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Jo Davies’s excellent new production of Carmen relocates the action from Spain to  Latin 
America. In the programme the director writes that ‘The world of the Brazilian favelas and 
the tight community life within, often historically pitted against the army, seemed to fit both 
the economic and sexual politics of Carmen and seemed a good home for her wild 
bohemian spirit’. Though I have some doubts about the appositeness of the closing 
description of Carmen herself, the earlier parts of Davies’s statement seem pretty fair. As 
the performance progresses the mind starts racing about the appropriateness of the 
Director‘s changes, but more on this later.

Overall this is a magnificent production, performed with a style  and belief that is seldom 
seen in this genre. If you avoid opera, but love the likes of Les Miserables, I urge you to 
see this production as it may open up a whole new vista to you.



For now I‘ll turn to the performers, rather than the production – 30 year old French mezzo-
soprano, Virginie Verrez as Carmen lit up the stage. She has a magnificent voice, beautiful
across its entire range and a vibrant stage presence, with a lithe and attractive figure, one 
of the best Carmens I have seen across 50 years of opera-going. She is certainly one to 
watch out for in the future.

As Don José, Dimitri Pattas was a little less convincing, he couldn‘t persuade me that his 
emotions were genuine. Vocally, his range seemed to limit the extent to which he could 
create a plausible and interesting character. As toreador Escamillo, Philip Rhodes had the 
swagger and self-assured machismo and gave an enjoyable account of his aria, the 
‘Toreador Song’; elsewhere he sang  competently, without a great deal of individuality. 
Anita Watson’s Micaëla was, for me, more striking. Seen in contrast to Carmen and the 
other girls of the city (whether Spain or South America), Micaëla can sometimes seem 
merely prim and rather characterless. But this Micaëla was attractively delineated as a 
brave young woman who soon gained one’s respect. Watson’s interpretation of the aria ‘Je
dis que rien ne m’épouvante’ was beautiful and fully weighted with meaning.

The supporting roles were well sung and acted. Harriet Eyley (Frasquita) and Angela 
Simkin (Mercédès) made attractive and vivacious companions for Carmen, singing and 
acting with pleasing commitment and judgement. The principal smugglers (Dancaïre and 
Remendado) were well embodied, in voice and action, by Benjamin Bevan and Joe 
Roche, while Henry Waddington carried obvious authority as Zuniga. The chorus 
maintained the high standards that it has long ago established. The children’s chorus were
exceptional; they were delightful whether mocking the changing of the guard with their toy 
guns or –  when equipped with ‘real’ guns as what we must, I suppose, call ‘child-soldiers’.
There was much to enjoy in the work of the two dancers, Josie Sinnadurai and Carmine 
De Amicis, especially in their dance at Lillas Pastia’s bar, part flamenco and part tango. 

The WNO’s orchestra under the rightly much admired music director Tomáš Hanus was on
good form though I have to say at times a little flimsy. The set by Lesley Travers was a 
semi-circle of three tiers of galleries facing the audience, generally worked quite well, but 
what mattered most, it was one half of an amphitheatre, hinting  at one of the libretto’s 
repeated implied analogies, pointing to the similarity between the bullfight which takes 
place within the bull ring and the  fight for life which takes place outside in its own arena.

I found this production more interesting and rewarding than many.The stress on Carmen’s 
economic ‘motives’, the need for her to find a way out of the poverty to which society 
seems to have condemned her (and what does she have to fight that battle, save her body
and sexual allure?) makes more sense of her behaviour and character than most previous 
productions of Carmen I have seen. 



Back to the appropriateness of the director‘s transposition of location which was not 
without its inconsistencies, often small, but still irritating. The director tells us that the 
favellas of Brazil were the creative team‘s inspiration behind the relocation, but isn‘t Brazil 
under Portuguese influence? Why do so many women wear the distinctively Spanish 
mantilla in the crowd attending the bullfight. It was almost as though, at the very last 
moment, Jo Davies and costume designer Gabrielle Dalton had forgotten that the setting 
had been moved away from Spain. As with the dance in the bar, part flamenco, part tango;
the first being totally Spanish and the second Argentinian – neither to be seen in any part 
of Brazil. Probably the most irksome of all, is that after semi-convincing us that we are in 
Latin America the libretto continually refers to Navarres and the Basques, dragging us 
nigglingly back to Spain.

As an aside, I can‘t help but draw comparisons between the supoosed class divide of 
opera and musical theatre and it‘s not just the audience. It is the categoristion, for example
one of the most successful musicals of all time, ‘Les Miserables‘ closed at this theatre on 
Saturday and ‘Carmen‘, one of the most popular operas becomes the next production to 
open. Both are French, both focus on the pressures and hardships of the people, both are 
mainly sung, although Carmen does have more spoken dialogue than Les Mis; Yet, one is 
a musical and the other an opera and the twain shall never meet. 

However, these are all minor points and we should not allow them to detract from what is 
an overall splendid night at the musical opera.
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