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MUSIC

Where Singing Means More Than Hip Shaking

By ANTHONY TOMMASINI
After two successive cancellations due to illness last week, the formidable mezzo-soprano Olga Borodina finally took over the title role in the Metropolitan Opera’s new production of Bizet’s “Carmen” on Monday night. Before the performance a company spokesman announced from the stage that both Ms. Borodina and the evening’s Don José, the American tenor Brandon Jovanovich (who had made his Met debut in the role on Jan. 27), were grappling with colds and would sing, though they asked for the audience’s understanding.

Not much indulgence was required. Mr. Jovanovich, 39, has a strong, rich-textured and expressive voice. Except for a rough vocal patch now and then, he made a dashing, impulsive and, finally, pitiably distraught Don José. Though Ms. Borodina seemed a little short of breath at first, she soon warmed up and sounded terrific. Her smoldering voice is ideal for Carmen.

Yet during this performance, I was fixated on, of all things, Ms. Borodina’s dancing. What provoked me was an interesting column last month by my colleague Alastair Macaulay, The Times’s chief dance critic and a knowledgeable opera buff. “Carmen,” as he rightly pointed out, is full of dancing, and not just when the Gypsies cut loose at Lillas Pastia’s tavern in Seville. Even an aria like Carmen’s “Habanera,” which Bizet did not expect to be actually danced, is run through with the rhythms of that Spanish dance/song genre.

Alastair had attended the opening night of this production by the noted British director Richard Eyre, which starred Elina Garanca as Carmen. For this staging the choreographer Christopher Wheeldon devised an intricate dance number for the Gypsies, and invented a couple of steamy duets for a pair of solo ballet dancers, a shirtless man and an alluring woman. These were performed during stretches of orchestral music: the ominous fate motif music of the introduction, and, more implausibly, the pensive entr’acte before Act III. I agree with Alastair that these routines seemed gratuitous stabs at metaphoric eroticism, although I was impressed over all by this gritty, inventive and vividly acted production.

Mr. Eyre’s bigger mistake, to Alastair’s mind, was in nearly ridding Carmen’s fetching arias of dancing. I do not really agree. Yet I was fascinated by his larger point. Although choreography and opera direction are “separate arts” and “proceed by different methods,” Alastair wrote, “they are intimately related.” He concluded: “Much of the best choreography helps us to hear the music better. I ask the same of opera direction.”

The idea of opera singers moving choreographically is tantalizing. About the specific fantasy of a dancing Carmen, however, I would caution, be careful what you wish for. Many great opera singers are just not built for dancing.

Choreography and opera directing are indeed related. But so are acting and opera directing, and it is just as valid for a director to focus on eliciting vivid acting from a vocally gifted cast. Dancing in opera can easily come off as exaggerated, awkward and, at worse, embarrassing. The performances of Mr. Garanca and Ms. Borodina as Carmen offered a telling comparison.

Mr. Eyre, an astute theatrical director, surely realized that Ms. Garanca, his beautiful Carmen, a compelling singer and skilled actress, exuded sexuality. By ridding the character of the typical hip-swiveling, skirt-rustling maneuvers, he helped Ms. Garanca bring raw realism and sultry allure to this touchstone role.

Ms. Garanca did no dancing during the “Habanera.” Instead, when she emerged for an afternoon break with the other female workers from a cigarette factory, depicted here as an underground sweatshop, she looked hot, sticky and frustrated. This voluptuous young Gypsy, who should be a kind of goddess, toils in stifling surroundings. She knows that she can use her sex appeal to control men. So, when she spots the wholesome Don José, who seems indifferent, she shifts into action.

While Ms. Garanca sang the “Habanera,” she wrung out her dingy work smock in an outdoor basin, then dribbled cool water on her bare leg, exposing her thigh. There was rhythmic insistence in her haunting singing, which the orchestra vividly supported. Still, her aim was to deliver the aria sensually acted and sung. Mission accomplished.

Alastair was especially critical of the scene in Act II when Don José, just released from military prison for having enabled Carmen to escape, finds her at the tavern. By now Carmen has decided that she wants him, that, in fact, she loves him, though none of Carmen’s loves endure. When they are alone, Carmen tells Don José that she will dance just for him.

Bizet writes into the score that Carmen then takes out castanets and begins to sing and dance. But what is really going on here? “I’m going to dance for you.” Yeah, right. She is going to seduce him, she means. Ms. Garanca quickly went about it.

As the music began, she picked up a tin cup and tapped some beats on it. Quickly tossing it aside, she began to ensnare the seated Don José, encircling him from behind with her legs, eventually sprawling on the floor invitingly. Maybe this bold staging was a little overwrought. But when you have Ms. Garanca as Carmen, why not?

Though Ms. Borodina, a great singer and charismatic artist, also dispensed with castanets in this scene, she did quite a bit more dancing, which was, to be honest, less than successful. In moments when, singing with chilling power, she came on to the helpless Don José, she was a convincing seductress. But she certainly lacks a dancer’s physique. You admired her gumption as she pivoted her ample hips and hoisted her arms. She did not look silly, but she did come off during her big dance as a clichéd, skirt-rustling Carmen. Her voice danced, however, when she dispatched the melodic turns in this melody with clarity and zest.

As Alastair pointed out, some great Carmens, Rosa Ponselle among them, have danced effectively. It is delightful to see Rise Stevens singing and dancing the “Habanera” in the 1944 movie “Going My Way,” in which she portrays an opera singer, Genevieve Linden, a friend to Bing Crosby’s Father O’Malley. This was before Ms. Stevens sang the role at the Met and set the standard for the sultry, dancing Carmen.

There are times when an opera simply demands that a singer dance, as in the “Dance of the Seven Veils” in Strauss’s “Salome.” Karita Mattila triumphed during this 10-minute dance in the Met’s 2004 production by Jürgen Flimm, though the scene was also a triumph for the choreographer Doug Varone, who gave Ms. Mattila, dressed in Dietrichian drag, three tuxedoed attendant male dancers to spin, twirl and lift her. Ms. Mattila’s possessed, writhing dance became, literally, a high-class mesmerizing striptease.

There is no question that movement in an opera production can convey what is going on in the music. Yet there are many times when it is best to let the music work its magic without physical gestures to enhance the singing. A good example in the new “Carmen” came during the Act I chorus for the workers on break from the cigarette factory. Lolling about, tired and listless in the Seville sun, the women simply sat in the town square while they described in song the way the scented smoke from their cigarettes rises to the sky. They were almost motionless. But in their dreamy singing, accompanied by the luxurious orchestra, Bizet’s music danced.

Olga Borodina will sing three more performances of “Carmen” at the Metropolitan Opera, on Friday, Tuesday and Feb. 13; (212) 362-6000, metopera.org.

This article has been revised to reflect the following correction:

Correction: February 6, 2010  A music column on Friday about the Metropolitan Opera’s new production of “Carmen,” using information from the Met, misstated the age of the tenor Brandon Jovanovich, who plays the role of Don José in some performances. He is 39, not 29.
