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The long European history linking women to smoking—as 
desirable yet possibly dangerous—was as strong in France 
as anywhere else. By the nineteenth century women who 
smoked—as the outraged response to George Sand’s 
cigars showed—were decidedly transgressive: their act 
signaled either dangerous rebellion or…sexual availability.  
 
The tobacco frame of this narrative begins with its setting: 
the cigar factory in Seville. For a French audience this 
famous place would suggest much more than just 
picturesque local color. An immense building—larger than 
the cathedral—on the outskirts of the city, guarded by 
armed men, the Seville factory housed hundreds of 
women: cigar making required small, agile hands and lots 
of them. Entry to the building was forbidden to men without 
a permit because the women were often partially 
undressed to be cooler in the summer heat. This simple 
fact evidently made the factory a necessary stop on any 
Frenchman’s trip to Spain in the nineteenth century… the 
place carried a particularly strong erotic charge for the 
French. Recounting his visit at midcentury, Théophile 
Gautier registered his surprise that many of the women 
smoked—a most unfeminine thing. They did so, he said, 
“avec l’aplomb d’un officier de hussards.”  
 
The voyeuristic erotic language of French visitors in the 
nineteenth century contrasts with the realistic description of 
contemporaneous Spanish visitors, who were more likely to 
stress the hard work, the smells, the noise, and the poor 
working conditions. But French writers leaned toward the 
language of eroticism—most often that of a harem of 
stripped-down women rolling phallic cigars—and described 
what they saw in loving detail. Pierre Louÿs wrote of the 
“monstrousness” of this harem of women who made rude 
and impudent gestures that embarrassed the narrator by 
suggesting that their hands were making “little lovers” 
(“petits amants”) out of tobacco leaves. Maurice Barrès’ 
reaction was different: to the same scene of “les fameuses 
cigarreras sevillanes” he responds with real appreciation of 
their feminine beauty and sincere, if strange, sadness that 
the charms of these jewels, these lovely animals (“ces 
jolies bêtes”), as he calls them, are wasted. They are 
condemned, he laments, to be what they are—to work in 
what he calls “étables d’amour”—cowsheds of love—and 
thus to be handled by unworthy hands. 
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 SOLDIERS 
Look at them! Impudent 
stares 
sidelong glances 
all of them puffing away 
at a cigarette. 
 
 CIGARETTE GIRLS 
We gaze after the smoke 
as it rises in the air,  
sweet-smelling, 
towards the skies. 
Gracefully it mounts 
to your head, 
so gently 
it exhilarates you! 
Lovers’ soft talk— 
it’s smoke! 
Their raptures and 
promises— 
Smoke! 
 

Carmen , Act I 
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Gypsy with Cigarette by Edouard Manet (1862)   

 
 
 
 

Some of the young girls who roll cigarettes in the Danville 
(VA) cigarette factory (1910’s) 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Roma boy in a bear costume 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

0Toreador by Mary Cassatt    

They asked me how I knew my true love was true, 
I of course replied, something here inside cannot be 

denied 
They said someday you’ll find all who love are blind, 

When your heart’s on fire, you must realize, 
Smoke gets in your eyes. 

So I chaffed and then I gaily laughed, 
To think that they could doubt my love, 

Yet today, my love has flown away, 
I am without my love. 

Now laughing friends deride tears I cannot hide, 
So I smile and say when a lovely flame dies, 

Smoke gets in your eyes. 
 

Otto Harbach/Jerome Kern  


