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an idea of the four décors used in Bizet’s work. Of course, we do
have good reproductions of the sets for the later productions of
Carmen, from around 1900, which are very faithful to the libretto,
but differ from those earlier sketches to some extent – and indeed
completely so when they refer to Albert Carré’s new mise en scène
of 1898. We have to remain vigilant to avoid possible mistakes.

My long experience of reconstructing period décors,
in particular at the Opéra Royal and the Théâtre de la Reine in
Versailles, has given me the opportunity to discover the pictural
language of historical painted cloths, in particular those by Pierre-
Luc Cicéri dating from the 1830s, many elements of which I have
completed. As a result, I was able to transpose the coloured litho-
graphs of Carmen onto monumental stretchers painted in distem-
per and distributed over the different parts of the stage area, while
also restoring the 4� slope of the floor, traditional at the time.
There remains the crucial and insoluble question of historical
lighting.

In 1875, the stage was lit by gas, a warmer, more diffuse
light than our electricity, and above all, without spotlights (which
of course did not exist yet). The heavily made-up singers had to
position themselves as close as possible to the edge of the apron
in order to be visible. Hervé Gary, the lighting designer for this
production, and I therefore made use of footlights in the style

A phantom designer

Antoine Fontaine (scenography and set design)

To revive the 1875 premiere of Carmen means immersing oneself
in a relatively extensive and precise archive, given that the work in
question is the jewel in the crown of nineteenth-century French
opera. As a result, staging notes and stage manager’s diagrams
showing entrances and exits, the movements of the singers and the
layout of the chorus facilitate a meticulous reconstruction.

The same cannot be said for the scenery. Astonishingly
enough, we do not even have the name of the designer of the work,
let alone sketches and models of the original set design, and this
at a time when artists like Cambon, Chaperon and Rubé were
famed for their exotic stage pictures, comparable in lavishness to
those in Carmen. Fires and the loss of archives do much to explain
these gaps in the documentation. Aside from the stage manager’s
diagrams and the modest dimensions of the stage at the Opéra-
Comique, where the premiere took place, all we have to go on are
a few approximate sketches published in the press which give us
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of the sketches of the stage by Daumier or Degas, aided by low-
intensity floor lamps placed behind each stretcher to create the
appropriate luminous ambience. However, it must be borne in
mind that today’s audiences are used to a much higher level of
illumination than at the time of the original staging.

I was given another task, slightly contradicting the general
aim of authenticity, namely to ensure rapid set changes between
Act One and Act Two, and then between Acts Three and Four. In
the original production, the technicians took their time: there were
three intervals of thirty to forty minutes each, which made it pos-
sible to change décors that were very different from each other.
Nowadays, we are required to have only one interval, in the middle
of the performance, to avoid making the evening too long. This
meant we had to find a ploy to minimise the movement of scenic
elements and obtain two quick changes necessitating intervals of
about five minutes each, without altering the historical configur-
ation of the sets. Hence the practical bridge of Act One becomes
the balustraded walkway leading to the tavern in Act Two, while
the cumbersome mountains of Act Three are swiftly masked by
the cloth representing the perimeter wall of the arena in Act Four,
lowered on a plane closer to the audience. This little anecdote re-
minds us that any reconstruction, however rigorous, is still subject
to the constraints of its era...
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