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This Carmen was based on the1972 Metropolitan Opera production, which featured the same 
cast, and - quite rightly - used spoken dialogue, not recitative. The performance is dominated by 
Marilyn Horne’s Gypsy who treats men as disposable play-things. Needless to say, as probably 
the greatest coloratura mezzo-soprano of all-time, every note is perfectly in-place, there are no 



aspirates, the voice is even throughout its huge range, the vocal and dynamic shading are 
exemplary, and while some might not like her aggressiveness and in-your-face sexuality, for 
others (this listener included) she is the finest of all Carmens. James McCracken is suitably torn 
and anguished as Don José, and frighteningly intense in the final scene; but in his laudable desire
to sing the rise to the B flat in the Flower Song pianissimo – as marked – lapses into falsetto, and 
some of his note-values are approximate.

Tom Krause is a powerful Escamillo, Adriana Maliponte’s Micaëla is beautifully sung and 
characterised, the smaller roles are all well taken, the choral singing (the children are wonderful) 
and orchestral playing magnificent ; which brings us to Bernstein, whose conducting garnered 
decidedly mixed reviews. Certainly some of the tempi are slow (the Toreador’s Song especially 
so), and very fluid, but far more importantly, he is not afraid to spring and drive home the rhythms 
(the dead-weight of the forte chords is exceptional), beguilingly – and when necessary, searingly -
phrase the glorious melodies, and only Carlos Kleiber has brought such dramatic sweep and 
power to the score; so, all-in-all, a great Carmen. 

Sound

Balance: 5
Inner balance: 4
Detail and clarity: 5
Dynamic range: 4

In terms of sound, this set is the only Deutsche Grammophon recording featured in the celebrated
Harry Pearson, The Absolute Sound (TAS) list. The overall balance is middle-distance, there is 
tremendous depth to the sound-picture, and despite the resonant acoustic, the sound doesn’t 
boom. Every instrument is beautifully captured (listen to the percussion in the Habanera and the 
close of side 1) the strings have real body, the double-basses excellent definition, the woodwind 
both as group and individually have projection and character (there is however a degree of 
spotlighting - try the Act 2 Entracte - that will worry some more than others) the brass cut through 
and really snarl in the Toreador’s Song. 

Unsurprisingly, given the above, soloists and chorus have exceptional presence, it really is a 
pleasure to hear all the individual timbres so faithfully presented, exactly the same can be said of 
the chorus, who have rarely been captured with such body and clarity in this work, and the 
children’s choir of Urchins on side 1 are vividly captured, although as they exit, the resonant 
acoustic and distancing effect sound unnatural.   

When compared with a first label German pressing, the new set has more weight and attack, 
although the upper-strings seem to have lost a little of their brilliance. Nevertheless, despite the 
cost, the new one is the one to go for. With regard to presentation; why doesn’t Speakers Corner 
use inner-sleeves with a window? At this price, it shouldn’t be necessary for buyers to take the 
LPs out of, or mark the sleeves, to see which is which.   


