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SUSANNAH

SUSANNAH Is a contemporary American musical drama based on the Apocrypha story of
Susannah and the Elders. The composer, Carlisle Floyd, has adopted the Biblical story as
a libretto, in an attempt to show the alienation and persecution of an innocent girl by her
narrow-minded and unsympathetic neighbors. The work is up-to-date in the sense that it
lllustrates the hopelessness of an individual faced with the disapproval of society at large,
and the tragedy of Susannah is the fact that she is gradually forced to become a hard, life-
less, cynical copy of those who surround her.

The opera begins in a mountain valley, on a sultry evening in mid-summer. A square dance
is in progress, and Susannah, a young girl of freshness and charm, is conspicuous by vir-
tue of everyone's interest in her activities. The Elders’ wives comment on her, jealously
observing that “so pretty. a face must hide some evil. They's evil in that one, you'll see.”
The Evangelist, Olin Blitch, arrives and is greeted with tremendous enthusiasm and a hope
that he can save many lost souls.

In the scene which follows, Susannah sings a beautiful aria, “Ain’t It a Pretty Night,” des-
cribing her hopes and dreams for the future. The next morning Susannah is bathing in a
stream close to her home. The Elders, in search of a baptism creek, stumble upon her,
and driven by guilt at their lustful desire for her, vow to bring her to repentence. That same
evening at a community picnic, Susannah is told that she is no longer welcome. In the
closing scene of Act |, Little Bat, the retarded son of one of the Elders, comes to tell Sus-
annah why the community has decided to ostracize her. Hurt and uncomprehending, Sus-
annah turns to her brother Sam for consolation as the curtain falls.

Act Il begins at the farmhouse with Susannah and Sam trying to understand their situa-
tion. Sam has never been able to cope with the problems of life, and all he can do is
urge Susannah to go to the Revival Meeting that evening. Scene Il is really one of the
most exciting pieces of musical theatre composed in the English language since World
War Il. Floyd's grasp of the primitive tension and impact of a Revival Meeting is master-
ful. Against her will, Susannah is almost convinced to repent of a crime which she never
committed.

Sometime later, back at the farmhouse, she sings a haunting folk song which conveys the
emptiness of her present situation. Reverend Blitch, frustrated by his near victory at the
Revival Meeting, comes to make one last effort to save Susannah's soul. He is again re-
jected, but the emotional and physical strain has overcome the young girl, and she submits
to a passion which the Evangelist cannot control.

Deeply frightened by his own transgression against “thee and the woman" Blitch pleads
with the Lord for forgiveness. He attempts to convince the Elders of Susannah's inno-
cence, but in vain. And, as the gripping work draws to a close, Sam is driven to murder
the Evangelist, and Susannah cuts her last tie with the community.
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