Repertoire and Style Assessment 2: “La Fleur” from Bizet’s Carmen
This slow, melancholy aria in D flat major is sung by the character Don Jose in the second act of one of the world’s most popular French operas. Jose, a tenor police officer, is in love with Carmen, a mezzo-soprano factory worker whom he had arrested not long ago and then released, causing him to be arrested in her place. Before Jose was arrested, Carmen had thrown him a flower which he had kept with him through his entire time in the lockup. Jose was subsequently released and reinstated at his job. After Jose’s release, he met Carmen at a bar during his mid-day break from work, where she danced and sang for him in his honor. While she was dancing and singing, the trumpets sounded, indicating that it was time for Jose go back to work. Not understanding the situation fully, Carmen thought that this meant the end of their relationship. In response, after a bit of mutual banter between both of them, Jose sings this beautiful aria to let Carmen know how much he loves her, and that his going back to work does not mean the end. 

The aria opens with the “theme of death”, which is heard at crucial points throughout the entire opera, most notably played by the full orchestra several times towards the end of the final act during Jose’s and Carmen’s final duet. Here however, it is played by an English horn accompanied by some violins and pizzicato cellos. Parker and Abbate (2015) note that the solo English horn playing this particular theme is “as if this instrument were to be established by a tamed force”. The composer marks this part’s dynamics as piano espressivo, and the tempo as andante with a quarter note set to 63. The “death theme” is a suggestion that Jose has just sealed his fate by even beginning this aria, as he takes out the flower Carmen had given him in Act 1 and shows it to her. 
When the singing begins, again we see the piano marking on the voice, with the additional instruction of con amore – with love. Jose must open this aria singing lyrically, like someone who is in love. The tempo has also increased to 69 to a quarter note by this time, and marked as andantino. This is the “standard” tempo by which the rest of the aria is measured. This first part of the aria talks about the flower which stayed in prison with Jose, and is accompanied chiefly by woodwinds up till the line where Jose sings “sa douce odeur” (its sweet smell), where a harp comes in, followed by the strings. 
It is noteworthy that the two opening words of the aria, “La fleur”, were written by the composer on the offbeat. In addition, the “La” is written on an F natural, which is right where the passaggio for most tenors occurs. Hastings (2012) notes that Bizet may have done this on purpose, likely because he wanted to show that Jose is already overcome by emotion before the aria begins.  
The next part of the aria tells about Jose’s time in prison, with a slight crescendo on the line “des heures entières”, immediately going back to a diminuendo on the subsequent “fermant mes paupières”. Jose is at this point singing about how the scent of the flower kept him alive throughout his entire time in the lockup. We note that the key also changes rather unusually – in the line “et pendant des heures entières” from D flat major to A major. A natural is the Flattened 6th of D flat, and it gives this part of the aria a somewhat darker, more pensive color. It is possible that Bizet may have used this unusual key change in the aria to indicate an important moment – Jose is singing that the flower never lost its scent all the while he was in prison. 
The key then changes back to D flat major, brightening up the mood of the aria again, where it culminates in a somewhat passionate A flat where Jose sings “de cette odeur je m’enivrais”. This is the first truly high note in the aria, a perfect fifth from its predecessor, and it comes at this particular moment when he says he was intoxicated by the flower’s scent.  Then begins a diminuendo on the next line “et dans la nuit je te voyais”. And in the night, I saw (Carmen). Jose is trying to say here, he was so overcome by the scent of the flower, that he couldn’t help thinking about Carmen. This is where the next part of the aria begins – the first time Carmen’s presence is involved in this aria. The strings in this second part build up slowly in a crescendo to the high A flat, accompanied occasionally by the harp, and they appropriately diminuendo when Jose sings “je te voyais”. 
In this third part of the aria, we now see Bizet marking at the top of the next line, another piano, followed by a poco animato, ma poco. A little lively, but only a little. When he thinks of Carmen’s presence, Jose’s spirits are lifted, so the tempo gets slightly faster. This straightaway turns into a crescendo sign on “à te maudire, à te detester”, indicating that Jose at first had mixed feelings about Carmen, because he tried to curse her and to hate her at first upon recalling her presence. Then on the next line “à me dire”, Jose straightaway calms himself down and tries to get his thoughts into rationality again, as some flutes come in. 
The composer here indicates this with an a tempo sign followed by a piano on the start of the next line. Also, we see that Bizet has changed the key here again, this time to a minor key – this being B flat minor, the relative minor of D flat major. The minor key once again darkens the aria’s tone, making the listener feel Jose’s mixed feelings. 
As the orchestra dies down and Jose gathers his thoughts together, he sings, “pourquoi faut-il que le destin l’ait mise là sur mon chemin”. Why did it have to be that fate had to throw [Carmen] in my way. Opening with a piano, we see a crescendo sign all the way up till the word “destin”. Still accompanied by strings, the key slowly changes from B flat minor to an A flat major – and on “sur mon chemin” straightaway changes yet again, to an F major, once again punctuated by some flutes just over the strings. This is the only part of the aria where we see two changes of key in one line alone. This may have been done by Bizet to show Jose’s gradual transition from confusion to calm. 
The fourth part of the aria begins here. We straightaway see that Jose has finally contained himself, when he indicates that his prior thoughts had been irrational and blasphemous (“puis je m’accusais de blasphème”), which is sung in pianissimo. The key is now F major, and the flutes give this part of the aria an appropriately optimistic tone. A crescendo molto is indicated on the next line, where Jose’s true thoughts come to life as the full orchestra builds up a crescendo, and he sings that he had only one desire and hope – to see Carmen again. At the top of the line “un seul desir” we see a stringendo, indicating that the tempo is getting quicker at this time, because Jose is finally coming clean here, and then on the line “un seul espoir” it goes back to the normal tempo, and we see the only forte sign in the entire aria here on the line “te revoir”, which again opens with an A flat; and noticeably here the key resolves back to D flat major, the key on which this aria began. On the next line “oui, te revoir”, a ritardando opens the line, and on this second “te” we see a fermata, again the only sign of its kind in the aria. It is likely that Bizet brightened up this section to show that this is the climax of the aria, the most crucial part, where the focus of Jose’s message is made clear – in spite of all the drama that he has been through, he is only interested in seeing his beloved Carmen again, and professing his love for her. Which is most likely why he took the effort and went out of his way to come to the tavern to meet her during his lunch break from work. 
This is where the fifth and final part of the aria begins. With the key now back on D flat major for the rest of the aria, we learn why Jose loves Carmen so much that she is is his only desire and hope. With an a tempo opening up this phrase, it immediately goes into a diminuendo followed by a piano, because Jose is finally back into the “lover” mode that he was in at the start of this aria. He says that all Carmen needed to do was to give him that one look, and his being was completely consumed by her. On the line “pour t’emparer de tout mon être”, we see a diminuendo, showing how consumed Jose is by his passionate love for Carmen.
The next line is one of the most interesting and also contentious. “Et j’étais une chose a toi”. And I am a thing of yours. In the context of the aria, this means, I am at your mercy, do what you like with me, I have no more say. Jose is now surrendering himself to Carmen’s will; he has said all that he needs to say, and that it is now completely up to Carmen to decide whether she wants to love him or leave him. We notice that Bizet writes a pianissimo at the top of this line, with a rallentando immediately after, all the way up till the word “toi” when it is once again a tempo. As the aria ends, Jose simply says, “Carmen, je t’aime”. Carmen, I love you. This line is marked by a sempre pianissimo, with a slight crescendo and then diminuendo on the “t’aime”. The emphasis is clear – Jose is saying here, I love you Carmen, but do you love me. He is giving her his stand on the matter, but also telling her that she is free to choose, nevertheless he hopes she will come to a wise decision. As the aria ends, we once again hear its opening strains, played by violins. 
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This final pianissimo has long been a cause of concern for many singers and directors. Singher (2003) notes that Jose has turned into the bad guy by this time, therefore singing the high B flat at the end of  “et j’étais une chose a toi” in tutta forza would be impractical. Beck (2014) affirms this, adding that the pianissimo with the woodwind accompaniment suggests Jose’s total surrender to Carmen and the die of their mutual fate is successfully cast. Parker and Abbate (2015) also affirm the pianissimo here, asserting that it makes the voice “sound as if it has been sucked into another sphere”, because Jose is now so infatuated with his love for Carmen that he has completely surrendered himself to her, not only emotionally but also musically. Nevertheless, nearly all tenors have sung this line in tutta forza – Placido Domingo, the most well-known Don Jose of the current era, has done so, as have Luciano Pavarotti, Nicolai Gedda, Raoul Jobin, and Roberto Alagna. 
In summary, the “Flower aria” is one piece where the tenor can showcase his voice, from the lyrical warmths to the passionate outbursts. It is an aria which has all of the tenor fachs – lyric, dramatic, high note specialist, low note specialist, etc – all in a single piece of music. Indeed, the entire role of Jose contains all of these throughout the entire opera. Therefore, the tenor who sings the role of Jose must be one who can manage lyrical passages and dramatic passages equally well. 
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