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Plate 3: Choudens, act 1.
Plates 3—6 reproduced by permission of Les Editions Choudens.
38, rue Jean Mermoz— 75008 Paris.
All rights reserved.

cramped and provided little wing space. This
would have been a practical restraint in the de-
sign for any production at the Opéra-comique.
Set design of the period was highly naturalis-
tic and required quite a bit of scenery to repre-
sent a given scene realistically. The sets utilized
drops, borders, and wings. Praticables were sce-
nic pieces that were used by performers; these
included platforms and steps which served as
balconies, stairs, and bridges. The Opéra-co-
mique functioned as a repertory company; per-
formances were given every night, and re-
hearsals were staged almost every afternoon. In
the period from 3 October 1874 to the premiere
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of Carmen on 3 March 1875, there were over
twenty-one productions in repertory at the Op-
éra-comique. In effect, this meant that only the
mornings were free for the changeovers from
one production to the next, as well as for setting
up whatever scenery was required for the re-
hearsals on the stage. Staging rehearsals also
took place in the foyer of the Opéra-comique;
rehearsal scenery would be needed in that space
as well. Moreover, the stage scenery would have
to have been compact and light, both in order to
facilitate rapid changes of scenery between acts
and scenes and also to save on storage space dur-
ing the performance itself.



Plate 4: Choudens, act II.

According to the preserved rehearsal sched-
ules (livret de bord), the preparations for the
new opera began on 2 October 1874 and contin-
ued intermittently until 1 December, when the
actual blocking rehearsals for the soloists be-
gan.!®> The chorus was added to the staging re-
hearsals after 7 January 1875. The livret de bord
first mentions the sets on 14 February for a stag-

*The rehearsal schedules of the Opéra-comique are pre-
served in F-Po. Through the kind courtesy of Herr Wolfgang
Timaeus of Birenreiter Verlag, Kassel, who loaned me a mi-
crofilm of the livret de bord, I was able to examine the com-
plete schedule of rehearsals during the preparations of Car-
men. The schedule for 3 March 1875 was reproduced by
Fritz Oeser for his edition of Carmen (Kassel, 1964), p. 714 of
the kritische Bericht.

ing rehearsal of the second act with the sets (dé-
cors), properties (accessoires), and rehearsal
lighting (demi-luminaire). From this point until
the premiere two weeks later, the scenery ap-
pears to have been utilized for all of the staging
rehearsals. Complete lighting rehearsals (lumi-
naire complet) took place on 1 and 2 March and
during the afternoon of the premiere on 3
March.16

Each of the Choudens archive designs (plates
3-6) closely follows the descriptions printed in
the first libretto. Each illustrates a specific epi-
sode during the act and the staging is corrobo-

16The final dress rehearsal (Tout le monde en costume) took
place on 1 March. During the morning of 3 March, the sce-
nic painters made the necessary corrections to the sets.
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Plate 5: Choudens, act III.

rated by the livret de mise-en-scéne from the
original production.

Actl

The libretto:

A square in Seville. On the right, the door of a to-
bacco factory. At the back, facing the audience, a
working bridge whose entire length crosses the
stage. From the stage, one reaches this bridge by a
winding staircase that turns to the right above the
door of the tobacco factory. The bridge’s under-
pass is functional. At the left at ground level, the
guardhouse. In front of the guardhouse, a small
covered gallery. Raised up two or three steps near
the guardhouse, in a rack, the dragoons’ lances
with their red and yellow streamers (L, p. 391).

The staging manual:

Carmen goes straight to José, who pays no atten-
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tion to her. Everybody’s gaze follows Carmen. She
stops for an instant in front of José, hesitates, then
goes to the side of the factory, stops, and returns
resolutely to José, speaks to him, then after his an-
swer throws her flower between his eyes, and
leaves quickly, laughing, toward the door of the
factory, where she enters without returning
(M, p. 6).

The act I design (plate 3) suggests a lack of spatial
depth, due to the shallowness of the stage at the Op-
éra-comique, as well as to the lack of wing space. A
backdrop provides a picturesque view of Seville with
the bell tower and series of edifices placed in perspec-
tive up to the building directly behind the bridge. The
bridge, which would have been a flat mounted on a
chariot through a costiére, is functional, but accord-
ing to the staging manual it was used only during
Carmen'’s escape at the end of the act. This means
that it was probably a modest construction, built to
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Plate 6: Choudens, act IV.

be easily stored at the end of the act. The tobacco fac-
tory was probably a book flat, large enough to extend
to the first series of steps leading to the bridge. The
guard house on the left was also built on a platform
with steps, painted archways, and a roof attached to
another flat. The banner at the top took the form of a
border (soffitte), which masked the row of gaslights.

Actll
The libretto:

The tavern of Lillas Pastia. Tables to the right and
left (L, p. 419).

The staging manual is also specific to the design, al-
beit indirectly (see fig. 1).

At the extreme left, two guitarists seated on
the ground and one Basque drummer seated on a
little bench. Between the tree and the draperies,
three women seated on stools, one standing of-

ficer. One woman seated at the left of the table,
one behind. Carmen is in front of the table, the
lieutenant to her left. One officer stands behind
the table. At the back of the stage are two officers.
Around the large table, four or five women.
Mercedes, seated in front to the left, Frasquita
dances on the table. One officer in front of the ta-
ble. Two dancers in the middle of the scene, danc-
ing during the ritornello (M, p. 12).

Again, one is struck by the lack of depth of the
stage in the design (plate 4). And again, this must be
due to the manner in which such a scene could be re-
alized at the Opéra-comique. The balcony is practi-
cal, with flats attached above (painted as trellises)
and below (to depict balustrades). There is a drop be-
hind the balcony, with cutouts for the windows. A
second drop, probably from the theater stock, pro-
vided the sky background. The lantern was attached
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Figure 1: Position of performers at opening of act I according to livret de mise-en-scéne, p. 12.

to a line from the flies. It is likely that a border,
painted as a trellis similar to the flats above the bal-
cony, was utilized for masking lighting instruments.
The lack of depth in the design and the sets is con-
firmed by a contemporary newspaper report: “In the
second act, the Opéra-comique produced its whole
corps de ballet, which is composed of two pretty
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dancers. . . . [The] ballerinas have, however, solved
the rather difficult problem of dancing in a space no
larger than a pocket handkerchief.”!

7Curtiss, Bizet and His World, p. 390, from a clipping in the
Bizet scrapbooks preserved in the Départément de
manuscrits, F-Pn, n.a.f. 14352.
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Figure 2: Plan for beginning of act IV according to livret de mise-en-scene, p. 24.

ActlIll
The libretto:

The curtain rises on some rocks . . . a scene pictur-
esque and wild . . . total solitude and in the black
of night (L, p. 447).

The staging manual:

Frasquita and Mercedes move downstage to the
forestage toward the opening in the crowd a little
to the right. They pull over three packs to sit on
and to lay their cards on. Two Gypsies move
alongside them. ... Carmen, who has been
watching the game of the other Gypsies a bit over
her shoulder, comes to the left of the forestage,
draws up a pack that is near the group of men and
moves to the card layout (M, p. 19).

For this scene (plate 5), one backdrop was utilized
to present the vista and the mountain peaks. A series
of flats (praticable en pente) depicted the rock forma-
tions both right and left, with another series of flats
further downstage.

ActIV
The libretto:

A plaza in Seville. At the back of the theater the
walls of an old arena. The entrance to the ring is
closed by a long awning. It is the day of a bullfight.
Much movement in the plaza (L, p. 466).

The lithograph (plate 6) depicts the entrance of Es-
camillo from the left to the arena; Carmen is with
Frasquita and Mercedes at right center. The staging
manual gives an approximate illustration of a ground
plan (fig. 2) for this act, which confirms the authen-

ticity of the design (M, p. 24). This scene would have
been the simplest to construct: a large cutout drop for
the entrance to the arena, and a large painted flat (ora
small drop) upstage of the drop illustrating the crowd
within.18

The third piece of evidence is a full-page re-
production of scenes from the Carmen pre-
miere, which appeared in the popular Parisian
weekly I'Illustration on 13 March 1875 (plate
7), along with a review of the first performance.
The artist, Auguste Lamy, is the same as that of
the Choudens prints.!” The center of the illus-
tration provides a complete reproduction of the
second act in the tavern of Lilas Pastia; it is vir-
tually identical with the scene found in plate 4.
The upper portion of the illustration represents
specific moments during the course of act [; the
lower portion represents three vignettes from
act IT and a fourth that depicts Don José fatally

18The times required for the changes of scenery between

each act were carefully noted in the livret de bord during the
final rehearsals and the premiere:

Act 25 February 27 February 1March 3 March
I—- 1II 37’ 39’ 33’ 34’
II—- III 29’ 28’ 42’ 31’
—1v 26’ 30’ 33’ 26’

19[Pierre-] Auguste Lamy (1827 —after 1880) created thirty re-
productions of theater stagings for I’Illustration between
1866 and 1875, beginning with Fior d’Alza, through the last,
Carmen. He also created over twenty other posters for the
theater and opera.
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Plate 7: Vignettes from I’[llustration by Auguste Lamy.
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Plate 8: Poster by Leray for the first performance.

stabbing Carmen. A comparison of plate 3 with
plate 7 clearly shows that the vignette depicting
Carmen and Don José at the upper left corner of
the page closely parallels that of the lithograph.

In the lower left corner, Carmen is depicted
reading the tarot cards; this is also represented
in the original design. How faithful were these
vignettes to the original designs? In his pioneer-
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ing work, Gravures musicales dans I'Illustra-
tion, H. Robert Cohen comments:

One must keep in mind that I’Illustration was a
newsmagazine—in terms of present-day compari-
sons perhaps a cross between L’Express or ... Life
magazine. And the primary function of I'Illustration,
like its present-day counterparts, was to chronicle
the news, both visually and textually.?°

The final piece of evidence is provided by the
poster (affiche) for the first performances of the
opera (plate 8). This depicts the final scene of
the opera—the moment that Don José holds the
lifeless body of Carmen in front of the entrance
to the arena with Escamillo and his admirers.
The design of the entrance to the arena corre-
sponds almost exactly with the Choudens litho-
graph. Copies of the poster are located in F-Po
and the Choudens archives,?! and it has been
published many times.??

20H. Robert Cohen, Les Gravures musicales dans I'lllustra-
tion 1843-1899 (Quebec, 1982), I, Ixiii.

2F.Po, cataloged as Af. Tit. II. The poster was designed by
Prudent Leray. Cf. Nicole Wild, Les Arts de spectacle en
France: affiches illustrées (1850-1950) (Paris, 1976}, p. 164.
2Cf. Winton Dean, ‘‘Bizet, Georges,”” The New Grove Dic-
tionary of Music and Musicians, ed. Stanley Sadie (London,
1980), vol. 2, p. 759; and Mina Curtiss, “‘Bizet,” Musik in
Geschichte und Gegenwart (Kassel, 1959), vol. 1, table Ixvii,
no. 2. Both the MGG and Wolff erroneously identify the
poster as the title page in the piano-vocal score of the opera.

242

Although biographers and other commenta-
tors have assumed that the first production of
Carmen was of poor quality, there is no evi-
dence to prove this. The severe pressures and
constraints of time, limited stage space, ade-
quate rehearsals and money were, and still are,
important factors in creating a new opera.
Nonetheless, the Choudens lithographs and the
available documents supporting them give a far
more accurate picture of the scenic designs and
methods of production for the first
performances of Carmen.






