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This Journey from Dead Man Walking by Jake Heggie:
The Characterisation of Sister Helen Prejean

In this case study, I will evaluate and analyse ‘This Journey’, an aria from Jake Heggie’s Dead Man Walking. I will consider how important preparation is for a performer when creating a character and evaluate my own experiences in using the methods, I adopted to create my interpretation of the character. I will also analyse other performers' portrayals of Sister Helen Prejean, a spiritual advisor, to those who request one, on death row (Prejean, 1993), in professional performances of the opera to compare the different characterisations of the character.

Portraying a character, fictional or not, can produce obstacles for performers when creating their version and idea of the character they are being asked to play. Performers may find that portraying a character based on a real individual who has experienced the events brought to life throughout the performance presents more difficulties than playing a fictional character. 
Conducting research is integral to making decisions on how to portray a real person. It enables an understanding of the character in more depth and also helps create a more realistic character with which the audience can connect (Hishon 2021). By looking at the libretto of the aria, a performer can extract some of the baseline characteristics of Sister Helen, for example, her faith in God (Appendix A – highlighted in green), but when delving into other works about or by Sister Helen Prejean, a performer creates a deeper understanding of Sister Helen as a person and as a character. 
Stanislavski said “The character has to have some kind of arch. The character has to go through an event, and be changed by the human event” (Acting Magazine, N.D.). To create a deeper understanding of Sister Helen as a character, I researched the techniques Konstantin Stanislavski created for actors. The techniques were not unfamiliar, but in-depth research on them created a better understanding of what was required of me as a performer. Searching for given circumstances in an aria creates an understanding of who the character is and who is there with them, when the aria is taking place, for example, the time of day, at what point in the character's life, where the aria is set (the place, where in the opera it is), why the aria is being sung, and how the character got to be in the position they’re in. The answers performers draw from this set of questions for creating given circumstances may vary from one another which will enable a performer to create their interpretation and journey for the character they are portraying (Drama&Theatre, 2020). Another technique Stanislavski taught was the art of uniting each new thought of the character during the scene, in this case, the aria. In the book The Stanislavski Strategy: Growth and Methodology, Sawoski said “A unit is a portion of a scene that contains one objective for an actor. In that sense, a unit changed every time a shift occurred in a scene.” (Sawoski, 2018, p. 6). 
While creating the units (Appendix B – highlighted in yellow) it became clear what my interpretation of the ‘super objective’ of the aria was which enabled me to create my version of Sister Helen. A super-objective is the driving force behind the character which results in the decisions they make and the way they act in certain situations (Stanislavski, 2014, p. 65). Each of these techniques to create an interpretation of a character has enabled me to analyse other performances of this aria.

In a documentary about the making of Dead Man Walking, Susan Graham described her version of Sister Helen as “quite simple, strong, no B.S., straight forward, clear message” (Graham, 2000, PBS). This representation of Sister Helen may not be clear from the aria alone. A performer may look at the libretto of the aria and come to the conclusion that the character is struggling with her strength in herself and with Christianity at that moment in the opera (Appendix C – highlighted in green). A performer may also see that the character is conflicted and unsure of what the death row inmate wants from her (Appendix D), which is how the character is seemingly portrayed in the 2018 Minnesota Opera production of Dead Man Walking in which the role of Sister Helen is played by Catherine Martin (Minnesota Opera, 2018). In the 2018 recording, Sister Helen appears on stage alone with a screen behind her that shows a moving road and trees to signify that the character is in a moving vehicle. The character appears to be emotionally distressed when singing phrases such as “does he want me to help him to die?” and “is he afraid of death?” (Appendix C – highlighted in green) (Minnesota Opera, 2018). When performing this aria, I also took a similar approach to my portrayal of Sister Helen. Before listening to this aria, I read through the text and immediately saw that the character is going through a time of uncertainty and confusion. By watching this performance, I have found that I originally took a similar approach to this aria when first performing it but when examining the text in more depth, I was able to apply a different thought process into each section of the text and my performance to create a journey that the audience can also see (Appendix B – highlighted in yellow). 
In the 2016 Shreveport Opera production, Sister Helen is played by Gillian Lynn Cotter (Kennell, 2016), the aria is set in a car on the way to the prison where Joseph is incarcerated (Riesen, 2016). During this performance there is a lack of an emotional journey throughout the aria and the actress has taken a much more conversational approach until the car is stopped before the phrase ‘help me dearest Jesus’. From the recitative at the end of the aria, it is clearer from the character's facial expressions and body language that she is in a time of need while she is saying a small prayer (Appendix E – highlighted in green). Stoops describes Dead Man Walking as: 

Dead Man Walking is an intensely emotional work, which strives to reach its audience on a deeply emotional level… The drama created is one that is touching and beautiful, even in the midst of its brutality, and has a vitality and import that engages the audience.
(Stoops, 2002, p. 22)

By setting the aria in a car there is a clear effect on how well the performer portrays the character which, for an audience member, will not be as engaging as the 2018 Minnesota Opera production would be. At the end of the aria, when the performer stops the car, the movements appear to be choreographed to the accompaniment as it moves into the recitative which could also cause the audience to disengage or question why she has moved like that because humans do not move in such a way. The character choices made, whether they were made by the performer or the director, weaken the relationship that is needed between the performer and the audience to keep the audience engaged and to keep the performance believable. The audience is there to be taken on a journey with the character so they can have a deeper understanding of them and make their own judgements. Performances of the aria, such as this one, make it difficult to create those judgements of the character. 

In conclusion, the way a performer researches and prepares their character can affect the way another performer and audience member may perceive the character and their journey. There is no definitive answer to how a performer portrays a character but there is a certain amount of research a performer should conduct to keep the audience engaged with the aria. Different techniques such as the Stanislavski techniques enable a performer to create a journey for their character to experience throughout the aria and create an interesting performance for the audience that will engage them throughout.
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