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SERIES EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION

Oxford Keynotes reimagines the canons of Western music for the twenty-first century. With each of its volumes dedicated to a single composition or album, the series provides an informed, critical, and provocative companion to music as artwork and experience. Books in the series explore how works of music have engaged listeners, performers, artists, and others through history and in the present. They illuminate the roles of musicians and musics in shaping Western cultures and societies, and they seek to spark discussion of ongoing transitions in contemporary musical landscapes. Each approaches its key work in a unique way, tailored to the distinct opportunities that the work presents. Targeted at performers, curious listeners, and advanced undergraduates, volumes in the series are written by expert and engaging voices in their fields, and will therefore be of significant interest to scholars and critics as well.

In selecting titles for the series, Oxford Keynotes balances two ways of defining the canons of Western music: as lists of works that critics and scholars deem to have articulated key moments in the history of the art, and as lists of works that comprise the bulk of what consumers listen to, purchase, and perform today. Often, the two lists intersect, but the overlap is imperfect. While not neglecting the first, Oxford Keynotes gives considerable weight to the second. It confronts the musicological canon with the living repertoire of performance and recording in classical, popular, jazz, and other idioms. And it seeks to expand that living repertoire through the latest musicological research.

Kevin Karnes
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 Introduction

The Making of a Myth

Only a few of the countless tales told over the centuries are remembered generation after generation. It is difficult to say what makes a story at a given time more memorable than any other, but when a story’s popularity persists, we confront a cultural event that invites further exploration. From the written page to the lyric stage and the silver screen, the story of Carmen is just such a cultural happening. When asked in 1983 why he chose to bring Carmen, as opposed to any other opera, to the stage in a completely reworked format, renowned director Peter Brook explained that very few operas were really popular. “Out of the ten most popular operas, there is one that is the most popular—Carmen. And it’s not only an opera; it’s a phenomenon.”1 Tchaikovsky, who hailed Bizet’s Carmen as a masterpiece, accurately predicted the opera’s astonishing success: “I am convinced,” he wrote, “that within some ten years or so Carmen will be the most popular opera in the world.”2 Today, the name of Carmen and the sounds of Bizet’s music are recognized across continents. Carmen qualifies as an iconic figure, and Bizet’s instantly recognized score proclaims her eminence as a referential sign on the world’s cultural stages.

One of the most beguiling figures born of the nineteenth-century imagination, Carmen made her first public appearance in a novella by Prosper Mérimée, published in 1845. Thirty years later, Georges Bizet immortalized her on the lyric stage. Since that time, she has been the heroine of several ballets3 and over seventy feature films, many produced by illustrious international directors, from Charlie Chaplin to Otto Preminger, Carlos Saura, Jean-Luc Godard, and Ramaka Geï. She has appeared in Broadway musicals and even attracted the world’s attention at the 1988 Winter Olympics, when both of the two top women figure skaters chose Bizet’s score for their individual programs, an encounter dubbed “the Battle of the Carmens.”4

In moving from print to the lyric stage and from opera to the silver screen, the story of Carmen has been endlessly rewritten—authored by many, and thus (as it were) fathered by none. In fact, the story’s earliest published version, Mérimée’s 1845 novella, is actually not its first account, for in one of his letters Mérimée tells us that he heard it from a woman friend.5 Past and present renderings of Carmen give different inflections to the story, which, in each of its remakes, mirrors the changing concerns and shifting values of individual authors and their societies. It is precisely through this process of repetition and change across countries, generations, and media that Carmen has attained the status of myth.

Because the mythic process is one of constant repetition and change, the first recorded history of a myth does not necessarily explain its subsequent versions, nor is the most recent version a cumulative product or totalizing rendering of the story as such. There is, says the anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss, “no single ‘true’ version of which all the others are but copies or distortions. Every version belongs to the myth.”6 Accordingly, one can apprehend any occurrence of the story as a starting point for analysis. While Mérimée’s novella is the founding literary text, the version that actually set the story on its mythical course is not the novella but Bizet’s opera, which can be credited with launching a cultural industry bearing the unofficial trademark of Carmen’s name. Although Mérimée’s novella precedes the opera by thirty years, it is the popularity of the opera and the filmic renditions of the story that inflect our understanding of Mérimée’s narrative. Hence my decision to anchor this study in the opera’s libretto, and break the linearity of time by a turn back to the novella followed by a jump forward to the cinematic medium, discussing some memorable films in which Carmen is portrayed before considering the deployment of themes and other elements that may account for the story’s success.

There is, of course, no single path to understanding myths; like other cultural artifacts, myths belong at one and the same time to several modes of expression and representation. Thus they can be analyzed punctually, synchronically, or diachronically, and, like other cultural artifacts, they can be shown to respond in different ways to different methods of interpretation. Whether the plot of a mythic story is relegated to the past or projected into the future, whenever it is retold, re-presented, or evoked, it speaks to our present concerns, and it addresses us in contemporary terms. Reappropriated by passing generations for any number of purposes, myths reflect the perceived needs, anxieties, and unacknowledged issues of a society. Often we think of myths as originating in preliterate societies, or at least we consider them as legends born in ancient times. Even those inscribed in writing—a relatively new medium when set against oral traditions—were often inscribed initially at some temporal distance from our present: the Oedipus myth belongs to ancient Greece; the story of Romeo and Juliet was popularized by Shakespeare; Spain’s Golden Age left us Don Quixote, created by Cervantes, and Don Juan, attributed to the dramatist Tirso de Molina. These myths, to list but a few, would inspire some of the most famous composers in the Western tradition: Mozart’s Don Giovanni, Gounod’s Romeo and Juliet, and Stravinsky’s Oedipus Rex. But while these and many other operas have been inspired by myths that originated in earlier times, Carmen is perhaps the only opera that spawned its own mythic future. For Carmen is a modern myth, a myth born out of the French imagination in the first half of the nineteenth century.

France in the nineteenth century was a new bourgeois nation, a country engaged in colonial expansion and caught in the dynamics of the industrial revolution, which, along with its benefits, brought contingent social unrest. Besides these socioeconomic realities, the country was also caught in the throes of swiftly changing cultural paradigms. Chiefly, perhaps, the ideals of an earlier romanticism were slowly being replaced by the so-called objective views of positivism, supported by an unflinching faith in progress. Science, of course, held the promise of a better future, and its accomplishments were spectacular: from steamboats and the mechanical printing press to medical discoveries that stopped the spread of disease-causing microorganisms. Established fields of knowledge exploded into new areas of study with the establishment of the social sciences, which were expected to produce solutions to existing social woes. Both Mérimée’s novella and Bizet’s opera reflect these aspects of life in nineteenth-century France. However, as its extraordinary popularity and numerous international adaptations of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries imply, the story of Carmen continues to be relevant to many today. Musicologist Susan McClary puts it bluntly: “if we were not still stuck in the dilemmas Mérimée and Bizet point to, we would not be witnessing the endless stream of Carmen productions on stage, film, and TV.”7

The goal of this study is to attempt to understand the lasting pertinence of Carmen: to account for the success of the story in the industrial age, to discern its attraction in our own cinematic era, to describe the elements of the story that give it its cultural salience and resonance, and to understand these features as markers of both the social realities and the cultural unconscious of our times. What accounts for the popularity of the story of Carmen beyond the lyric stage? Why has this story become a cultural phenomenon? What elements of the plot attract artists across media? These are some of the questions that beckon attention.

In The Magic Mountain, Thomas Mann has Hans Castorp, the novel’s protagonist, summarize the plot of Bizet’s opera, in order to show that the young man has successfully overcome his feelings for an attractive seductress:


I once read a story—no, I saw it in the theater—about how a good-hearted young fellow . . . gets involved with an enchanting Gypsy—and she was enchanting, with a flower behind her ear, a savage, mischievous creature, and he was so fascinated with her that he got completely off-track, sacrificed everything for her, deserted the colors, ran off with her to join a band of smugglers and disgraced himself in every way. And after he had done all that, she had enough of him, and came along with a matador, a compelling personality with a splendid baritone. It ended outside the bullring, with the little soldier, his face chalky white, his shirt unbuttoned, stabbing her with a knife, though you might say she as good as planned the whole thing herself.8



If we are to accept Mann’s summary, it would appear that the opera is about a soldier named Don José.

But the same plot looks different if told from Carmen’s perspective, which one might summarize as follows:


To thank him for letting her escape, Carmen, a Gypsy, bestows her favors on José, a corporal in the dragoons. He falls in love with her, abandons the army, and joins the Gypsies. But Carmen soon tires of his constant jealousy, and when he leaves to visit his dying mother, she gets involved with a matador. José returns and kills her.



Like any retelling, summarizing a plot is an interpretive act, a forceful muting of some voices of the text, an option selected from among various reading strategies, evidence of an ideological stance. Carmen, of course, is not exclusively his story, any more than it is her story; nor is it simply their story, for it is at the same time my story of his, her, and their stories (Figure I.1).



[image: image]

Figure I.1 Image from a staging of Carmen at the London Royal Ballet choregraphed by Carlos Acosta, set designed by Tim Hatley, October 27, 2015.



For some opera lovers, Carmen tells the story of a soldier who falls in love with an enticing and unfaithful Gypsy whom he kills. For them, Carmen is first of all the tragic story of a man’s passionate love for a woman who spurns him. For others, however, it is rather the tragic story of a woman’s fight for the freedom to love as she pleases. Yet the pathos of the story resides perhaps neither in his story nor in her story but in their story—that is to say, in the fact that José’s and Carmen’s desires exclude each other. Unlike so many other operatic plots, Bizet’s opera contains no external circumstances for the lovers to overcome: no objections by family members, no interdiction proffered by king or emperor, no stated religious, moral, or political precepts that would preclude their coming together. José’s passion and jealousy deny Carmen her need for freedom; he cannot live without her, she cannot live with him. Their antithetical desires render the two lovers fundamentally incompatible. In this respect, the opera stages not simply a tragic love story but rather the tragedy of love itself, where love is conceived as the romantic and romanticized union of individuals who complement each other with equal reciprocity in their feelings, and also have similar needs, identical taste, and a shared vision. In Carmen, love is presented as the locus of an impossible coming together, which is why there can be no love duet between the protagonists.

For audiences in this post-romantic age, the unattainable dream of the perfect union may resonate with particular force. Carmen and José stand at the extremes on the spectrum of that thing—that feeling, drive, or instinct—called love. Arrayed between them, spectators identify with one or the other protagonist in relation to their personal needs and understandings of the dynamics at work in any intimate relationship. Thus, in the age of women’s liberation, Carmen’s yearning for freedom may elicit solidarity, while José’s loss of self may inspire dread. For the individual as for a community, these are universal and enduring topics.

Literary texts have provided the plots for many operas, and many French works of the nineteenth century have inspired composers. Victor Hugo’s plays served as the basis for Verdi’s Hernani and Rigoletto, and for La Traviata Verdi turned to La Dame aux camélias by Alexandre Dumas (fils). But Mérimée’s Carmen is an unusual kind of novella for operatic adaptation, for it purports to recount the adventures of a French traveler doing historical research in Spain. It thus presents itself at the juncture of literature and science, as both a work of narrative fiction and an ethnological study of the people of Roma. The love story of Carmen and José, as recounted to the French traveler by José himself, is relegated to the third chapter of Mérimée’s book. And although it offers a heartbreaking love story in an exotic landscape—two elemental ingredients of romantic narrative—Mérimée’s Carmen nonetheless seems an odd choice as the source of inspiration for an opera.

The Roma have been objects of fascination for Western artists and explorers throughout the ages.
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