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AN ANALYSIS OF "LITTLE BAT" IN THE OPERA SUSANNAH

To be successful, an opera must externalize the
bagic philosophical concepts of a story through both action
and visible situations. As stated by Carlisle Floyd, the
composer of Susannah:

My first consideration in attempting an opera is
whether or not the subject 1s one in which the emo-
tional, psychological, and philosophical concepts of
the story can be externalized through action and
visible situation and still retain absorbing, multi-
dimensional characters. For this reason . . . we
have erred too often in favor of situation, leaving
character development in a rather primitive, elementary
state (1:482).

Using these tenets as gulding prineciples, Floyd wrote
an opera which contalns both contemporary and traditional
elements interacting to produce a score that is truly repre-
sentative of Americats finest operas. Through the consist-
ent use of hymn tunes, square dances, and arias with a
folk-song identity, Susannah is endowed with a rich American
flavor. However, Floyd!s operatic style is also rooted in
the more traditional styles of Puccini and Wagner: Puccini
in many of the arias, such as "Ain't it a Pretty Night";
Wagner in the exploltation of the leltmotlv technigue
(1:483). Through the skillful use of sprechstimme and the
effective employment of polytonality and dissonance, the

dramatic impact of the more tragic scenes of this opera is

heightened.
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Although some critics disregard the idea of an opera
having a central theme, stating that such themes are too
contrived, Floyd mentions that

+ « « 1t is not inappropriate that an opera have a
ttheme?! so long as 1t 1s not tiresomely didactic-~the
central theme of thlis opera being persecution and the
concomitant psychological ramifications (1:482).

One such ramification becomes apparent when "Susannahts
small-minded neighbors almost succeed in remaking her in
their own image" (4:11).

To externalize the basic concepts of Susannah, Floyd
introduces the character of Little Bat McLean. Vital actions,
sudden motions, and sweepling movements characteristic of
tension, uneasiness, and climax are all inherent in Little
Batls personality. As Floyd states:

In staging the opera myself, I have always asked the
actors who played Little Bat to re-create the physical
mannerisms of an untamed cat: furtive, quick of move-
ment, and always ready for instant departure (2).

Examples of this idea are apparent in all three ma jor
entrances which Little Bat has. 1In act one, scene two, Floyd
states in the score that

ILittle Bat is a shifty-eyed youth, not too strong
mentally. He possesses, instead, a litheness and
feline quality of movement which, coupled with his
eyes, glves him a constantly expectant and alert air.

He looks about him furtively upon entering (3:22).
In this scene Little Bat expresses that he is "scared ot

Sam, 1]

Susannahts brother. It 1g apparent that he 1s very
much at ease with Susannah, but that he is eager to leave

when Sam enters.
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In act one, scene five, Little Bat again enters, and
stealthily creeps toward Susannah. He is anxious to make
certain that Sam is not anywhere about before relating his
message. Throughout this scene he portrays the nervous,
almost neurotic youth who finds his only consolation in
being able to purge his conscience of his burden of guilt--
his lies about Susannah.

During his final major entrance, act two, scene five,
Little Bat loses all control of his movements, relating
them entirely to his emotions. He runs on stage, talking
and gesticulating wildly. The total impact of the preceding
week 1s now bearing down upon Susannah as Little Bat, steeped
in an emotional frenzy, tells her that Sam shot and killed
the Reverend Blitch, that because of this he most surely
will be hanged, and that the people are coming to "run her
out of the valley."

After forcibly ejecting the lynch mob at gun point
from the environs of the cabin, Susannah turns her last
bitter contempt toward the bewlildered Little Bat. As he
slowly responds to her seductive beckonings, he 1is surprised
with a vicious slap across the face. Thus, Susannah severs
her last contact with the people of New Hope Valley. As
Little Bat runs across the yard and leaps off the stage, a
feeling of finality begins to pervade the atmosphere.

There 1is little left for Susannah now, except her pitiful



laughter which dies away as she slowly returns to the
interior of the cabin and closes the door. The final
curtain falls.

Thus, in the character of Little Bat, movement and
action are combined to externalize the baslic emotions
inherent in the opera.

Although at one point Floyd states that Little Bat
is not too strong mentally, he further explains that he
"envisioned the character as not being feeble-minded, but
rather emotionally crippled to the extent that he seems to
be" (2).

Little Batt!s existence 1s completely dominated by
fear. He attests to this fact constantly by saying "I'm
scared o' this or I'm scared o' that" (2). His parents and
his unstable emotions engulf him in constant fright. How-
ever, he seems to find a perverse pleasure in the very
things that frighten him. It 1s as if he were trying to
see how close he could come to touching a flame without
feeling pain.

In the drama itself, as Floyd mentions, "Little Bat
functions very much like the messengers in Greek drama in
that he 1s almost always a bearer of bad news and, of course,
unwittingly he 1s one of the contributing factors to
Susannah's downfall" (2). He is the central figure that

unites the various facets of the story. Many of the implied



events which are not staged are confirmed by Little Bat'!s
statements to Susannah. Such examples as hils declamation
that "My ma says theret!s bad blood in yot! family" (act 1,
scene 2), his retelling of the incident where the elders saw
her bathing (act 1, scene 5), and his description of the
shooting of Blitch (act 2, scene 5), substantiate this
generalization.

The composer finally states that "Little Bat, along
with Blitch and Sam, are as much victims of the tragedy as
Susannah--Blitch through his lust, Sam through his passivity,
and Little Bat through his overriding fear" (2).

For cohesiveness beyond that which has been achieved
by the characterization of the performers, Floyd employs a
few basic motives throughout the entire opera, stating them
in thelr original form, in augmentation, in diminution, and
with rhythmic variation. Little Bat's music can always be
related to one of these motives through analysis of the
orchestral accompaniment below his solo recitatives.

In act one, scene two (page 22, score 4, measure 3),
Iittle Bat expresses his distrust and fright of Sam. In
this passage the vocal line, which is lyrical in style,
discloses a limited tessitura. No definite motive appears
in the accompaniment, but the rhythm is similar to the
rhythm at letter E, page 117, where Sam is leaving to kill
Bliteh.



Beginning at letter C, page 24, Little Bat reminds
Susannah of the fun they had at the square dance, how pretty
she looked, and how all the men were anxious to dance with
her. The voice parts and the accompaniment express the
rhythmic flavor of the square dance motive heard 1in act one,
scene one.

In act one, scene five (pp. 51-55) the motive associ-
ated with the elderst! discovery of Susannah bathing in the
creek 1s repeated in the accompaniment of Little Bat's mono-
logue. This motive consists of one measure treated in
cyclic style. The motive, beginning on a B—D—F# chord, 1is
repeated three times. The cycle concludes with one statement
of the motive founded on an F#-A-C# chord. The above device
is repeated twice. The tension 1s helghtened by the
angularity of the solo line with 1ts wide leaps to dissonant
tones.

Beginning at letter D, page 55, the second motive
introduced by the elders in scene three 1is again heard in
the accompaniment. The notes are an exact repetition of
the accompaniment at letter F, page 50; however, these were
derived from the motive at letter G, page 41, where the elders
are saying, "This woman is of the devil."

Beginning eight measures after letter D, page 55, the
bass accompaniment repeats the notes found at the opening

of scene four, page U4l4. Both passages are again derived



from the motive Introduced by the elders at letter G, page
41. This accompaniment, eight measures after D, is much
like that found at D, except that the accent is changed to
the first note (eight measures after D) from the last note
(at letter D).

The accompaniment at letter E is a fragment of the
elders?' motive introduced at the beginning of scene three
(page 35, score 4, measure 2). The solo line leaps the dis-
tance of an octave in an attempt to express the emotional
climax of this moment.

On page 57, two measures after F, the same climactic
accompaniment is used as was heard when the elders first
saw Susannah in the creek (page 38,bfive measures after C).
The high tessitura of the solo line adds to the exhaustive
purging of ILittle Bat's conscience. From letter G and
continuing to the exit of little Bat, the melodic material
of "The Trees on the Mountains" is heard in the orchestral
accompaniment.

In act two, scene five (page 120, two measures after
I), the same motive and cyclic sequence is again used as
was employed in act one, scene filve.

Beginning at letter J, page 121, the orchestral
accompaniment repeats the second motive introduced by the
elders at letter G, page U41. These two passages concern

the people of New Hope Valley and thelr impressions of this
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"woman of the devil." At letter J, the chorus also states
fhe motive, first with the tenor and bass parts, then adding
the soprano and alto parts. The extreme range of the solo
line during this passage (low c# to high B) helps to express
the wide range of emotional implications evident at this
moment 1n the story.

One measure after letter 0, page 130, the accompani-
ment agaln states the first three notes of the motive heard
at letter G, page 41. As Susannah slaps Little Bat, the
music changes to the strongly accented measure heard at
letter F, page 50. Susénnah 1s left standing alone, a
victim of her own self-exile.

Using both a unique character development and an
interweaving of the main motives found throughout the opera,
Little Bat emerges as one of the prominent characters in
the opera Susannah, Certalnly Floyd does not leave Little
Batts "character development in a rather primitive,
elementary state" (1:482); but through Little Bat!s person-
ality, many of the basic philosophical concepts of this

opera are externalized.
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APPENDIX A

Letter from Carlisle Floyd



CARLISLE FLOYD

April 9, 1967

Dear Vr. Dewey:

In response to your recent letter asking for my ideas about the
charjcter of Little Bat in nry opera SUSANNAIL let me say simply that I
envisioned the character as not being feeble-minded but rather emotionally
crippled to the extent that he seemed to be. [Ile is completely dominated
by fear (the constont "I'm scared of this or I'm scared of that" attest to
this) and yet he finds a perverse kind of pleasure in the very things that
frighten him. In the drama he functions very much like the messengers in
Greek drama in that he is almost always a bearer of bad news and of course
unwittingly he is one of the contributing factors to Susannah's dowvnfall.
I also feel that he, along with Blitch and Sam, are as much victims of the
tragedy as is Susannah: Little Bat through his overriding fear, Blitch
through his lust, and Sam through his passivity. In staging the opera
myself, I have always asked the actors who plgyed Little Bat to re—create
the physical wmannerisms of an untamed cat: furtive, quick of movement,
and always ready for instant departure. These are a few of the things tlat
occur to me. and I hope they will be some help to you.

Best wishes to you for a successful musical future.

Sincerely,

Carlisle Floyd

Please note: :
The signature has been redacted due to security reasons
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Selections from vocal score of Susannah



Please note:
Pages have been redacted due to copyright concerns.

Non-contiguous pages from this score have been redacted due to copyright
restrictions:

Floyd, Carlisle. Susannah (vocal score). New York: Boosey and Hawkes, Inc., 1957.
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