The Orient, as image or as thought, has become, for the
intelligence as well as for the imagination, a sort of general
preoccupation which the author of this book has obeyed perhaps
without his knowledge. Oriental colors came as of their own
accord to imprint themselves on all his thoughts, all his dreams;
and his dreams and his thoughts found themselves in turn, and
almost without having wished it so, Hebraic, Turkish, Greek,
Persian, Arab, even Spanish because Spain is still the Orient;
Spain is half African, Africa is half Asiatic.

Victor Hugo, Les Orientales (1829)

Far more than actual Middle Easterners, gypsies and
Jews were regarded as dangerous, for while marked as
alien, they lived on native soil. They were too real; they
passed through the boundaries between European Self
and Other that made classic Orientalism safe for the
aesthetic gaze. And both groups were linguistically
treacherous: they mastered the languages of their host
countries so as to be able to “pass” as indigenous, while
retaining fluency in their own archaic tongues- tongues
that remain opaque to those around them. Carmen’s
linguistic versatility is one of her greatest threats in
Merimée, and Bizet constructs her with a similar
virtuosity with respect to musical discourses.

The boundaries of race or ethnicity were not the only
ones threatened by theses groups: issues of class and
sexuality were inextricably bound up with popular
perceptions of the “Orientals” at home. The label
“bohemian,” for instance, could refer to the gypsies or to
the underclass subculture that became a breeding
ground for both avant-garde artists and political unrest.
Gypsies performed their exotic songs and dances for the
benefit of popular audiences in Paris, and Bizet (along
with his collaborator for L’ Arlésienne, Alphonse Daudet)
frequented their haunts of ill repute for entertainment.
“Local color” was available, in other words, as a constant
feature of Parisian night-life: the “Orient” had been
reconstituted at home, and one could dabble in exotic
women and music without ever leaving the city.

Susan McClary, Carmen
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Nic Muni, Stage Director for BLO's Carmen, on GYPSIES

It is now most commonly believed that Romani (gypsies) originated in
northwestern India, associated with the Punjabi people and stemming
from the military caste. They migrated out of India, and eventually into
Europe, as a result of Muslim military aggression into their region
sometime around the 10" century. It is also commonly believed these
people arrived in Western Europe around the 14" or 15" centuries.

Due to the relative proximity of Africa, Europeans were familiar with
the Negro race. But what must have seemed very strange to them
about gypsies, as they came to be known, was their combination of
Caucasian facial structure and the extraordinarily dark skin — a
strange, perhaps even frightening, mixture of negro and Caucasian
features. In addition, there was their different religious base, neither
Christian precepts, as well as a completely different language base.

Based on their alien aspects and the fear they generated, the gypsies
were isolated, shunned, persecuted — they were considered to be
“filthy” and, by extension, evil. On the other hand, they engendered
an almost manic fascination, representing an exotic and intoxicating
notion of “living freely” and all that suggested. It is interesting to note
that this ethnic group was noted for the skills they possessed as
artists: as musicians, dancers and artisans. The term “Bohemian”
evolved as a synonym for “gypsy” and Bohemians are most often
associated with artists. Even today, Broadway dancers are known as

“gypsies.”

The fascination with this sub-culture reached a peak in the 19"
century with the advent and development of the middle class, the
bourgeoisie, and the restrictive morality and lifestyle associated with
them. Whether or not the bourgeois lifestyle was really so restrictive,
many artists of the 19" century reflected it in their work as such and
consequently the fascination of the free-roaming gypsy lifestyle,
complete freedom, thievery and lawlessness, the stealing of children,
sexual promiscuity, fortune-telling, casting spells, etc.

In BLO’s production, we aim to conflate generalizations and fact into
a focused dramatization of the conflict between Europeans and the
Romani through the lens of southern Spain, as first imagined by a
team of Frenchmen (Merimée, Bizet, Meilhac, Halévy) and realized
today by a production team of Americans. The aspects we are
emphasizing are the restrictiveness of both the morals and behavior
of the bourgeoisie and their prejudice against the Romani; the power
of a Catholic upbringing and its effects on a society in rejecting the
“heathen”, in this case the Romani; the way in which society creates a
gulf between the wealthy and the impoverished and, specifically, a
damning prejudice against the poor. A central theme to us is the way
order and chaos clash in both a personal and social context — and the
way adherents of their polar opposite way of life demonize the other.
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Bizet’'s Carmen has elements of the then recently fashionable
‘realism’, somewhat ameliorated from Mérimée’s short novel on
which the excellent libretto by Meilhac and Halévy is based. But
there remains, underneath the realism, an archetypal ambivalence.
Carmen’s seductiveness and Carmen’s destructiveness are not
two forces of nature but one force. She is dangerous to any man
having the opposite side of the pattern, so that he meshes in
unresistingly. Like Hedda Gabler, whom in some respects she so
resembles, she is also dangerous to herself. Her opposite number
is the faithful Micaela, behind whom there looms in the opera,
though not in the novel, the magnetic influence of José’s mother.
Carmen is indeed a sex-symbol, and sex is itself an archetype, an
instinct, a lure for delight as well as for entanglement. But sex in
humans is liable to contamination by the mother —image, with all
that this tempting fantasy promises of bliss unspeakable and in
reality unattainable. That, precisely, is the fascination of the
fantasy.
Robert Donington
Opera and its Symbols (1990)

Tempo also warns of destiny in Carmen. This is why the
heroine plays fast and loose with it. Music marks time, with the
strict regularity of the trumpet announcing the change of the
guard or the bell signaling a break from work in the tobacco
factory; Carmen’s time is idle, syncopated, unprosodic. She
sings the habanera casually, its considered slowness mocking
the urgency of the men who pant for her favors. She dashes
off the seguidilla skittishly, canceling it with a flourish. Her
delivery with its slithering inflections and its rhythmic levity
protects her freedom of maneuver and secures her temporary
immunity from time. Maybe she will love the men in the crowd
tomorrow, maybe never; she doesn’t mind, so long as she
doesn’t have to do so today. But is such question-begging a
concession to time rather than a victory over it? Carmen
suffers, as she admits in the seguidilla, from boredom. Perhaps
she sings to pass the time and to Kill it, or to hasten the
moment of truth when it will kill her — as Moralés or the factory
girls smoke “pour tuer le temps.” The motif in the overture
which denotes her fate is ominous because of its authoritarian
finality. Its quivering chords and thumping period mark a dead
end, after which the score is hard to put to recover.

Peter Conrad

A Song for Love and Death

(1987)

For an extensive website devoted to all aspects of Roma culture see The Patrin Web Journal at
www.geocities.com/~patrin/ (a particularly informative article is “The Roma: Myth and Reality” by lan Hancock).
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The most Feminist, the most stubborn of these dead women is
Carmen the Gypsy, Carmen the damned.

Just the same, this woman who says no will die too.
This woman who makes decisions all alone, while all around her
the men keep busy with their little schemes as brigands and
soldiers. She is very pure, very free, Carmen. My best friend, my
favorite.

I have always heard permanent ridicule heaped on this
opera; no music has been more mockingly misappropriated.
Toreadors, blaring music, and a gaudy Spain... They always
forget the death.

Catherine Clément
Opera and the Undoing of Women

But there is another kind of alterity projected onto Carmen: that of
popular music. With rare exceptions, Carmen sings what are to be
construed — even within the terms of opera itself — as cabaret song-
and-dance numbers, not “real” utterances. Thus the “Habafiera” was
lifted expressly from the Parisian cabaret scene, where exoticism
was no less of a box office draw than in high art. And Bizet
encountered the flamenco that flavors several of Carmen’s other
tunes through contact with gypsy night spots of ill repute on the rue
Taitbout. In other words, even the most “Spanish” components of
the score — those associated with Carmen — resonate with growing
culture tensions within France itself. Institutions such as the Opéra-
Comique were designed expressly as wholesome alternatives to
these more nefarious forms of entertainment. Thus to have the
leading lady in an opera singing the very cabaret songs that opera
was supposed to displace was extremely shocking to the bourgeois
clientele. Early reviews often refer to Carmen’s songs as vulgar and
to Célestine Galli-Marié’s performance style as obscene. Because
Carmen’s songs have always been “opera” to us, the transgression
iS not quite so apparent today.
Susan McClary
Structures of Identity and Difference in Bizet's Carmen

Kéroly Ferenczy, Sleeping Gypsy
(1915)
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...and then there is DON JOSE—Carmen’s
lover, victim, murderer

If this piece is a tragedy, then who is the central character? And
does this central character follow the classical definition of a
tragic central character: falling from a great height, though a
tragic flaw of his/her own, into an abyss? In our view the only
character who qualifies is Don José. The first indication lies in
his name. He is a “Don,” which means he is a titled citizen, at
least a minor nobleman: the text says he comes from an old
Christian family. How does he find himself becoming a lowly
corporal in a cavalry regiment? We know he is not the first son,
as he was assigned to become a priest; this profession was
commonly reserved for the second son (or subsequent sons).
We know he did not relish his religious studies because he
loved playing tennis too much! We also know he “won the
advantage” in a quarrel with a man who he had defeated in a
game of tennis. Since, as a result of the outcome of the quarrel,
he was obliged to leave the country we surmise he must have
killed the man in some way that could not have been viewed as
“honest”, as an act of self-defense or in defense of his honor. In
other words, he became a criminal on the run. As there was no
such thing as extradition in those days, seeking safe haven in
another country (even another region of the same country) was
common. In this case, he travelled from very north of Spain
(Navarre) to the very south (Andalusia).

How do we know all of this? Don José himself tells us, which is
the author’s way of adding a huge grain of salt to the
proceedings. Is he an honest man? What does he have to gain
or lose in telling this history to the character to whom he
speaks? (In the novella, he is speaking to the narrator on the
eve of his execution, so it is a dying man’s last revelation; in the
opera, he tells this story to Zuniga right at the beginning of the
story.)

Despite the context, | do not find it hard to assume all he says is
true because of the numerous examples of the character’s
behavior throughout the piece, in which he demonstrates great
honor, honesty and high moral fiber. So in addition to his
pedigree, Don José is a noble man in both spirit and behavior.
But if what he reveals about his past is true, it must also be true
that a central aspect of his subconscious character is that of
extreme violence when he feels cornered and, further, that when
he responds in this violent manner, he is not immune to “hitting
below the belt”, of behaving in a dishonest way in order to
survive or triumph. In the opera, this propensity is cleverly
revealed during his fight with Escamillo, the bullfighter. At one
point, Escamillo says “I know the trick of Navarraise fighting,
they will do you no good with me.” Which suggests that José is
attempting an underhanded style of lethal combat.

Enrico Caruso’s sketch of himself as
Don José in Carmen, 1904

In short, the portrait the authors paint of José is one of a dual-
nature, both noble and savage, even criminal.

| believe it is José’s self-awareness, his knowledge of what he is
capable (in the fight in which he killed the other man) that leads
Don José onto his downward trajectory, into a journey toward
his own hell on earth, toward his own demons. The fact that he
continues to struggle to “be good” and the way he expressed it
in his text, suggests that he feels there is a part of himself that is
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“bad”, a part over which he seems to have very little control.
Meeting Carman triggers the evolution and actualization of his
“bad side”. He becomes a criminal, a deserter, a murderer, a
thief. What enhances the tragedy is that during this evolution, he
is very aware of his own bad behavior and condemns it. He
comes to believe that Carmen is the devil, a demon and says so
several times during the opera. He implies that he has become
possessed by her. It could be that he comes to believe that
Carmen is a demonic incarnation of he himself, of Don José.
This aspect of the story connects to his catholic upbringing and
his study of the phenomenon of demonic possession and the
rite of exorcism—and it could very well be that the final scene is
an exorcism of sorts. The fact is that he continues to express his
love for tragedy: this is a man who will never find peace.

Nic Muni
Stage Director for BLO’s Carmen

“No more soirées! No more sprees! No more mistresses! All that is finished!
Absolutely finished! | am saying this seriously. | have met an adorable girl whom
I love! In two years she will be my wifel... | tell you this seriously; | am
convinced! | am sure of myself! The good has killed the evil! The victory is won!”

Bizet, a rather notorious man about town, meets his
Micaela (his future wife, the daughter of Halévy)
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