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INTRODUCTION

The Canticle of the Black Madonna is a work of art that provides an environment for healing
through music, poetry, and rituals that catalyze the restoration of the human soul. The story
takes place in modern Louisiana at the time of the 2010 oil spill as Adam, a war veteran
suffering from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, returns home from Afghanistan to his young
wife, Mara. The narrative unfolds through the dramatic tension created by Adam’s PTSD, the
ecological destruction from the oil spill, the shock and confusion of Mara, and the mystical
realm of the Black Madonna. As these elements collide in a seemingly destructive way, their
redemption is found through love and the grace-filled compassion of the Black Madonna.
Adam is faced with the challenges and scars of modern warfare, but his struggles are those of
all men: coming to terms with himself as a husband, father, son, provider, and guardian, while
reclaiming his shattered sense of his own innate goodness. His wife, Mara, struggles similarly
with contemporary issues of ecological destruction, the end of a traditional way of life, the
loss of her job, her husband’s war traumas, and the tension between supporting her husband
and protecting herself from his violent outbursts which threaten her very life. Mara serves as
a universal depiction of the challenges that women face as the sustainers of life. Like Mara,
many women react to the horrors of war and environmental devastation with a tangible pain
which they feel on both a personal and collective level. The Black Madonna, representing the
Divine Feminine, is the compassionate aspect of the Divine who suffers with and within
humanity, and at the same time contains the resolution of all conflicts through the soothing
embrace of Her infinite wisdom and love.

A central theme of The Canticle of the Black Madonna is that when we are faced with
challenges too large to overcome as ordinary individuals, we reach for the realm of the sacred
and long for the healing embrace of the Universal Mother, the mysterious, merciful love of
the Black Madonna. This healing embrace is more than a literary, religious, or psychological
metaphors; it is a living, tangible connection with a vibrant life force that each person carries
within. Many of us, during our darkest nights, discover a sense of inner grace, a mysterious
force that saints and mystics have explored, which we can only express through art and
poetry. This ineffable divine presence ultimately holds the key to true, lasting healing and the
revitalization of the human soul.

As artists, we know that these mysterious parts of our existence are profoundly real and
crucially important to our happiness and the health of our society. Art is much more than
entertainment. It reconnects us with ourselves, restores our wounded self-image, and
reaffirms our passion and belonging to the world. It is our hope that the Canticle of

the Black Madonna will be a unique, restorative event for all those who experience it.



CHARACTERS & STAGING

SETTING: A small town on the Louisiana Gulf Coast, 2010.

DRAMATIS PERSONAE:

Adam (Baritone), a veteran of the war in Afghanistan who has recently returned
home to his wife; he suffers from PTSD while trying to come to terms with his purpose

in civilian life.

Mara (Soprano), Adam’s wife, an oyster plant manager who works for the family

business and who volunteers to rescue animals during the 2010 oil spill.

The Black Madonna (Contralto), an apparition of embodied love, representing the

transformation of pain into healing restoration.

John (Bass), Adam’s older friend who is a veteran of the First Gulf War.
A male angel (Tenor)

A female angel (Mezzo-Soprano)

Chorus (Mixed, divisi)

STAGING: The Canticle of the Black Madonna combines the concert-style setting of an
oratorio with the costumes and limited staging of a chamber opera. In the original conception
of the piece, the conductor, orchestra, and chorus are on stage throughout the entire
production, but the principal characters are also fully dramatic and operatic. The Black
Madonna, hidden behind a screen in a large altar, is revealed by the angels halfway through
Act I and is hidden again in Act II. The orchestra are costumed in rich angelic tunics, the
men’s and women’s chorus wear masks and are dressed in brown and burgundy tunics,
respectively, and the soloists wear full theatric costumes throughout the production. While
the chorus is mostly stationary, there are several times throughout the production when
chorus members take part in the dramatic action, divide themselves between the men’s and

women’s choruses, and act out rituals and processions.



PLOT SYNOPSIS
Actl

In a place beyond time and space, two angels enter, followed by a procession of the Chorus (1.
Processional and 2. Litany of the Black Madonna). The scene shifts to coastal Louisiana in
2010 and the peace is shattered as Adam and Mara enter, fighting (3. The Fight). Adam has
just returned from Afghanistan and is trying to cope with his recent war experiences. His
marriage with Mara is threatened by his erratic and even violent behavior. Mara expresses her
grief and love for Adam but does not know how to help him. There is a sense of total despair
(4. The Wood in the Hearth Is Burning). The Black Madonna is revealed to the audience as a
force of healing love who is with humanity in our moments of greatest suffering (5. Black Am
I and All-Loving).

It is early evening and Adam enters, drunk, accompanied by his friend John, an older, wiser
veteran of the First Gulf War. John tries to offer Adam help and commiseration, but soon
realizes Adam needs to be alone and leaves. Alone with his memories and drinking heavily,
Adam begins to toast each of the men who died while serving under him (6. In the Field of
Poppies). Mara enters, frantic, so upset that she is oblivious to the fact that Adam is nearly
passed out drunk. Mara describes the onset of the Louisiana Gulf Oil Spill. Adam responds
with mocking indifference to the suffering of the coastal wildlife (7. The Spill). Mara is
devastated by the state of her failing marriage and the effects that the oil spill will have on
Adam’s family’s oyster farm, of which she has become manager in Adam’s absence. She sings
a lament about the suffering of the animals dying in the ocean and her heartbreak and
yearning for the loss of her husband and their way of life (8. The Earth Is Bleeding).

Mara tries to steal some comfort from Adam in his sleep, but as she touches him he awakens
with a violent outburst (9. PTSD). Mara tries to bring Adam out of his disorientation by
asking him what he sees in the room. To her surprise, he describes a vision of the Black
Madonna calling out to him; the chorus comments on the soldiers’ long journey home from
war (10. Madre Dolorosa/The Long Journey Home). Adam comes out of his vision deeply
disturbed, takes his gun, and disappears into the bayou. John enters and Mara sends him to
find Adam (11. Double Vision). As night falls, Mara, fearing for her own life and realizing that
her husband is no longer the same man with whom she fell in love, struggles with whether to
leave him or stay in a devastated marriage and risk her life. Adam, fearing that he has become
a danger to the person he loves most, contemplates taking his own life, but is stopped by John,
who tries to show him the peace of mind he has come to know by working the land. Adam
rejects his offer, saying he can only find peace by returning to war to finish the job for which
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