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The journey into the deepest regions of the self, where the 
demons live is expressed through another character, the 
bullfighter Escamillo. The tradition of bullfighting is a long and 
fascinating one. It is a custom that is reviled world-wide for its 
overt cruelty to animals (not only the bulls, but the horses of the 
Picadors), yet it still holds sway over the hearts of many. Why has 
this savage sport (can it even be classified as a sport?) survived 
and thrived for so long? 
 
There are a couple facts about bullfighting that are not commonly 
known, but are important to understand for the purposes of fully 
appreciating the opera Carmen and its core dramaturgy. First, 
bulls who are bred for fighting in the ring are never permitted to 
see a man on foot prior to their first fight. Why? Because the 
animals are so intelligent that they can calculate what it takes to 
kill their opponent after about 15 minutes of observing the way 
they move. It is also for this reason that the bull can never be 
permitted to fight a second time, if it has survived the first fight. 
These rare surviving bulls are thereafter assigned to sire 
offspring. 
 
These magical 15 minutes in the ring, the 15 minutes it takes for 
the bull to learn how to kill the matador, is a ritual in grace, 
courage, skill, death and the demons of fear. To place the bull 
and the matador on an even plane, physically speaking, the bull 
is systematically weakened throughout several phases. The 
Picadors lance the bull in its torso to shed its blood—but the 
spears have a cross-piece which prevents it from penetrating the 
bull’s body beyond a certain point; the banderillos place small 
barbed pennants into the back of the neck of the bull—but they 
must do so on foot and unprotected in order to weaken those 
muscles that control the deadly head movements and the goring 
and lifting capabilities; the cuadrilla (assistants of the matador) 
assist in distracting and frightening the bull to elevate its 
adrenaline flow (also its blood flows through the various inflicted 
wounds); all of these activities precede the face-off with the 
matador and the final “moment of truth.” By this time, the bull has 
seen numerous humans on foot and has been calculating what is 
needed to kill the enemy. To counteract this knowledge, its body 
has been weakened; its mind has been made confused. But even 
in this weakened state, it is still an animal of great danger. The 
final phase in the meeting between bull and matador, prepares 
both contestants for the moment of truth, the kill. By use of the 
cape movements, the matador manipulates the bull into charging 
at him, thus further tiring the animal, until the matador (and the 
crowd) sense the man and beast are at an equilibrium of sorts. 
Now it is time for the final moment, which presents the greatest 
danger to both man and animal: the kill. To execute the kill the 
man must put himself in an extremely dangerous physical 
position: he must go over the horns of the bull and thrust his 
sword downward into the upper back of the bull. With pin-point 
accuracy, he must thrust the sword between the rib bones 
emanating from the spine and sever the aortic nerve. If he is 
successful in this, the bull dies instantly, which is simultaneously 
an act of mercy (a quick, painless death for the animal) and an 
act of survival (a mortally wounded, panicked bull can be very 
lethal). The matador is judged on many criteria, but probably the 
most important is the way he handles the moment of truth, the 
way he delivers the death blow to the animal.  

“In bullfighting there is a term called querencia. 
The querencia is the spot in the ring to which the 
bull returns. Each bull has a different querencia, 
but as the bullfight continues, and the animal 
becomes more threatened, it returns more and 
more often to his spot. 
 
As he returns to his querencia, he becomes 
more predictable. And so, in the end, the 
matador is able to kill the bull because instead of 
trying something new, the bull returns to what is 
familiar. His comfort zone. 

�
������������������������������������
����������� ���!����"���#������$�%&��
����'���� �����&�����(�������)**+$,�
 



© Boston Lyric Opera 2009 

“So they want trash [de l’ordure]? All right; I’ll give them 
trash.” 

Bizet on the TOREADOR song 
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The awarding of ears and tails is a custom widely believed to be a 
holdover from a time when matadors were tipped with meat, making 
the ear a symbolic offer of sustenance. A member of Manzanares’s 
cuadrilla cuts off the bull’s ear and hands it to the torero. He 
proceeds to walk the perimeter of the ring, holding the ear up as if 
he’s just won a trophy of great value. When he reaches the section 
I’m sitting in, he rears back and throws the ear up into the stands. I 
duck to avoid contact, but the well-heeled women around me 
scramble to catch the ear as if it’s a bouquet. The woman who 
scores the ear immediately poses for a picture with her husband, 
displaying their souvenir in front of them. It all feels primal, ancient. 
The woman hastily wraps the ear in a cotton handkerchief for 
safekeeping. 
 
Another matador follows Manzanares with an ear-worthy 
performance, and, at the end of the corrida, both matadors are 
carried out of the ring and into the awaiting crowd on the shoulders 
of two men. The back stable full of bulls I had spied through a tiny 
window on my way in is now empty. 
 
As I’m walking out, I pause by another small, barred window, where 
I see bull carcasses hanging from a metal contraption in a corner of 
Plaza de Toro’s outdoor chapel. Half a dozen men in soiled white 
clothes work to butcher bull meat for market. A bucket of entrails sits 
by a pearly white wall smudged with bloody handprints, and a man 
in rubber boots hoses crimson streams down a Plaza de Toro drain. 
As I crouch by the low window, watching workers load meat into 
awaiting trucks, a man in the corridor behind me playfully calls out to 
a woman, “Hep! Hep! Hep!” 
 
I turn just in time to see her walk toward him as if she is a flamenco 
dancer on stage. She seems emboldened by the energy of what she 
has just witnessed in the arena, and her hands are swimming 
through the air Sevillana-style. The look on her face is one of pure 
elation. Behind her, another man slowly walks down the same 
hallway. Under his breath he mutters, as if on cue, “What a world.” 

Leigh Ann Henion 
Washington Post Magazine 3/20/09 

The matador is like the celebrant of a sort of 
sacred rite, to use Hemingway’s definition, or 
the depository of a sacred treasure, to use an 
irreverent but similar figure of speech. The 
toreo is death’s intermediary: he has the 
power to both give and receive it. And on 
approaching the mystery of death, it is not 
only his own death, but a death that belongs 
to all those in the plaza de toros who are 
willing and able to receive it. 
The bullfight involves a kind of liturgical 
emotion; it is a moving sacrifice that is almost 
religious in character. 

José Luis Castillo-Puche 
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Ernest Hemingway 
on BULLFIGHTING 
 

 
“Bullfighting is an exceedingly dangerous occupation. It is a good deal 
like Grand Opera for the really great matadors except that they run the chance 
of being killed every time they cannot hit a high C.” 

 
    
   “Bullfighting is the only art in which the artist is in danger of death and in which the degree of 
   brilliance in the performance is left to the fighter’s honor.” 
 
 
“The only place where you could see life and death, i.e., violent death now that the wars were over, was in the bull ring 
and I wanted very much to go to Spain where I could study it. I was trying to learn to write, commencing with the simplest 
things, and one of the simplest things of all and the most fundamental is violent death.” 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 “’Tell me, do you believe in God?’ 
 And Hemingway replied in that half-joking, half-serious 
 way of his, ‘Well, God to me is like the greatest killer of 
 bulls ever.  

 ‘Life is one big bullring and there isn’t anyway out of the 
 ring for anyone.’” 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
  

“He [the matador] must have a spiritual enjoyment of the moment 
of killing. Killing cleanly and in a way which gives you esthetic 
pleasure and pride has always been one of the greatest 
enjoyments of a part of the human race…Once you accept the 
rule of death, thou shalt not kill is an easily and naturally obeyed 
commandment. But when a man is still in rebellion against death, 
he has pleasure in taking to himself one of the Godlike attributes, 
that of giving it. This is one of the most profound feelings in those 
men who enjoy killing. These things are done in pride and pride, 
of course, is a Christian sin and a pagan virtue. But it is pride 
which makes the bullfight and true enjoyment of killing which 
makes a great matador.” 
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 Escamillo 
 
 I can return your toast, 
 gentlemen, for soldiers— 
 yes—and bullfighters understand each other; 
 fighting is their game! 
 The ring is packed, it’s a holiday 
 the ring is full from top to bottom. 
 The spectators, losing their heads, 
 yell at each other at the tops of their voices! 
 Exclamations, cries and uproar 
 carried to this pitch of fury! 
 For this is the fiesta of courage, 
 this is the fiesta of the brave! 
 Let’s go! On guard! Ah! 
 Toreador, on guard! 
 And remember, yes, remember as you fight 
 that two dark eyes are watching you, 
 that love awaits you! 
 Toreador, love awaits you! 
 
 Suddenly everyone falls silent; 
 ah—what’s happening? 
 No more shouts, this is the moment! 
 The bull comes bounding 
 out of the tori! 

    He charges, comes in, strikes! 
     A horse rolls over, dragging down a picador! 
    “Ah! Bravo bull!” roars the crowd; 
  the bull turns; comes back, 
  comes back and strikes again! 
  Shaking his banderillas, 
  maddened with rage, he runs about! 
  The ring is covered with blood! 
  Men jump clear, leap the barriers. 
  It’s your turn now! 
 
  Carmen, Act II 
 
 
 
Some interesting and unusual websites dealing with bullfighting… 
with dramatic pictures and fascinating film clips 
 
www.matadorjaimebravo.com/storymatador_IntroPage.html 
 
www.sports.espn.go.com/espn/eticket/story?page=matador 
 
 


