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Sometime next year (2011) we are planning to publish a Bizet Catalogue on line, the content established by myself and the website operated by my university, Washington University in St Louis, where the College of Arts and Sciences has set up a Digital Humanities Workshop specifically to undertake projects of this kind. Technical expertise, beyond musicological and bibliographical skill, is essential for such a project, and I have the inestimable benefit of a team led by Perry Trolard in converting my accumulated information into a website.


About ten years ago, while working on the final volumes of the New Berlioz Edition, I began to assemble a Bizet Catalogue. All major composers and a great number of minor ones have thematic catalogues on our shelves, but there are some striking gaps in the field of French music, and Bizet is one of them. With, on the one hand, a string of tunes to his credit that everyone in the world knows, and, on the other, a history of serious misrepresentation in printed editions, it was surprising to me that no one had attempted to establish what he did and did not write. The bewildering variety of posthumous scores, nearly all published by Choudens and nearly all seriously corrupt, was a challenge to me, as was also the problem of the infamous inaccessibility of Choudens' Paris archive. 


The latter remains a problem, but nonetheless we know enough about Bizet and his works to establish a catalogue that at least identifies the authentic versions of his music, and warns the unwary reader about the numerous hidden traps that lie in his path. Some of the most familiar recorded music by Bizet is a distortion. Both Carmen suites, for example, were put together by other hands. Of the two Arlésienne suites, the first is genuine, but the second is a posthumous conflation that includes music that has nothing to do with L'Arlésienne. Bizet himself put together a suite based on his opera La Jolie Fille de Perth and entitled it Scènes Bohémiennes, but the work published and recorded under that title is not it. His Second Symphony, a substantial and important work in four movements, has been relegated to obscurity largely because it has always been known by the completely bogus title Roma, Third Orchestral Suite. The collection of songs published posthumously as 'Seize Mélodies' was cooked up from whatever bits of music the publishers could find, commissioning new words where necessary, and keeping total silence about the origins of each song.


My first plan was to publish the Catalogue as a book, in line with standard Thematic Catalogues, and modeled closely on the Berlioz Catalogue which I had designed with its author, Kern Holoman of UC Davis, in 1980. But it is obvious that a published catalogue can only be, at best, provisional, since revisions and additions will always be necessary. My copy of the Berlioz Catalogue is heavily annotated on every page, and other catalogues, such as the Köchel Mozart and the Kinsky Beethoven, are known to be seriously out of date. So the chief advantage of publishing such a catalogue on line is, obviously, the ability to update the text as new information comes in and as new sources are found. This is certain to happen since I cannot possibly check all copies of Bizet publications to identify publishers' variants, nor can I be sure that manuscript sources are not lurking in far-flung libraries that I have not visited. In particular there remains the Bizet archive held by the Choudens family, which the present owner has closed to scholars for an indefinite period. In 2006 I was able to examine a part of the collection, but not the entirety. This alone would discourage me from going into print; but with online publication, this lacuna can be left to be filled in at a later date. The collection includes the autograph, for example, of Bizet's opera The Pearl Fishers, and although I can record its whereabouts, I cannot give a full description. This must wait for a future time.


The other great advantage of online publication is the removal of limitations of space. Normally a thematic catalogue will include incipits of each piece and the basic history of sources, publication, and performance. In the case of Berlioz we drew the line at posthumous publications and posthumous performances. With online publication, there is no need to confine the information to, for example, the first performance of a work. I attach special importance to the first performance, of course, but there's no reason, in theory, why every performance of a piece could not be listed. Every publication and the location of every copy can appear – in theory – so long as someone is prepared to compile the information. Whole scores can be included, not just incipits. If the legal problems can be overcome, whole recordings can be attached.


I recall the suppressed giggles at a conference many years ago when Dvořák's biographer John Clapham seemed distressed not to be able to supply the name of the second violin in a late performance of a Dvořák string quartet in Nice. 'Useless information' is a category with which we are all familiar, and we like to think we discriminate between different levels of usefulness – and uselessness – in our critical response to music history. At the same time, we cannot easily judge what information others may find useful for their own purposes, and a composer's catalogue might best serve the future if it offers all available information, properly organized so that the reader can home in on the specific information he or she needs. So the Bizet Catalogue need not be classified as 'thematic', it can contain all his works in score, all his works in sound-files, the complete record of manuscript and printed sources and the complete holdings of libraries around the world. So far, I have given up listing performances of Carmen after 1900, but someday someone might wish to add the record of a further ten or twenty years, and so on to the present day. I have similarly confined the listing of reviews to first and early performances of Bizet's works, especially those written during his lifetime. But reception historians like to read reviews from all periods, so that eventually we should not simply list the reviews, we should include the texts as well. 


For each work the following information would be supplied, where known: the score in printed form, title, subtitle, contents, bar counts, forces required, literary sources, autograph and manuscript sources, printed sources of the original work and of arrangements, translations, performances, reviews, Bizet's correspondence and other documents referring to origin of the work, discography, and bibliography. There would also be lists of works organized alphabetically, chronologically, by genre, and by opus number, and lists of text authors, dedicatees, and publishers. 


 By clicking on headings one might – to take an imaginary search – proceed as follows: lists of works –> alphabetical list of works –> selected work –> printed sources –> printed vocal scores –> a selected edition –> libraries holding that edition –> selected library –> call number of that copy. 


An alternative search might be: lists of works –> list of works by genre –> songs for soprano and piano –> selected work –> sound-file of recorded performance. 


Or a third option: lists of works –> alphabetical list of works –> Carmen –> performances –> 23-X-1875 Vienna –> singer of Micaela. 


In the future I hope we will include a Bizet iconography also, to show all known portraits and caricatures of Bizet made during his lifetime. Gunther Braam, the expert iconographer of Berlioz, Wagner, Mendelssohn and Meyerbeer, is willing to compile a Bizet iconography for us. I am also hoping that the proposed Correspondance Générale of

Bizet, which is being compiled by Thierry Bodin and Hervé Lacombe, might also appear on our site. In that way, the reader can be directed straight to Bizet's correspondence concerning a particular work. The project may thus turn into a Bizet Compendium, not merely a Catalogue.  


The project has to be open-ended, since it is far from the complete state that such a description envisions. New information can and will be added indefinitely, and it will need permanent editorial control. For this reason, the University's sponsorship is required to take permanent responsibility for its content.



There may be other sites that attempt to provide comprehensive source data for an individual composer (the Britten website from Aldeburgh is amazingly thorough), but the Bizet Catalogue might serve as a model for other databases which could eventually become the standard for composers of any period.

