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     Adapted from the Apocryphal tale of  “Susannah and the
Elders” the plot focuses on 17-year-old Susannah Polk, an
innocent girl who is targeted as a sinner in the small ficti-
cious mountain town of  New Hope Valley, Tennessee.  The
opera begins at a church square dance in which many jealous
wives of  the community gossip about the young, pretty
Susannah and how much attention she seems to be getting
from the men (including their husbands).  Mrs. McLean
boasts that they can expect little else from a girl who was
raised by her drunken brother. 
     In spite of  the gossip, the new reverend, Olin Blitch,
asks to dance with Susannah.  Later, she tells her friend and
admirer Little Bat about her interaction with the reverend.
Soon after, Sam Polk, Susannah’s older brother, returns
from hunting and Little Bat leaves abruptly. 
     Early the next morning, Susannah is seen innocently
bathing nude in a creek near her home.  The church elders
spot her while out looking for a new baptismal river.  To
hide their own feelings of  lust, they condemn her behavior
as a sinful outrage.  They denounce her publically, relaying
her wickedness.  Confused and hurt, Susannah speaks with
Little Bat who eventually admits that he was coerced into
telling the elders that she had seduced him.

     In order to clear her name, Sam urges Susannah to make
a public confession.  Though she has nothing to confess,
she attends the church revival where Blitch in preaching.
There, Susannah is targeted to come forward in confession
and she runs away.  Unfortunately, this escape cements the
town’s opinion of  Susannah’s character, thus condemning
her as the town pariah.  After the service, Blitch goes to her
home and offers to pray forgiveness for her soul.  Upon
learning Sam is away and the two are alone, Blitch takes
advantage of  Susannah.
     The next day, after discovering Susannah was a virgin,
Blitch returns to her and begs for forgiveness.  Susannah
shows him no mercy and later recounts the situation to Sam.
Enraged, Sam takes up his shotgun and heads to the church
to confront the reverend and pay retribution.  Convinced
that Susannah led her brother to commit murder, the com-
munity heads to her house to drive her out of  the valley.
Little Bat warns Susannah of  the impending mob and she
awaits their arrival holding her own shotgun.  
     An American masterpiece, Susannah is a thought-pro-
voking tale of  a small southern town and how the entire life
of  its central character is changed forever.  

THE STORY
SETTING:  East Tennessee

Nashville Opera’s Susannah, soprano Chelsea Basler, 
performs the role with Pasadena Opera.



RECOMMENDED RECORDINGS

AUDIO

Studer, Hadley, Ramey; Nagano, 1993–94 (Virgin Classics) –
Grammy Award for Best Opera Recording of 1995

Curtin, Cassilly, Treigle; Andersson, 1962 [live] (VAI)

VIDEO

Treigle; Yestadt, Treigle, 1958 [live] (Bel Canto Society) [Revival
Scene]

Hellman Spatafora, Wright Webb, Donovan; Sforzini, Unger,
2014 [live] (Naxos)

Opera Prelude
Referred to by Floyd as “Opening Music”
– is short and passionate, introducing the
audience to the people of New Hope
Valley.  In three parts: jagged chords sug-
gesting conflict, a lyric broad lament
implying tragedy and a coda of dying
phrases.

Square Dance
Opens Act I – the cheerful square dance is
in contrast to the nasty comments made by
the Elder’s wives in “She’s a Shameless
Girl.”   This fast-paced music comes to an
abrupt halt with the entrance of Olin
Blitch.

A hymn-like melody, dignified and pen-
sive, brass chorale establishes Blitch imme-
diately: “I am the Reverend Olin Blitch,
and I’ve come to New Hope Valley to cast
out devils and conquer sin and bring sin-
ners to repentance.”

“Ain’t it a pretty night?”
Susannah’s aria is the centerpiece of Act II
– The piece is filled with dreams, desires
and the acknowledgment that there is a
wondrous world beyond the valley.

Sung by Sam Polk, Susannah’s brother,
“Oh, Jaybird Sittin’ on a Hickry Limb” is
an authentic-sounding folk song that
brings the audience back to the valley.

The rustle in the orchestra that opens
Scene 3 captures the sonic essence of the
flowing, shimmering stream.  This music
leads us to the stream where Susannah
bathes.  The elders chant in unison “This
woman is of the devil.  It is a shameful sight
to behold” upon intruding on Susannah’s
privacy.

The mood of Scene 4 of Act I is instantly
established by the mysterious orchestral
introduction – tainted by the dark clouds
that pervade the minds of the elders and
their wives.

Act I finishes with Little Bat admitting to
Susannah his false confession to the Elders
and Sam’s tender, brotherly observation
“They’ll turn this valley into hell.”

Act II opens musically with static chords
dominating the music, supporting the
waiting of Susannah and Sam.

“Are you saved from Sin”
The revival meeting is dramatic realism at
its best – American verismo. The chorus
singing as the congregation’s participation
drives the event to a religious frenzy.

“The trees on the mountain”
One of the most heartbreaking of all
opera’s arias – captures Susannah’s loneli-
ness, fears and tenderness.  Sad chords of
the solo harp, lonely and cold, introduce
this incredibly beautiful song.

“I’m a lonely man, Susannah”
Blitch abandons his religious demeanor,
reaching out to her in this human aria.

“When the congregation gathers”
The music conveys an implicit tension
when Blitch tells them he knows that
Susannah is innocent

“Oh Lord, I Never Meant Him to Die”
sung by Susannah – The opera’s shocking
ending weaves together all the strands, tex-
tual and musical, in a catastrophic conclu-
sion that is the exclamation point to an
ideal dramatic curve.

      The music of Susannah is greatly influenced by Appalachian Folk melodies as well as church hymns and worship music.  Floyd, growing
up in South Carolina and being the son of a preacher, attended many church revivals.  The simplistic melodies of hymns and folk songs
come from the tradition of congregational singing.  Floyd’s masterful orchestration blends the effortless beauty of folk melodies with a
large operatic sensibility.  

From “My Susannah” by Julius Rudel, OPERA NEWS, April 1999

Susannah draws on traditional and popular music sources, but it also has some full blown arias and rousing choral moments.

LISTEN FOR THIS!



      Known as “The Father of American
Opera,” Carlisle Floyd ingeniously
incorporates his skills as a librettist and
dramaturge into his operatic compo-
sitions.  Following the verismo tradi-
tion, his work draws upon theatri-
cal realism intertwined with the
influence of American folk music.
This love of folk music comes
from his childhood growing up in
Latta, South Carolina, and attend-
ing church revivals with his family
and father who was a Methodist
minister. 
      Before stardom, Floyd earned his
B.M. and M.M. Degrees in piano and
composition from Syracuse
University, graduating in 1946.  The fol-
lowing year, he began his work teaching
piano and composition at Florida State
University where Susannah would eventually
premiere.  He taught there until 1976, when he
moved to the University of Houston after accept-
ing the M.D. Anderson Professorship.  That same
year, he became co-director of the Houston Opera Studio
and the first chairman of the National Endowment for the Arts’
Opera/ Musical Theatre Panel. 
      Some of his best known operatic compositions include
Susannah (1955), Wuthering Heights (1958), and Of Mice and Men
(1970).  Not only have his 12 staged works forever influenced the
composition and theatricality of American opera, he has also com-
posed a number of concert music pieces.  These include the orches-
tral song cycle Citizen of Paradise (1993) and the large-scale chorus
work A Time to Dance (1994), among others. 
      He has received countless awards for his work, two of which
include the Guggenheim Fellowship (1956) and the National Opera
Institute’s Award for Service to American Opera (1983).  After retir-
ing from teaching in 1996, he continues to pursue his compositional

endeav-
ors.  Floyd

has since been
inducted into the

American Academy of Arts
and Letters (2001), the South Carolina Hall of Fame (2011), and the
Florida Artist Hall of Fame (2015). 
      In 2015, Floyd partnered with OPERA America to produce an
interactive webcast exploring the making of opera entitled,
“Masters at Work.”  His most recent work was produced in the
spring of 2016 at Florida State University—62 years after his beloved
Susannah premiered there.  It is entitled, The Prince of Players and
has been recently commissioned by the Houston Grand Opera.  It
enjoyed its New York premiere in 2017.  Today, at 91 years old,
Carlisle Floyd continues to influence and inspire the world of
American opera.

ABOUT THE COMPOSER
& LIBRETTIST

CARLISLE FLOYD  |  b. 1926



Andrew Wentzel as the Reverend
Olin Blitch in Nashville Opera’s first

production of Susannah, 2001

M
a

ria
n

n
e

 Le
a

c
h

CULTURAL INFLUENCE
     Carlisle Floyd once stated in an interview, “When I began writ-
ing my operas, there was no American opera, and there were very
few American opera companies, and just to see what has hap-
pened in my lifetime is just extraordinary.”  Floyd is aptly known
as “The Father of American Opera,” leading a movement along-
side Aaron Copland and Douglas Moore in incorporating folk-
like materials into American 20th/21st century classical music. 
     In Susannah, themes of McCarthyism influence much of the
plot and character development, just as historically, political cli-
mate often saturates operatic works.  Even though he did not
invent the concept of art as political statement, this is one of the
first times we see a distinctly American storyline in an opera,
based around our own country’s history.  Floyd himself noted
that, “The McCarthy era did more than anything else to put a
cloak of silence over the country in terms of defending a situa-
tion. That underlies very much of the story in Susannah.  The
fact that nobody really speaks up or defends her for fear of being
accused themselves is all it takes to make a witch hunt.” 
     Carlisle Floyd follows after Puccini in his conception of opera
as drama, not mere spectacle.  This concept of theatrical realism is
known as the verismo tradition.  This would soon become a cen-
tral staple of American opera.  American opera composers would
come to follow in Floyd’s footsteps, drawing upon current politi-
cal discrepancies.  We see these ideas in the operas of Jake Heggie,
Philip Glass, John Adams, Mark Adamo, and many others.
Particularly in Jake Heggie’s Dead Man Walking, a strikingly
powerful opera centered on the debate of the death penalty, we
see influences of Carlisle Floyd’s musical style, utilization of the
Italian verismo, and political subject matter.  These combined ele-
ments, inspired by Floyd, are what give American opera a
respectable place within the international repertory.  His work
continues to serve as an inspiration to many young composers as
well as to the American people for putting American opera on
the map. 

OTHER MAJOR WORKS
BY CARLISLE FLOYD

Slow Dusk (1949)
Susannah (1955)

Wuthering Heights (1958)
The Passion of Jonathan Wade (1962)

The Sojourner and Mollie Sinclair (1963)
Markheim (1966)

Of Mice and Men (1970)
Flower and Hawk (1972)

Bilby’s Doll (1976)
Willie Stark (1981)

Cold Sassy Tree (2000)
Prince of Players (2016)

TRIVIA
Prior to studying music, Floyd expected to pursue a career in
painting.

Floyd received his first piano lesson at age 10.
                                                                                                                             
At the age of 17, Floyd won first prize in a contest for one-act
plays.

At 91 years old, Floyd is still an active composer, referring to his
retirement as his “third act.”

Unlike most opera composers, Floyd has written both the music
and libretti for all of his operas.

Susannah is one of the most performed American operas of all
time—second to Gershwin’s Porgy and Bess!



     OPERA ETIQUETTE
ALWAYS BE EARLY! 
Please arrive early to ensure you are able to find your seat before the performance begins and before the orchestra tunes.  If you are late, you
may miss the overture or even the first act!

OPERA IS FOR ALL AGES TO ENJOY! 
Opera is full of emotion, passion, human conflict, and discovery.  Nashville Opera usually presents operas in their original language and
projects supertitles above the stage so the audience can understand every word.  

WHAT TO WEAR
Many people think of a night at the opera as a glamorous event and an excuse to bring out the fancy attire.  But, it is also acceptable to dress
comfortably.  For dress rehearsals, the casual attire that students wear to school is perfectly acceptable.  A light sweater, jacket, or wrap is
suggested because the theater is air-conditioned.

USE THE RESTROOM
Once in the theater it is courteous to remain seated and involved in the production until intermission.  Please do not leave the theater unless
there is an emergency.

PLEASE BE COURTEOUS... 
to everyone in the audience and on stage.  Opera is a live performance, so any talking, cell-phone use (including texting) or other noise/light
disruption takes away from everyone’s experience at the opera.  Remember that unlike many staged performances, opera singers do not use
microphones.  This makes it essential to wait until intermission to unwrap gum/candy, talk to your neighbor or use electronic devices that
may distract others.  Be sure to turn off cell phone and pagers.

APPLAUSE WELCOME! 
There are several times during a performance when it is appropriate to applaud
the performers.  The first opportunity to applaud takes place when the conduc-
tor takes the podium at the very beginning of the performance and when he/she
returns to the podium following intermission(s).  It is also acceptable to applaud
after an overture or aria in the middle of a performance.  Applaud when the per-
formance moves you.  You may show your appreciation to the performers by
shouting “Bravo!” for a male performer, “Brava!” for a female performer, or
“Bravi!” for an ensemble.  At the conclusion of the performance, singers who
performed principal roles in the opera will take their “curtain call.”  It is appro-
priate to continue applauding until all singers have stepped forward to accept
their applause.  Sometimes, audience members are so impressed with the overall
performance of the opera, they will stand and applaud the entire ensemble.  This
is called a “standing ovation.”

NO PHOTOS OR RECORDINGS PERMITTED



A SOUND ANATOMY
OF OPERA

There are many different kinds of songs in opera.  Performers may sing alone, in couples (duets), trios, or larger groups, and there are also
moments when no one sings at all—and each composer develops his or her own preferred combinations of these options.

THE OVERTURE
An opera usually begins with an orchestral piece of music called the overture, which functions as an introduction to the opera.  Lasting
anywhere from five to twenty-five minutes, these opera overtures usually contain important themes from the rest of the production.
Before 1800, house lights were not dimmed while the overture played, and audience members continued to talk, drink, and even play cards!
This ceased in the 1900’s as the overture became a more integral part of an operatic performance.  At the end of the overture, the curtain
rises and the story of the opera unfolds through a series of scenes.  These scenes are organized into acts.

ARIAS
An aria is a solo moment for an opera singer and is usually accompanied by the orchestra.  Italian for “air” or song, an aria stops the plot
momentarily, giving each character the opportunity to express their innermost thoughts and feelings.  These pieces also provide an oppor-
tunity for the singer to demonstrate their vocal and artistic skill.  Mozart, Verdi and Puccini were able to achieve a remarkable balance
between memorable melodies that perfectly suit the human voice while still reflecting the drama of the text.

RECITATIVES
Recitatives, a type of singing unique to opera, help propel the action forward.  They can be accompanied either by a full orchestra, or, as
is often the case with opera written before 1800, by harpsichord or keyboard instrument.  Often introducing an aria, the text is delivered
quickly and encompasses a very limited melodic range.  It has no recognizable melody and the rhythms follow those of the spoken word. 

ENSEMBLE (“TOGETHER”)
Ensemble singing deals with two or more voices of different range performing together.  These include duets, trios, quartets, quintets, and
sometimes sextets.  The composer blends the voices depending on the dramatic requirements of the plot.  For instance, a love duet may
begin with each performer singing different music at different times, then gradually unifying into harmony.  Conversely, the music of a
duet may depict conflict.  Georges Bizet used this technique in Carmen: if you listen to the duets sung by Carmen and Don José, you might
notice that their musical lines are never completely blended, and this foreshadows their tragic ends.

CHORUS
Most operas include music sung by a large group of singers (sometimes more than 40) called a chorus.  The chorus often appears in a crowd
scene and can provide a stunning contrast to solo or ensemble singing.  In one opera by Benjamin Britten, the chorus is played by a single
male and a single female, as in the tradition of ancient Greek theatre.

ORCHESTRAL MUSIC
The orchestra accompanies the singing and introduces the opera with the overture.  Musical and emotional themes often appear in orches-
tral introductions and conclusions to arias, recitatives, and choruses.  In many cases, the orchestra plays such an important role, the gravity
of its existence is that of a leading character. 



Women
SOPRANO
This is the highest female voice and
has a range similar to a violin.  In
opera, the soprano most often plays
the young girl or the heroine (some-
times called the prima donna), since a
high bright voice traditionally sug-
gests femininity, virtue, and inno-
cence.  The normal range of a sopra-
no is from middle C through two
octaves above middle C, sometimes
with extra top notes.  Most women
are sopranos.  In Susannah, the roles
of Susannah Polk, Mrs. Gleaton, and
Mrs. Hayes are sung by sopranos.

MEZZO-SOPRANO
Also called a mezzo, this is the middle
female voice with a range similar to
an oboe.  A mezzo’s sound is often
darker and warmer than a soprano’s.
In opera, composers generally use a
mezzo to portray older women, vil-
lainesses, seductive heroines, and
sometimes even young boys.  Mezzo-
sopranos also often serve as the friend
or sidekick to the soprano.  The
mezzo-soprano’s normal range is
from the A below middle C to the A
two octaves above it.  Mrs. McLean
and Mrs. Ott are sung by mezzos.

CONTRALTO
This is the lowest female voice and
has a voice similar in range to a clar-
inet.  Contraltos usually sing the roles
of older females or special character
parts such as witches and old gypsies.
The range is two octaves from F
below middle C to the top line of the
treble clef.  A true contralto is very
rare—some believe they don’t exist at
all!  There is no featured contralto in
Susannah.

Men
COUNTER-TENOR
This is the highest male voice, which
was mainly used in very early opera
and oratorio.  The voice of a coun-
tertenor sounds very much like a
mezzo-soprano’s voice and they often
sing the same repertoire.  Like the
contralto, true countertenors are very
rare.  There are no counter-tenors in
Susnnah.

TENOR
This is usually the highest male voice
in an opera.  It is similar to a trumpet
in range, tone, color, and acoustical
ring.  The tenor typically plays the
hero or the love interest.  In
Susannah, the roles of Sam Polk,
Little Bat McLean, Elder Gleaton,
and Elder Hayes are sung by
tenors.

BARITONE
This is the middle male voice and is
close to a French horn in range and
tone color.  The baritone usually
plays villainous roles or father-fig-
ures.  In Susannah, the roles of Elder
McLean and Elder Ott are sung by
baritones. The range is from the G an
octave and a half below middle C to
the G above.

BASS-BARITONE/BASS
This is the lowest male voice and is
similar to a trombone or bassoon in
range and color.  Low voices usually
suggest age and wisdom in serious
opera.  In Susannah, the role of
Reverend Olin Blitch is sung by
basses.  The range spans from rough-
ly the F above middle C to the F an
octave and a fourth below. 

ON OPERATIC VOICES
Every voice is unique and no singer gets to choose the category in which they sing but must work with the vocal attributes with which they
were born.  Composers usually assign a voice type to a character based on his/her personality or age.  Read these descriptions for examples.

Nashville Opera’s Susannah, soprano
Chelsea Basler, performs the role with

Pasadena Opera.


