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“How Do You Measure a Year in the Life?”

“How do you measure a year in the life?” is a daunting question from the Tony award-winning Broadway musical, RENT, crafted by Jonathan Larson.  This modern rock opera follows the stories of a handful of bohemians and their struggles in New York City over the course of one year.  The motion picture’s soundtrack’ divided cover image combined with the thought provoking, unity inspired lyrics, helps prove Larson’s opinion that unfulfilled individuals pursing their own happiness can find it through love when they band together to create a community.  

In November 2005, director Chris Columbus released the motion picture of the musical, who’s two-part CD was released later that year.  The colorful CD cover encages the eight lead characters and broadcasts all of six words.  “RENT the Original Motion Picture Soundtrack.”  Eight people starring at the audience from behind a color wall, they say nothing on the cover; their job is to speak later, in the lyrics within the album.  The first song on the album is actually the middle song premiered in the musical.  “Seasons of Love” is the only song in the whole film that is sung by all the characters.  By putting this song first on Disk One, Chris Columbus was pressing Jonathan Larson’s point about how the purpose of one’s life is to become a part of a united whole.  This message is seen throughout the show, album cover, and lyrics, and is specifically showcased in the song “I’ll Cover You” from the first CD and “No Day but Today” in the second CD.  While the lyrics preach friendship and fulfillment through the community, the visual on the CD is divided by its style and color, depicting the lack of community which is the cause of their suffering.
 Red, orange, yellow, green, blue, violet, indigo; the rainbow streaming across the album cover should be a thing of wonder to observe.  But since the colors more resemble fresh blood, dirty canary, rotten pumpkin, pureed pees, pouring rain, wilting lavender, devil’s cape maroon, and empty cloud grey, these hues give the audience a darker opinion of the CD and the musical as a whole.  The dreary array of colors is separated by thin black bars.  Only the red color spills over into the other frames.  This red is the first thing that catches the eye; scarlet seeping over the CD’s rectangular shape.  This color dominates over all other tones both in vividness and amount of image consumed.  Bold red is a symbol of passion and love.  This classic symbolism associated with the strong color red leads the audience to conceptualize that the dominant themes of the lyrics are love, passion, and how these themes affect all the characters.  Red is also a primary color.  The primary colors mixed in different ratios create all other colors.  If red leads to all the formation of all other colors, could this red passion have lead the character to their current point in life, which is represented by the single color in their cubical on the album cover?  This thought could be refuted by the idea that possibly the lack of bold red love in their box is the reason they are separated.  If the latter is correct, Larson’s assertion that the lack of love that keeps them apart is the same love that could bind their community together which would allow them to pursue happiness as a whole.

The “whole” on the CD case, much like the community described by the lyrics, is constructed by the individuals featured on the album.  The group of boxes stand together to create the shape of the larger box.  The rigid structure allows the audience’s eye to lock into the categorized elements on the cover.   There are seven true boxes, or square shapes with defined black outlines.  The other “box” is the shocking red rectangle which holds, instead of a character like all the other boxes, the title of the album: RENT.  Along with being completely different in what it contains, the rectangle’s seeping color mucks up its boundaries, making this segment of the cover the only one undefined.  This smeared outline takes up the space required to feature another box.  If there were another box there, that would mean the entire CD case would be symmetrical and grid-like, with tree columns and three rows of boxes. Because this grid-like structure is nonexistent due to the middle row being asymmetrical, there is no central box.  This design point of having no central box makes the enlarged red rectangle the main focus structurally of the album cover.  Which adds evidence to Larson’s stress on the whole because the title of the show, RENT, is visually more important than each individual character by themselves.  

The symmetry of the boxes at the top and bottom sandwiches the non-law abiding middle.  This contrast shows the audience the CD’s lack of central focus; if not one box is in the direct center of this CD case, is there no true center of the story?  If the audience has been lead to believe that passion and love are at heart of this plot and no central character exists, can it be assumed that the red sensation only applies to the character’s individual stories, which, together make up the one larger box, or the one story of RENT. 
Color also adds to the artist’s desire to focus on the concept that there is no clearly defined center.  Not only does the image have a structural deviation near the center, which is the missing box, the colors near the center are astounding.  The different hues crossing over the image in themselves are captivating, but some combinations are specifically eye catching.  The asymmetrical center row, equipped with one defined box featuring a pale green tone and one bleeding red rectangle, is broadcasting inverse colors.  Red and green are on direct opposite sides of the color wheel, much like yellow and purple.  These opposites are mean to draw attention to the other by using the sharp contrast.  This inflates the image so terribly that the two juxtaposed colors are impossible to ignore.    

Once the colors have intrigued the viewer, and they have already begun analyzing the structure of the album cover, the audience member could begin to examine and question the character’s influence on the story. Are the characters so minute that only one dreary color is used to represent them?  The colors seem to be a haze in front of the character, almost as if a colored film entrapping the audience’s lens.  From this first sight, the director only allowed viewers to judge his characters in one light.  This oversimplification may give the audience member a better image of what the story will be at first glance, but it made that one color stand out as much as one entire character.  So the cover is a collection of colors, which represent characters, again a box with in a box framework.  Now does the audience formulate the opinion that the overall show will be this type of complexity: a story within a story that relays the overall message?

This framework seen in the cover is paralleled in the written text. The most well-known song from this musical was the finale: “Seasons of Love.”  “Seasons of Love”, sung by all, features harmonies pulsing beneath the soloists words.  This represents that in life everyone has their moment, but it is the best when it adds to the group’s moment.  When an individual serves their community and is able to highlight their talents and beliefs, they add to the community richness. Many of the songs in RENT follow this fashion: having solos or lyrics apart from the chorus but they are sung at the same time. This allows the audience to further understand why that individual belongs in the song and or purpose of the song. When the audience sees a single name above a set of lyrics, while reading the lyrics inside the album, the audience member may be able to relate more deeply to the song as a whole because they had already related to the speaking character. Or the audience member may become more informed on the individual character, and therefore have a greater understanding of an aspect that makes the song as a whole. Focusing on someone else may lead the viewer to a mental connection on how the song relates to them.  When an audience member attaches emotional value to a character and allows themselves to pay close attention to the story line and its themes, they begin to acknowledge the directors intended message and how it applies to them personally.  In the most popular song, “Seasons of Love” the characters come together to shout one last question to the audience.  In this song the characters beg the audience to reexamine their life and current values.

“Seasons of Love” challenges the audience by asking “How do you measure a year in the life?” The lyrics begin by chanting different ways of quantitatively measuring, which could potentially appeal to a variety of audience members, but these ideas of how to measure life are later dismissed in the song and replaced by measuring based on quality of life.  This is done with the line “How about love?” People go through their entire year, but what do they choose to remember?  The “sunsets…cups of coffee…times that he cried…the way that she died…?” The song answers with “Remember the love.”  

Experiencing that year with all of its mundane measurable factors, but the song, “Seasons of Love”, is asking to celebrate and remember the love experienced; the moments where everything feels right in the world and when the focus was on the present company. All of the other measurements that were discarded consisted of individual actions.  Larson believes things are more meaningful when experienced in a group setting. The musical stresses that fulfilling moments are generated by human connections. “It’s time now, to sing out, though the story never ends. Let’s celebrate, remember a year in the life of friends.” This line finalizes that though people will experience more years of life, they need to take time to focus on the “now” and to love and share their days with friends.

Friendship is a major theme in the lyrics. Friends provide a smaller scaled sense of community and cozy security for both individual. The song “I’ll Cover You” conveys the message that “regardless of what you are going through, I am there for you.”  This is depicted in the lyric “Just slip me on; I’ll be your blanket.  Wherever, whatever, I’ll be your coat… If you’re cold and you’re lonely, if you’ve got one nickel only.”  A friend in this song offers their warmth and shelter and then qualifies that distance or financial situations do not make a difference in the support level the want to provide. Larson produced this story line to feature many different walks of life, some as colorful and unique as those displayed on the cover, but their message isn’t that what kind of love or life that is lived is what is important, it is that the individual has love in their life, and that is what they decide to measure their life with.

“No Day But Today” is an over simplification of how to find love in life and focus on it while it is present so individuals are able to measure their year by love. “There is no future. There is no past. Thank God this moment’s not the last.  There’s only us, there’s only this. Forget regret- or life is yours to miss. No other road. No other way. No day but today.” The staccato or small abrupt sentences slow down the audience’s mind, forcing that pause after every period, but before the next line of thought, is a moment for mental digestion. This form of lyric progression allows an engaged audience member to feel almost as if the character is taking their hand and guiding them down the character’s path.  This intimate nature of the lyrics allows the viewer to become a part of the song and share the character’s experiences.  This could bring the audience member closer to being able to measuring their life in love.  

While the visual text is structured and projects remarkable colors, the written text is welcoming with its questions, thus making the overall feel of this media inviting.  Both texts work to convey the artist message; RENT’s purpose is to get the audience to reexamine their lives and how they qualify that they are meaningful. The image grants the audience their first peek at the story and lures them in by projecting interpretable symbolism.  The lyrics question the audience directly and give the character’s personal stories and a feel for their supportive community. Even if at first these two texts seem to be in frank contrast, they actually work together to give the audience a fuller picture. The image displays the lonely, washed out existence of the individual when they stand alone. The lyrics recognize this, but offer a greater existence by combining the individuals and establishing a community.  It is arguable to say that the characters on the cover would remain as they are, sealed behind their colored haze, if it weren’t for the love, or red rectangle, that touches all of them and gathers them to create a community.

“There is no future, there is no past. I live this moment as my last.” dismisses the framework that people tend to use to distinguish someone’s life. When the character declares that he lives “this moment as my last” he is actually just trying to focus on the center of his life at that point in time without categorizing it. This concept comments on the visual guide. The image clearly displays two clean three tiered rows sandwiching a foggy asymmetrical center. Proving that the beginning and the end are what are clear, focused. Could that be what allows the undefined center to stand out? Is that how individuals can recognize and enjoy the blurry “now” in their own life, by for the moment disregarding their fixed past and planned future?  
Near the center of the cover, the red passion is too powerful to ignore.  This translates to Larson’s belief that this love in an individual’s life should be the most fulfilling event and that these instances are what everyone should measure the value of their year with.  Red love is the largest sector of the cover and not character exclusive.  Since all the characters are represented by their unique colors, could Columbus and Larson be welcoming each individual audience member to place themselves behind a box so they can visualize how they could amount to something greater when uniting a community? 
“Five hundred twenty-five thousand six hundred minutes, how do you measure a year?” relates to the structure in the visual.  This is a clearly defined question, to which the song offers a few answers.  “In daylights, in sunsets, in midnights, in cups of coffee, in inches, in miles, in laughter, in strife?”  All of these options have set times, such as beginnings and endings, or they are countable things.  Even the album cover offers simple compact answers, but that is not how RENT wants viewers to think.  RENT asks the audience to see past the structure and one colored world so they can mentally stretch themselves past the obvious and discover what the “now” moments are and how much happier they could be when they share their experiences with others to help create loving community.
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