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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.
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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.






