
 
 

Dead Man Walking 
Music by Jake Heggie; Libretto by Terrence McNally; 

Based on the novel by Sister Helen Prejean; This opera was commissioned by the San Francisco Opera 

 

An Introduction: You had me at Dead Man Walking 
Written by Stu Lewis 

Many American opera companies still find American operas to be a “hard sell.” 
When one examines statistics on the most-performed operas in North America, 
operas by American composers are far down the list. Some people are even 
surprised that there is such a thing as American opera. As one of the characters in 
Corigliano and Hoffman’s The Ghosts of Versailles ironically explains, “This isn’t 
opera. Wagner is opera.” 

In fact, opera in America has a long history going back at least to the beginning of 
the last century, though prior to 1950 few works achieved even a toehold in the 
standard repertoire. Except for Gershwin’s Porgy and Bess, none of these works are 
performed frequently today. The 1950’s constituted the first “golden age” of 
American opera, including still-popular works such as Douglas Moore’s The Ballad 
of Baby Doe, Carlisle Floyd’s Susannah, Samuel Barber’s Vanessa, and Gian Carlo 
Menotti’s The Consul and Amahl and the Night Visitors. However, for the remainder of 
the century, few operas were composed to equal the stature of these works that are 
as frequently performed. 

On the other hand, it appears that the twenty-first century may have ushered in a 
new golden age of American opera, and while it is too early to predict which 
operas have staying power, Jake Heggie’s Dead Man Walking (libretto by Terrence 
McNally) seems well on its way to establishing itself as the century’s most popular 
contemporary opera. Whereas most operas struggle to get a second production 
once the excitement of a world premiere has subsided, Dead Man Walking has had at 
least forty productions and is still going strong.  



 

As opera composers have done throughout history, Heggie and McNally took 
advantage of the popularity of their source material. While some literature on the 
opera indicates that Dead Man Walking was adapted from the book of the same title 
by Sister Helen Prejean, it is clear that the award-winning film starring Susan 
Sarandon and Sean Penn was the real inspiration for the work. 

Dead Man Walking was commissioned by the San Francisco Opera, which has been 
a leader in the introduction of new American works. While the company initially 
requested a comic opera, Heggie and McNally balked at the idea. Sometime later, 
McNally approached the composer with a list of possible subjects for their new 
work. First on the list was Dead Man Walking, and Heggie told him to skip the rest of 
the list. The playwright insisted on continuing, but instead of listening to him 
Heggie was already listening to the voice in his head suggesting how the story could 
be set to music.  

For those who are not familiar with the story, Dead Man Walking tells the story 
(based on a true account) of a nun who becomes spiritual advisor for a death-row 
criminal convicted of participating in the rape of a teenage girl and the murder of 
her and her boyfriend. As their relationship progresses she learns to see him not 
only as a murderer but as a human being who made a terrible mistake. While she 
tries to have his sentence commuted to life in prison, she also works to lead him to 
acknowledgement of his guilt and to make true repentance before he is executed.  

The key to the opera’s power was perhaps best expressed by Susan Graham, the 
first singer to perform the role of Sister Helen: “Their take on it was extremely 
human. They weren’t interested in telling a political story; they were telling the real 
human drama and exploring the relationships that developed because of these 
unspeakable acts and how that develops into something that transcends all of 
them.” Whereas the real-life Sister Helen Prejean is a strong advocate for the 
abolition of the death penalty, the opera is far less didactic. In general, opera rarely 
makes overt political statements. Mozart and Da Ponte greatly toned down the 
radical ideas expressed in Beaumarchais’ The Marriage of Figaro, and while Verdi was 
clearly expressing his Italian nationalism in Nabucco, he had to do so in a very 
oblique fashion. Even without formal censorship, both Arthur Miller’s play and 
Robert Ward’s opera The Crucible were very subtle attacks on McCarthyism; 
Carlisle Floyd’s Susannah was aimed at the same target, though you have to read his 
notes on the opera to understand that. No one in Dead Man Walking makes a speech 
against capital punishment – the writers let the story tell itself.  



 

A Brief Synopsis 

PROLOGUE 

In rural Louisiana a boy and girl sit beside a lake on a date. They listen to music 
and kiss. The De Rocher brothers, who are hiding close by, emerge. Anthony grabs 
the boy while Joseph begins to rape the girl. Anthony continues to struggle with the 
boy before taking out a gun and shooting him in the head. The girl screams at the 
sound of the gunshot. In a panic, Joseph stabs her until she goes silent. 

ACT I 

At Hope House, Sister Helen Prejean is teaching a group of children a hymn. As 
the children leave, she tells her Sisters that she accepted a request from an inmate 
to be his spiritual adviser. The Sisters warn her of the dangers, but she remains 
firm that this is her duty. As she drives to the state prison she muses over her 
decision. 

When Sister Helen arrives at the prison she is met by Father Grenville. He warns 
her that De Rocher, the prisoner with whom she will be meeting, is unreachable. 
She tells the priest that it is her duty to help the man. Father Grenville introduces 
her to the Warden, who also warns her about De Rocher. 

Upon meeting De Rocher, Sister Helen finds him to be easygoing and friendly. De 
Rocher asks Sister Helen to speak at the pardon board on his behalf. Sister Helen 
agrees. 

At the parole board hearing De Rocher’s mother and brothers plead for his release. 
One of the victim’s parents, hearing De Rocher’s family’s pleas, lashes out in 
anger. Afterward, the victim’s families confront De Rocher’s family and Sister 
Helen. At that moment, word comes from the pardon board that De Rocher will 
not be pardoned – he will die for his crime, barring intercession from the governor. 
When Sister Helen tells De Rocher, he becomes angry and accuses Sister Helen of 
abandoning him. Sister Helen says she will not abandon him, but encourages him 
to admit to his crime and ask forgiveness. De Rocher, however, refuses. 

In the waiting room, Sister Helen searches for money in her purse for the vending 
machine. She begins to hear the voices of her students, her Sisters and others, 
telling her to stop helping De Rocher. As she is listening to the voices, the warden 
tells her that the governor will not commute De Rocher’s death sentence. Upon 
hearing this, Sister Helen faints. 



 

ACT II 

A guard enters De Rocher’s cell to tell him that his execution date has been set. As 
the guard leaves, Joseph muses on his fate. Back at Hope House, Sister Helen 
wakes up from a nightmare. Sister Rose begs her to stop working with De Rocher, 
saying it can’t be good for her health. But Sister Helen says she cannot, as it is her 
duty. 

On the evening of De Rocher’s execution, Sister Helen and De Rocher are talking 
in his cell, discussing their mutual love for Elvis. Before leaving, Sister Helen urges 
De Rocher to confess and ask forgiveness, but he refuses. Mrs. De Rocher and her 
two other sons enter. De Rocher attempts to apologize to his mother. Mrs. De 
Rocher will not accept, choosing to believe that her son is innocent. As De Rocher 
is led away, Mrs. De Rocher breaks down and Sister Helen comforts her. 

Outside the execution chamber, Sister Helen meets with the victim’s parents. They 
ask if she is bringing them an apology from De Rocher. When Sister Helen says she 
does not have one, they again lash out in anger. The girl’s father takes Sister Helen 
aside and says he is not sure that he wants De Rocher to die and that the stress has 
damaged his marriage. Sister Helen consoles him and they part ways. 

With De Rocher’s impending execution, he and Sister Helen talk one last time. 
Sister Helen once more urges him to confess. He finally breaks down and confesses. 
Sister Helen forgives him and says that he must look at her during the execution 
and she will be his source of comfort. The warden comes to escort De Rocher to 
the execution chamber. 

In the execution chamber, the warden asks if De Rocher has any last words. Joseph 
asks for forgiveness from the parents of the murdered teenagers. The warden then 
gives the nod for the execution to proceed. As De Rocher dies, he tells Sister Helen 
that he loves her. 


