CARMEN
Study Guide Prepared by Lauryn Moscon and Kathleen Brown with contributions from Chelsea
Lerner and Yamel Rizk. Lesson plans prepared by Kiana Day Williams

Welcome to the Opera!
In this guide, you will find resources that will allow you to study the opera Carmen.
If you are interested in more general resources on the opera, including
explanations of voice type, vocabulary, information on how an opera is made, and
operatic references in pop culture, please head to HGO.org/OperaResource

Principal Characters
Carmen: The main character. A mysterious, unconventional woman. Mezzosoprano.
Don José: A solider, and Carmen's main love interest. Tenor.
Micaela: A village maiden, engaged to Don Jose. Soprano.
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Escamillo: A bullfighter, or toreador. Bass-baritone.
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Synopsis
ACT I
Soldiers and townspeople mill around in a square in Seville. A young peasant girl, Micaela, asks the soldiers if they
have seen her sweetheart, Don José. Telling her he'll be back soon, they try to persuade her to stay with them, but
she declines. The relief soldiers, including Don José, arrive. Factory bells ring, and a group of cigarette girls
emerges from the factory where they work, including Carmen. She focuses her attention on Don José, who
pretends not to notice. Before leaving, she seductively tosses a flower at him. Alone, Don José recovers the flower
and reflects on Carmen's charms. Micaela finds him and delivers both a letter and a chaste kiss from his mother,
who asks her son to marry Micaela. Don José promises his love and fidelity to Micaela, despite the temptations of
Carmen. A ruckus erupts from the cigarette factory. Carmen has injured another woman, and the officer Zuniga
commands Don José to jail Carmen. But Don José succumbs to her charms. He agrees to a rendezvous and lets
Carmen escape.
ACT II
At Lillas Pastia's inn, Carmen and her friends Frasquita and Mercedes consort with Zuniga and other soldiers. A
group of revelers arrives, celebrating Escamillo, the illustrious bullfighter. The crowd cheers as Escamillo boasts
of his victories. He notices Carmen, but she remains indifferent. Zuniga, also smitten, tells Carmen that he plans
to return to the inn later to visit her. When the crowd disperses, the smugglers Remendado and Dancairo try to
enlist the aid of Carmen, Frasquita, and Mercedes. Mercedes and Frasquita agree to help them smuggle
contraband, but Carmen, expecting Don José, wants to stay at the inn. Don José arrives, and Carmen dances for
him. But distant bugles signal him to return to his quarters and he prepares to leave. Carmen mocks his obedience
and encourages him to run away with her and lead the free gypsy life. Don José remains unconvinced until Zuniga
returns to the inn seeking Carmen. In a jealous rage, Don José defies his officer's orders to leave. As the smugglers
pounce on Zuniga and escort him out of the inn, Don José has no choice but to remain with the gypsies.
ACT III
At the mountain hideout of the smugglers, Don José longs for his mother, who still believes him an honest man.
Carmen taunts him and urges him to leave, but he refuses. Frasquita and Mercedes tell their fortunes with a deck
of cards. When Carmen takes her turn, the cards foretell death for her and Don José. The gypsies set off to
smuggle contraband, leaving Don José behind to guard the camp. Micaela arrives at the mountain hideout
searching for Don José and hides among the rocks. Escamillo approaches the camp looking for Carmen. He and
Don José exchange words and begin to fight. But the smugglers return in time to stop Don José from wounding
Escamillo, who invites them all to the bullfight in Seville. Her hiding place discovered, Micaela begs Don José to
return home to his mother, who is dying. Despite his violent jealousy, Don José leaves with Micaela.
ACT IV
At the bullfight, a crowd gathers to watch the procession of toreadors. Escamillo and Carmen arrive together.
Mercedes and Frasquita warn Carmen that Don José is lurking about. Carmen, unafraid, waits alone for Don José.
He approaches and begs her to leave with him. She insists that their affair is over, that she does not love him
anymore, and that she now loves Escamillo. As Don José's demands become more desperate, Carmen throws at
him the ring he once gave her. Don José murders Carmen, while the crowd inside the bullring cheers Escamillo.
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About the Composer - Georges Bizet
Georges Bizet was born in Paris on Oct. 25,
1838. He displayed musical talent at an early
age. When he was only nine, he entered the
great Paris Conservatory of Music. He rapidly
developed into a brilliant pianist. While still a
student he composed many songs, piano
pieces, a little one-act opéra comique, and
orchestral works.
At the age of 19 Bizet won the Grand Prix de
Rome, a government scholarship. He studied in
Rome for three years. In 1860 Bizet returned to
Paris to devote his efforts to composition.
Between 1869 and 1874, Bizet wrote several
operas, among them The Pearl Fishers and The
Fair Maid of Perth.
Bizet composed Carmen in 1873–74. It had its
world premiere at the Opéra-Comique on
March 3, 1875. The critics and audiences were
shocked scandalized by the opera’s realism,
grittiness, and sensuality. Months after the
opera’s premiere, worn out with the work of
rehearsals, on June 3, 1875, Bizet died at the
age of 36.

An Overture to
Remember
Bizet's overture to Carmen is one of the most
recognizable pieces of operatic music today.
Have you heard this music before? Where?
What does this music make you think of?
What do you expect from the opera Carmen
after listening to this overture?
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"Carmen sera toujours libre."
Carmen will always be free
Adaptations of the story
Click on each picture to learn more!

Novella
In 1845 Prosper Merimee published a novella in
four parts titled Carmen. The novella was based
on a story he heard while in Spain, where a man
killed his mistress out of jealousy. The third part
of the novella would become the foundation for
all further adaptations of the story. Click on the
picture for the full text of the novella!

Opera
The Opera Comique in Paris commissioned Bizet
to write an opera based on Merimee’s novella in
1873. The piece was not well received at its
premiere in 1875, and Bizet died three months
later, never knowing that he had written what
would be one of the most widely produced operas
in the world. Click on the picture for a montage
from HGO's production!

Broadway
In 1943 Carmen Jones hit the New York theatre
scene with a new, English, libretto written by
Oscar Hammerstein II. While the music remained
largely unchanged, the story now took place at an
American military base during World War II and
featured an all-Black cast. Click on the picture for
a video from a recent production!
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Film
Carmen Jones was adapted for film in 1953.
Produced and directed by Otto Preminger, the
film is slightly more dramatic than its musical
counterpart. Some of the singing of the cast was
dubbed in order to present a more operatic tone.
Click on the picture for a scene from the movie!

MTV
In 2001, MTV created a made-for-TV musical film
based off of Carmen set in present-day
Philadelphia and Los Angeles called Carmen: a
Hip Hopera. Unlike Carmen Jones, the music in
this adaptation is not taken from Bizet’s opera
and is instead rewritten entirely in the style of
hip-hop and R&B. This adaptation stars Beyonce
in the title role. Click on the picture for a scene
from the movie!

Your Turn!
Where would you set an adaptation to Carmen?
Why? Would you make any changes? How would
you tell it? Would it be a TV show? A graphic novel?
Write an outline of your own adaptation of Carmen
and compare it with your peers.
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Carmen in
Context
Carmen as a character has a fascinating and
troubling history. She has been referred to as a
“g*psy”, a “bohemian” and often the terms “exotic”
and “sensual” are thrown around. In this section,
you will find some resources to put all of these
terms into context.

OUTDATED TERMINOLOGY
G*psy is a derogatory slur often used to describe the
Roma people. The word “Roma” refers to a number
of different ethnic subgroups hailing from all over
Europe. The Roma are thought to have immigrated
from northern India beginning in the 9th century.
Throughout their entire history as residents of the
European continent, the Roma people have been
the victims of oppressive policies, forced
assimilation, and genocide.

IS CARMEN A MEMBER OF THE ROMA?
Not exactly. Carmen’s ethnicity in the opera is nonspecific. Her most famous aria the "Habanera", is
inspired by a Basque composer, who in turn was
inspired by a popular Cuban rhythm. Near the end
of Act I, Carmen sings a "Seguidilla", a traditional
Castillian folk song – however Bizet mixes in sounds
that evoke the Middle East. In Act 2, the “G*psy
Song” has elements of Romani music and Flamenco
(which is attributed as a Spanish folkloric music, but
is actually derived from the Iberian Cale subculture
of the Romani).

WHAT IS A BOHEMIAN?
The term “Bohemian” at first began as another
name for the Roma people- particularly those
assumed to be from the Bohemia region of what is
now the Czech Republic. In the mid-1800’s,
however, it became a more generalized term for
independent, artistic people who lived
unconventional lifestyles. In the libretto of Carmen,
this term is used interchangeably with the
abovementioned slur.
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WHY ARE CARMEN AND MICAELA PORTRAYED SO DIFFERENTLY?
It may have something to do with the values held by the people watching the production. Micaela would
have expressed the values and attitudes held by the French audience in the 1840’s, while Carmen would not.
Consider the differences between Micaela's aria and Carmen's "Seguidilla"

NOW CONSIDER...
- How do the two pieces differ? Consider the sound, tempo and instrumentation
- How are the two characters portrayed differently?
- Why do you think these two characters in particular are contrasted?

Helpful Resources
Cultural Contrast
This article from the Seattle Opera Blog goes into further
detail about the cultural context of the opera and how the
original audience's views would have affected the way the story
was received - so much so that the libretto was changed for a
re-staging in 1875.

Carmen as a Feminist Icon
In recent years, opera, theatre, and dance companies have reworked the story of Carmen to fit more modern sensibilities. Some
have gone so far as to change the opera's tragic ending. Read this
article to learn more.
After reading, consider:
- Do you agree with the changes some of that have been made?
- Do you think it is important that these stories are kept the same, or
should they be adapted to fit the views of a modern audience?
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A brief history of the Roma

In their own words
RomArchive is an online project
that highlights the cultural
contributions the Roma people
have made across Europe.
Through narratives told by the
Roma themselves, this resource
creates a reliable source of
knowledge that is internationally
accessible.
This website is a collection of art,
films, music, and photography
created by Roma throughout
Europe.
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Lesson Plans for Teachers
Act I
Activity #1
Objective: Students will display understanding of the opera Carmen through detailed prose.
Materials: Video recording or live performance of Carmen
Procedure:
Students will view Act I of the opera Carmen and subjectively answer the following question in no less than two (2)
complete and detailed paragraphs:
What factor(s) do you think influenced Don José to be persuaded by Carmen to allow her to escape and why?

Activity #2
Objective: Students will display understanding of the opera Carmen through detailed prose.
Materials: Video recording and/or live performance of Carmen; French and English translation of Habanera from Carmen
Procedure:
Students will view a performance of Habanera aria from Carmen. The teacher and students will read the English
translation of the text aloud. The teacher will ask the students to imagine that these are their personal words and
with this in mind, write a descriptive essay summarizing the text using first person pronouns (e.g. I, me, mine, we us,
our).

Act II
Activity #1
Objectives:
Understand that our actions can have positive and negative consequences
Be able to make choices that aim to create positive consequences
Materials: Video recording or live performance of Carmen
Procedure: After watching Act II, students will complete the following exercises:
As a full class, students will create a chronological summary of actions that led to the conclusion of Act II (one sentence
for each part of the summary) and the teacher will write and project this summary for the class to see. In small groups,
students will then create a living tableau of each part of the chronological summary. Students will be given ten (15)
minutes in their groups to prepare. Once the ten minutes are over, each group will come forward individually and as the
teacher reads the sentence for each sequence in the chronological summary, the group will pose in their created
tableau. *An extra bonus* Each student will vote for the most creative group after all groups have presented and the
group with the most votes will receive an incentive (e.g. extra points toward their lowest grade, homework pass, etc.)
In one (1) detailed paragraph, describe what choices could/should have been made by José in Act II in an effort to avoid
having to join the smugglers.

9

Act III
Activity #1
Objectives: Students will display understanding of written text and will reinterpret the text for modern-day
comprehension.
Materials: Video recording or live performance of Carmen, Act III, Mêlons!; a copy of the English translation of the text
Procedure: Students will view a performance of Mêlons! from Carmen. The class will then read the text aloud and discuss in
common day language what is being communicated. Students will then be placed in small groups and create a brief,
modern day scene acting out the actions of Mêlons! Each scene should be no longer than five (5) minutes in length.
Click here for Mêlons!

Act IV
Activity #1
Objectives:
Understand that our actions can have positive and negative consequences
Be able to make choices that aim to create positive consequences
Materials: Video recording or live performance of Carmen, Act IV
Procedure: Students will write a detailed, subjective essay expressing their opinion on whether or not Carmen could be
considered a victim and/or villain based upon the occurrences in Act IV. Students should support their argument by
including specific actions from the opera.
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