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PREFACE



This guide is aimed at the ordinary opera-goer and opera-lover, usually a busy person who wants to know the essentials of the opera but has little time to grasp them.


It provides key background information to Carmen, told engagingly by someone who knows the opera intimately.


It is light, easy to read, and entertaining. Relevant information has been carefully selected to enhance your appreciation of Bizet’s work.


It is authoritative, but not dense or academic. It is unburdened with the clutter that can easily be obtained elsewhere. It concentrates on information that it will help you to know in advance.


Read quickly before going to the opera or listening to it at home, you will get the very best out of the performance and have a truly enjoyable experience.


Opera can be a great social occasion. Being knowledgeable and well-informed, you’ll appreciate this magical art-form much more if you read this first.


I hope you enjoy the opera!


Michael Steen














USING THIS EBOOK



A very quick grasp of the opera can be gained by reading the opening section on ‘The opera and its composer’ and the ensuing ‘Who’s who and what’s what’. Further elaboration may be found in the sections entitled ‘The interval: talking points’ and ‘Act by act’.


The footnotes and boxes are an integral part of the information. The reader is encouraged to go to these by clicking on the links.
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BIZET’S CARMEN



A SHORT GUIDE TO A GREAT OPERA



The opera and its composer


Who’s who and what’s what


The interval: talking points


Act by act



THE OPERA AND ITS COMPOSER



Carmen is both a masterpiece, and ‘the most fantastic success in the annals of Opera.’ Films have been made of it; there have been jazz and rock ballet versions. It has been updated into an African-American setting in the Broadway musical Carmen Jones. A Russian has done a version for 47 percussion instruments and an American has done one for solo kazoo and symphony orchestra. A sound extravaganza has been produced called The Naked Carmen.


It is possibly the most colourful and exotic of operas. It was sexually explicit in advance of its time. Indeed, before a regular performance, the cleavage has to be sorted out, so that, to the audience, its possessor appears to be sexy but not sluttish.


It has been known for a prima donna to object vociferously to the little piece of black fabric she was expected to wear as a dress. On the other hand, one who seemed she might burst out of her bra earned ‘the undying devotion of stage hands and cognoscenti alike.’


The first night, at the Opéra-Comique in Paris on 3 March 1875, was a historic failure and the attendance was poor at subsequent performances during the first run. At the première, the opera went reasonably well up to the tuneful Toreador Song in Act 2, but, after that, it was mainly ‘received in glacial silence.’ The venue and its bourgeois-dominated clientèle were not receptive to a sensational groundbreaking work such as this. But there was an amazing reversal of fortune. By 1959, the Opéra-Comique had chalked up its 2,942nd performance of it.


The failure of the première plunged Bizet back into chronic depression, thus aggravating his already poor health, sapping his resistance and leading to his death exactly three months later.


The libretto is very loosely based on an 1845 short story by a distinguished French writer, Prosper Mérimée. This was adapted by a well-tried and highly successful combination of librettists, Henri Meilhac and Ludovic Halévy.1


Had it not been for Carmen, Bizet today might be remembered merely for the ‘best tune’ Au fond du Temple Saint, which comes from his Les Pêcheurs de Perles. He would hardly have ranked among the great composers. How and why he produced Carmen, this ground-breaking opera, is a mystery. Tchaikovsky thought Carmen was a masterpiece ‘in the true sense of the word’: it was ‘one of those rare works which reflect the aspirations of an entire era.’ Brahms, not someone one would automatically think of, was a considerable admirer and got his publisher to supply him with the full score. Later, Vaughan Williams ‘went to scoff but remained to pray.’
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