“Don’t you see that all these bourgeois have not understood
a wretched word of the work | have written for them?”

Bizet

Camille du Locle, the artistic director of the Opéra-Comique, commissioned Bizet to write an opera based on Merimée’s
novel in early 1873 to be premiered at the end of the year. However, difficulty in finding a leading lady delayed rehearsals
until August 1874. Bizet bought a house at Bougival on the Seine, where he finished the piano score in the summer of

1874, and took a further two months to complete a full orchestration.

After approaching the singer Marie Roze, who declined the part, du Locle offered the part to a famous mezzo-soprano
Galli-Marié. Financial negotiations over her fees ensued, and she accepted the role in December 1873 (she agreed to

2,500 francs per month for four months).

During rehearsals, du Locle’s assistant de Leuven voiced his discontent about the opera’s plot. De Leuven felt that
families would be shocked to see such a “debauched” opera on the stage of the Opéra-Comique, which had a reputation
as a family-friendly theatre, with many boxes used by parents to interview prospective sons-in-law. The librettists agreed
to change the ending, but Bizet refused, which led directly to de Leuven'’s resignation from the theatre in early 1874.

“But we have de Leuven to contend with. Such a subject would put him in a rage.
He is very fond of you, Ludovic. Go see him. Perhaps you could convince him’...1
had not finished my first sentence when [de Leuven] interrupted ‘Carmen! The
Carmen of Merimée? Wasn't she murdered by her lover? And the underworld of
thieves, Gypsies, cigarette girls—at the Opéra-Comique, the theatre of families,
of wedding parties? You would put the public to flight, No, no impossible!

“| persisted, explaining that ours would be a softer, tamer Carmen. In addition, we
would introduce a character in the tradition of the Opéra-Comique—a young,
innocent girl, very pure. True, we would have Gypsies, but Gypsy comedians.
And the death of Carmen would be glossed over at the very end, in a holiday
atmosphere, with a parade, a ballet, a joyful fanfare. After a long, difficult
struggle, M. de Leuven acceded. ‘But | pray you,’ he said, ‘try not to have her die.
Death—at the Opéra-Comique! This has never been seen, never! Don't make her
die, my young friend, | pray you!”

Ludovic Halévy
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Full rehearsals finally began in October 1874. The Opéra-Comique’s orchestra declared the score unplayable, and the
cast was having difficulty following Bizet's directions. However, the greatest opposition came from du Locle, who liked
Bizet personally, but hated the opera. At this stage, the Opéra-Comique was in financial difficulties, leading du Locle to
believe the opera would topple the ailing company, which had failed to produce a true success since Gounod’s Faust.

The librettists, for whom Carmen “had little importance” (they had four other opera on stage in Paris at that time),
secretly tried to induce the singers to over-dramatise in order to lessen the impact of the work. However, much to
Bizet's delight, the final rehearsals seemed to convince the majority of the company of the genius of the opera.

But then...opening night

walked home with Bizet. Our hearts were heavy.”

“The entry of Carmen was well received and applauded, as was the
duet between Micaela and Don José. As the first act ended there were
many curtain calls. Backstage, Bizet was surrounded, congratulated!
The second act, less enthusiasm. It opened brilliantly. The entrance of
Escamillo was most effective. But then the audience cooled...surprised,
unhappy, ill-at-ease. Backstage, fewer admirers, congratulations
restrained. No enthusiasm at all for the third act except for Micaela’s
aria. The audience was frigid during the fourth act. Only a few devotees
of Bizet came backstage. Carmen was not a success. Meilhac and |
Ludovic Halévy
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When asked if he would visit Spain to research his score, Bizet replied “No, that would only confuse me.”

“Friends of unrestrained Spanish gaiety must have delighted. There were
Andalusians with sun-burned breasts, the kind of women, | like to think, who are
found only in the low cabarets of Seville and lovely Granada. A plague on these
females vomited from Hell!...this Castilian licentiousness! It is a delirium of
castanets, of provocative hip-swinging, of knife-stabs gallantly distributed among
both sexes; of cigarettes roasted by the ladies; of St. Vitus dances, smutty rather
than sensuous...To preserve the morale and the behavior of the impressionable
dragoons and toreadors who surrounded this demoiselle, she should be gagged,
a stop put to the unbridled twisting of her hips...

“The pathological condition of this unfortunate woman, consecrated unceasingly
and pitilessly to the fires of the flesh...is fortunately a rare case, more likely to
inspire the solicitude of physicians than to interest the decent spectators who
come to the Opéra-Comique accompanied by their wives and daughters...”

Jean-Pierre -Oscar Lamettant (1875)

“Instead of those pretty sky-blue and pale-pink puppets who were the joy of our
fathers, [Bizet] has tried to show real men and real women, dazzled, tortured by
passion...whose torment, jealousy...mad infatuation are interpreted to us by the
orchestra turned creator and poet...To bring about such a coup d’état M.
Bizet...found the only associates who could have the idea, the courage and the
audacity to give him enough range by throwing out the window all the old rubbish
and old ghosts of the Opéra-Comique...Take care, M. du Locle, M. Bizet, M.
Meilhac, M. Halévy, for Lady Macbeth was right. In spite of all the perfumes of
Araby the odor of blood will always be there.”

Théodore de Banville (1875)

For more on all aspects of Carmen (including composition background,
subsequent performances, lists of performers at the first performance, recordings,
movies, Carmen in various aspects of popular culture, etc.) see
www.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carmen.
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“In my opinion, [Carmen] is a masterpiece in the full meaning of the word—
That is, one of those rare pieces which are destined to reflect most strongly
the musical aspirations of an entire epoch...There is an abundance of piquant
harmonies, of completely new combinations of sound—but all this isn’t simply an
end in itself. Bizet is an artist who pays tribute to our present age, but he is fired
with true inspiration. And what a wonderful subject for an opera! | cannot play the
last scene without weeping; on the one hand, the people enjoying themselves, and
the coarse gaiety of the crowd watching the bullfight, on the other, the dreadful
tragedy and death of two of the leading characters whom an evil destiny, fatum,
has brought together and driven, through a whole series of agonies, to their
inescapable end.”

P. I. Tchaikovsky

“Her death-scene, too, is horribly real. The young lady Carmen is
never so effectively alive as when she falls, stage dead, beneath
José’s cruel knife. But to see Carmen changing from a live creature,
with properly coordinated movements, into a reeling, staggering,
flopping, disorganized thing, and finally tumble down a mere heap of
carrion, is to get much the same sensation as might be given by the
reality of a brutal murder. It is perhaps just as well that a great artist
should, once in a while, give our opera-goers a glimpse of the truth
about the things they play with so lightheartedly.”

G.B. Shaw (1894)

Galli-Marié was the
original Carmen

“It is the most Mozartian opera since Mozart, the one in
which enchanting musical intervention goes hand in hand,
almost without a break, with dramatic veracity and
psychological characterization...This is indeed music
muscled in the Mozartian way, the fascinating way of the
cat-tribe, the maximum of power being combined with the
maximum of speed and grace and minimum of visible
effort.” Ernest Newman (1954)

“Yesterday | heard—would you believe it?—Bizet's masterpiece for the twentieth
time...How such a work makes one perfect! One becomes a “masterpiece” oneself...

This music seems perfect to me. It approaches lightly, politely. This music is evil, subtly
fatalistic: at the same time it remains popular—its subtlety belongs to a race, not to an
individual. It is rich. It is precise. It builds, organizes, finishes...Have more painful tragic
accents ever been heard on the stage? How are they achieved? Without grimaces. Without
counterfeit. Without the lie of the great style...

This music is cheerful, but not in a French or German way. Its cheerfulness is African; fate
hands over it; its happiness is brief, sudden, without pardon. | envy Bizet for having had the
courage for this sensibility which had hitherto had no language in the cultivated music of
Europe—for this more southern, brown, burnt sensibility.—How even our insatiability for
once gets to know satiety in this lascivious melancholy!

Finally, love—love translated back into nature. Not the love of a ‘higher virgin!” No Senta-
sentimentality! But love as fatum, as fatality, cynical, innocent, cruel. That love which is war
in its means, and at bottom the deadly hatred of the sexes!—I know no case where the
tragic joke that constitutes the essence of love is expressed so strictly, translated with
equal terror into a forumula, as in Don José’s last cry, which concludes the work: ‘Yes, |
have killed her/l—my adored Carmen!™

Friedrich Nietzsche (1888)
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