiritual one. 

III.  Dramatic Structure 

Because RENT is such a character driven show as opposed to plot driven, dramatic structure was 

harder to pinpoint than usual.  This is further complicated by the inciting incident being forced 

to pay rent, but this being resolved in the first few songs of Act II.  If the climax is when the 

inciting incident is resolved along with the MDQ, what does that mean for the rest of Act II?  Is it 
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simply falling action?  This logic didn’t honor the huge emotional upheavals demonstrated in Act 

II, most especially Angel’s death and Mimi’s death and resurrection.  In order to get a better 

grasp on various possibilities for dramatic structure, I created a chart detailing structures for 

each major relationship, and used that to support my eventual decision.  What I think I have 

done is find a workable balance between the emotional and structural climaxes suggested in the 

text.  The crisis to pay rent sparks the action, but the principals find that life is about so much 

more than paying RENT, and this is indicated in the crisis/climax I’ve chosen.  I also included 

additional questions regarding the structure of RENT to further support my claim.    

A. Plot Structure: Linear, Episodic, or Circular 

 

RENT is unique in that it employs two types of plot structures, one in each act.  Act I is linear, 

and follows the unity of time very strictly; the action of the play takes place chronologically 

over the course of one night, and stage time is real time.  Act II is episodic, as it takes place 

over an entire year.  Overall, however, I would consider RENT to be episodic, as it employs a 

large number of characters, subplots, locations, and times.   

 

B. Point of Attack: The moment when the play begins in relation to the background 

story at one end and the climax on the other 

 

RENT, taking place over the course of a year, overall has an early point of attack.  An entire 

year elapses between the beginning of the play and the climax. 

 

C. MDQ: What is the major dramatic question?  This is usually posited during the 

Inciting Incident and is resolved at the climax. 

 

“How we gonna pay last year’s/this year’s/next year’s rent?” 

The immediate resolution of this question is provided in the first part of Act II, as Benny, 

in a gambit for good publicity, allows Mark and Roger to return to their flat.  However, 

the long-term resolution to this question is explored throughout the rest of the act, as 

Mark struggles with ending his Bohemian lifestyle in favor of a career with a steady 

income and Roger shuns love in favor of pastoral Santa Fe.  The recognition comes in 

“What You Own”, with the resolution coming in the finale, as Mark shows his film and, 

most importantly, Roger uses his song to reclaim his love. 

 

D. Opening stasis: nature of the world of the play prior to the inciting incident 

Roger struggles to tune his guitar as Mark narrates basic exposition to the audience.  We 

find that both Mark and Roger have been scorned romantically.  Collins appears and is 

thrown the key and is subsequently mugged, Benny calls. 
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E. Inciting incident/action: the single event that sparks the main action of the play 

(an on-stage incident, idea or play that gets us headed toward he climax) 

 

Benny explains: “Rent my amigos is due, or I will have to evict you.  Be there in a few” 

Roger blows a fuse playing Musetta’s Waltz, and Mark remarks, “The power blows,” 

launching the title track: “Rent”. 

 

F. Crisis (reversal/peripeteia): turning point, a change in the protagonist’s/ 

antagonist’s fortune; cite the specific line/moment; (there is typically a series of 

crises with the last being the most intense and preceding the climax) 

 

During the apex of “Contact”, Angel dies, with Collins announcing, “It’s over”.  The group is 

shattered, and every couple is ripped apart by the magnitude of the loss.  

 

G. Climax: the moment that concludes the dramatic action (point of greatest 

intensity) 

 

Roger finds his song, and serenades Mimi on her deathbed; Mimi revives, and Roger and 

Mimi are finally reunited in love. 

 

1. If using a three-climax structure (as some analyses do), I would amend the 

 Crisis/Climax format with the following revisions: 

 

 1st Climax: “La Vie Bohème” Roger risks love again, & Mark finds his artistic voice 

 2nd Climax: “Contact”: Angel dies, shattering the couples, and prompting soul  

    searching between Mark and Roger 

 3rd Climax: “Finale B”: Mimi comes back to life 

 

 The benefit of this system is I get to honor the climactic end of Act I; the cost is 

 simplicity in storytelling.  The Crisis and Climax remain the same; I just get to take into 

 account another key shift in the plot. 

 

2. Reversal, Recognition, and Catastrophe (peripeteia, anagnorisis and pathos) 

  

 Although Roger is not a tragic hero in the classic sense, his tragic flaw (hamartia) would 

have to be fear: fear of connection, fear of living, fear of loving, fear of dying, fear of 

obscurity.  He finally overcomes it by the end of the play, but only due to Mimi’s near scrape 

with death.  Roger’s reversal (peripeteia) is after Angel’s death when Mimi dumps Roger and 

dates his enemy, Benny.   His realization (anagnorisis) comes in “What You Own” when he 
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sees Mimi’s eyes as the inspiration for his song and when he exclaims “I’m not alone!” and 

embraces Mark.  The catastrophe would be Mimi’s death, but RENT doesn’t end as a 

tragedy, but as a hopeful tale of life, so that end is thankfully avoided.  

 

H. Closing stasis (resolution/denouement): nature of the world after the climax 

Mimi and Roger embrace, and lead the company in a rousing medley, as Mark proudly 

showcases his finished friends, a documentary about love, loss, and life. 

 

 

 

 

 

   Major Character/Relationship Arcs 

 MDQ Opening 
Stasis 

Inciting 
Incident 

Crisis Climax Closing Stasis 

Structural “How we gonna 
pay last year’s 
rent?” 

Mark narrates, 
Roger tunes 
guitar, two 
voicemails 

After Benny calls, 
we hear the 
opening cord of 
“Rent” after “The 
power blows” 

Angel dies, both 
characters have a 
crisis of faith, and 
feud at the funeral 
in “Halloween” 

Roger uses his 
new-found song 
to revive Mimi 
while Mark 
displays his 
newly-completed 
film 

The cast proudly 
and confidently 
proclaim “No day 
but today” 

Roger/ 
Mimi 

R: Will Roger find 
his song? 
 

M: Will Mimi 
break her 
addiction? 
 

Both: Will Mimi & 
Roger’s love last? 

April committed 
suicide, Roger 
longs to write one 
last song before 
he dies: “One 
Song Glory” 

Mimi surprises 
Roger, rekindles 
an emotion he 
thought dead 
with April: Love 
(“Light My 
Candle”) 

Angel dies, Mimi 
overhears Roger & 
Mark’s argument: 
Mimi laments, 
“Goodbye Love 
Hello—Disease” 

After singing 
“Your Eyes”, the 
cord after 
“MIMI!” when 
she comes back 
to life 

Roger & Mimi 
lead the group in 
a medley of “No 
day but today” 

Mark Can Mark make a 
film worthy of his 
art? 

Mark, frustrated 
by his work, 
wonders if he has 
made the right 
career choice 

“La Vie Bohème”: 
Mark ignites the 
Life Café, then 
proceeds to film 
the protest   

After Alexi 
Darling’s call, Mark 
agrees to work for 
Buzzline 

Angel dies, and In 
“What You Own”, 
Mark exclaims “I 
QUIT!”  

Mark shows his 
completed film: 
“TODAY 4 U: 
Proof Positive” 

Maureen/ 
Joanne 

Will Maureen & 
Joanne’s love 
last? 

Maureen calls 
Mark to help set 
up the sound 
system. 

Mark and Joanne 
tango; Maureen 
calls Joanne 
“Pookie”. 

At the conclusion 
of “La Vie 
Bohème”, kicks 
Maureen to the 
curb  

After sparring 
through “Take 
Me or Leave Me,” 
they say “I’M 
GONE!”  

Angel’s death 
brings them back 
together 

Collins/ 
Angel 

Will Collins & 
Angel’s love last? 

Collins’ mugged 
and beaten, Angel 
plays his pickle 
tub 

Collins & Angel 
meet, they sing 
“You Ok Honey” 

Collins & Angel are 
“everything”, they 
sing “I’ll Cover 
You”  

TAKE ME / I LOVE 
YOU!: Angel dies 
in “Contact” 

In mourning, 
Collins reprises 
“I’ll Cover You” 

 

 

 



RENT 18 
 

IV.  Characters (identify the following for each character) 

 MARK ROGER BENNY COLLINS ANGEL MAUREEN JOANNE MIMI 

Desire Craft a film 
worth 
watching 

Write one 
last song 
before he 
dies 

Steamroll 
poor for 
Cyberarts 

Fight AIDS, 
shifts to 
fighting for 
love 

Live every 
day to the 
fullest 

Become a 
celebrity 
performance 
artist 

Make 
Maureen 
be faithful 
to her 

Find the 
ultimate 
fix; drugs 
or love 

Will Strong Determined Wavering Resolute Convinced Obsessed Firm Vacillating 

Moral 
Stance 

Principled,  
Visionary 

Emotionally 
traumatized 

Snake in 
the Grass 

Honorable, 
Decent 

Everyone’s 
equal; K-9 
killer  

Self-
superior; 
shameless 

Intelligent, 
Lawful  

Laws are 
meant to 
be broken 

Decorum Puts camera 
between 
himself and 
reality 

Reformed 
Drugged 
out rocker 

Back 
stabber 

Thoughtful, 
philosophical 

Drag 
Queen 

sex as a 
weapon; 

Disciplined, 
Structured, 
Patient 

Sex kitten; 
doesn’t 
take “no” 
for answer  

Flaw Emotional 
Detachment 

Unable to 
Trust; 
unwilling to 
connect 

Greedy; 
philanderer  

Unwilling to 
accept 
silence(AIDS) 

No 
emotional, 
only 
physical 

Narcissism 
and 
arrogance 

Has a 
breaking 
point 

Hopelessly 
addicted 
to drugs 

 

V.  Idea 

A. Explain the meaning/relevance of the title 

“RENT is about a community celebrating life in the face of death, and AIDS at the turn of the 

century”—Jonathan Larson 

 

Definition: courtesy of thefreedictionary.com: 

N:  “Payment, usually of an amount fixed by contract, made by a tenant at specified 

 intervals in return for the right to occupy or use the property of another.” 

 

V: Past tense of ‘Rend’:  “To tear or split apart or into pieces violently” 

    “A breach of relations between persons or groups; a rift” 

 

Larson uses both of these definitions: the noun in Act I and the verb in Act II.  Act I is 

concerned with the plight of Mark and Roger paying RENT, but by the end of New Year in 

Act II, Mark and Roger no longer have to worry about rent.  Instead, they see their best 

friend Angel die, and his death rends their group of friends and lovers apart; it takes the 

threat of another friend’s death, Mimi, to sew their love back together again. (Side note: 

Larson winks at this definition during the title track “Rent”;  I’ve bolded the appropriate 

lyrics in the quotations below.) 

 

B. Philosophical statements in the play (playwright on her bully pulpit): 

 

First and foremost, one must note the often repeated and critically important theme:  
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“No day but today”. 

Mimi’s lyrics in “Another Day” are an explication of this theme: this is Jonathan Larson 

taking out his thematic hammer to the audience, using Mimi’s pleading as the vehicle for 

this message (in addition, this is also the affirmation in “Life Support”) 
 

The heart my freeze or it can burn    * I can’t control 

The pain will ease if I can learn    * My destiny 

There is no future      * I trust my soul 

There is no past      * My only goal    

I live this moment as my last    * Is just to be  

         

There’s only us  * There’s only yes  * There’s only now 

There’s only this  * Only Tonight  * There’s only here 

Forget regret  * We must let go  * Give in to love 

Or life is yours to miss * To know what’s right * Or live in fear 

No other road  * No other course  * No other path 

No other way  * No other way  * No other way 

No day but today  * No day but today * No day but today 

 

Below is a list of other philosophical statements quoted from the libretto: 

 

How do you document real life / when real life’s getting more like fiction each day? 

 

How do you leave the past behind / when it keeps finding ways to get to your heart? 

It reaches down deep and tears you inside out / ‘till you’re torn apart / Rent 

 

What binds the fabrics together / when the raging, shifting winds of change / Keep ripping 

away? 

 

Today for you—tomorrow for me 

 

Will I lose my dignity? / Will someone care? / Will I wake tomorrow from this nightmare? 

 

Times are shitty, but I’m pretty sure they can’t get worse. 

 

I teach-computer age philosophy, but my students would rather watch TV (America.  

America!) 

 

Every lyric in “La Vie Bohème”, most especially the following quotes : 

 Actual reality – Act up-fight AIDS!  

 To people living with, living with, living with, NOT dying from disease 

 Let he among us without sin, be the first to condemn 
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 The opposite of war isn’t peace; it’s creation.  

 Viva la Vie Bohème!  

 

How do you measure the life of a woman or a man…Measure in love 

 

Take me for what I am / Who I was meant to be / and if you give a damn / take me baby, or 

leave me 

 

I don’t own emotion – I rent 

 

When you’re living in America / At the end of the millennium / You’re what you own… 

When you’re dying in America / At the end of the millennium / You’re not alone  

 

Yet Robin Hooding isn’t the solution / The powers that be must be undermined where they 

dwell 

 

We’ll make it yet, we’ll somehow get to Santa Fe— 

But you’d miss New York before you could unpack 

 

C. MDQ: Major Dramatic Question the play seeks to address 

 

“How we gonna pay last year’s/this year’s/next year’s rent?” 

 

The immediate resolution of this question is provided in the first part of Act II, as Benny, 

in a gambit for good publicity, allows Mark and Roger to return to their flat.  However, 

the long-term resolution to this question is explored throughout the rest of the act, as 

Mark struggles with ending his Bohemian lifestyle in favor of a career with a steady 

income and Roger shuns love in favor of pastoral Santa Fe.  The recognition comes in 

“What You Own”, with the resolution coming in the finale, as Mark shows his film and 

Roger uses his song to reclaim his love. (Repeated from the earlier section in “Dramatic 

Structure”) 

   

VI.  Style (Identify what is unique about this play) 

 To be discussed in further detail in the separate STYLE ANALYSIS 
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