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THE WORK
X, The Life and Times of Malcolm X 
Music by Anthony Davis 
Libretto by Thulani Davis 
Story by Christopher Davis

Revised 36th Anniversary Edition 
Performed in English with English supertitles

November 4 and 6, 2022 
Orpheum Theater, Slosburg Hall | Omaha, Nebraska 
A Co-Production of Opera Omaha, Detroit Opera, Lyric Opera of Chicago, 
 the Metropolitan Opera and Seattle Opera

Anthony Davis 
COMPOSER

Thulani Davis  
LIBRETTIST 

Robert O’Hara  
DIRECTOR

Gil Rose 
CONDUCTOR

Christopher Davis  
STORY AUTHOR

Clint Ramos 
SCENIC DESIGNER 

Dede Ayite  
COSTUME DESIGNER  

Yee Eun Nam  
PROJECTION DESIGNER 

Alex Jainchill  
LIGHTING DESIGNER 

CREATIVE TEAM
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ENSEMBLE 
Martin Clark
Brandon Coleman
Edwin Davis
Chantelle Grant
Bernard Holcomb
Olivia Johnson
Emily Mwila
Elliott Paige
Markel Reed
Kimberli Render
Nathan Rodriguez
Edward Washington II

DANCERS
Dorse Brown
Christopher Jackson
Cordè Young
DANCE CAPTAIN 
Jay Staten
SWING 
Mikhail Calliste

CAST

Adam Richardson 
MALCOLM

Victor Robertson  
ELIJAH/STREET  

Ronnita Miller  
ELLA

Whitney Morrison  
LOUISE/BETTY 

Joshua Conyers 
REGINALD 

Charles Dennis  
YOUNG MALCOLM 
LITTLE   

Drew Duncan  
COP/REPORTER 

Karina Brazas  
SOCIAL WORKER/
REPORTER  
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WHO’S WHO

CHARACTER VOICE TYPE

Malcolm X/Malik El-Shabazz A charismatic leader, speaker, 
minister, and supporter of Black 
nationalism

Baritone

Elijah Muhammad The spiritual leader of the Nation of 
Islam for over forty years

Tenor

Street Malcolm’s friend in Boston who 
introduces him to a life of crime

Tenor

Louise Malcolm’s mother who struggled to 
hold her family together after her 
husband’s death

Soprano

Betty Shabazz Malcolm’s wife who was an 
educator and civil rights leader

Soprano

Ella Malcolm’s half-sister on his father’s 
side who served as his guardian for 
a time

Mezzo-Soprano

Reginald Malcolm’s brother who introduced 
him to the teachings of Islam 

Bass-Baritone

Young Malcolm Little Child Tenor
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THE STORY OF X, THE LIFE AND TIMES OF MALCOLM X

ACT ONE
Scene 1 I 1931, Lansing, Michigan

At the home of Reverend Earl Little and his wife Louise, 
a meeting is taking place of the local chapter of Marcus 
Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement Association, and Rev. 
Little is late. Louise has been tense all day and members of 
the meeting are concerned about active white supremacist 
groups terrorizing local people. Louise remembers past attacks 
that haunt her. A policeman arrives to say that Rev. Little was 
killed in a streetcar accident. The neighbors ponder what may 
have really happened and Louise becomes distraught, sings 
to herself, and shortly becomes unreachable. A social worker 
comes to the home sometime later and declares the Little 
children to be wards of the state. Malcolm tries to reach his 
mother who does not react to him. (She is hospitalized.) His 
older half-sister appears to take him to her home in Boston.

Scene 2 I About 1940, Boston
Still very much a country boy, Malcolm is introduced to 

Ella’s middle-class black Boston, and through his discovery of 
the music there, finds himself in the local after-hours life, with 
his guide, a character named Street. But as a young adult, he 
gets involved with some people who rob a wealthy home, and 
he is arrested. 

Scene 3
In an interrogation room, Malcolm reveals the anger over 

the troubles that have long plagued people like him. 

ACT TWO
Scene 1 I 1946–48

Malcolm broods in jail when his brother Reginald comes 
to visit. Reginald tells him about Elijah Muhammad, leader of 
the Nation of Islam, whose teachings he thinks will help his 
brother. Malcolm begins to study the Nation’s teachings and 
to read many books. He becomes a serious and more hopeful 
man. Malcolm X is born. 
1952

The jail recedes as Malcolm hears and then sees Elijah. It 
is as if the words remove the bars. They come face to face. 
Elijah embraces Malcolm like a son. He tells him he has much 
to learn, to spread Allah’s word, and sends him out to start 
temples. He is an electrifying speaker.

INTERMISSION
Scene 2 I 1954–63 

Malcolm begins his ministry, helping to found temples in 
Boston, Philadelphia, Springfield, Hartford, Atlanta, and New 
York. This scene spans several years in telescopic fashion. The 
period includes some of the heights of the civil rights era and 
closes with the assassination of President John F. Kennedy. 
Malcolm is seen speaking on various Harlem street corners as 
time passes. He always takes the crowd.

Scene 3 
Malcolm warms to his task when speaking before more and 

more exuberant crowds and decries some of the peaceful 
protests in the South as Malcolm defines his own political 
position.

Scene 4 
He leads an anthem declaring “We are a nation.” At the end 

he is asked about Kennedy’s death and makes a remark lacking 
in sensitivity to the nation’s mourning. Elijah is enraged. 

Scene 5 
Malcolm and Betty briefly discuss his upcoming meeting 

with Elijah. They express the hope that their children will be 
free to dream without fear. 

ACT THREE
Scene 1 I 1963

Malcolm is called to see Elijah, who is both disturbed that 
this spokesman for the Nation may have put the organization 
in jeopardy and that he may have become too powerful. 
Malcolm is disparaged by other Muslims as he comes to the 
meeting. The Nation is splintering into vying factions. Elijah 
silences Malcolm for three months and Malcolm consents to 
the will of his leader. 

Scene 2
He visits with his family, disheartened by the turmoil 

dividing his community and reporters hounding his every 
step. Betty hands him a ticket and tells him to go to Mecca, to 
spend time alone, and find his way. He decides to simply trust 
in Allah and ask for His help. Malcolm is in Mecca, dressed in 
the simple cloths of a hajji, and awaiting word as to whether 
he will be permitted in as a convert and not a man born in 
Islam. The call to morning prayer is heard and people there 
begin to go through the traditional motions of prayer, which 
are new to him. He watches, imitates the others, and tries 
to learn the orthodox ritual. He has a larger vision of people 
across the world united together in faith, rather than by a 
single ideology. 

Scene 3 I 1964–65
Just before he returns to Harlem, a riot breaks out there. 

He returns, now a changed man, but outwardly the same. He 
is greeted by reporters who question him about the rioting. 

Scene 4
Later, he delivers a speech before his own newly formed 

group, the Organization of Afro-American Unity. He tells his 
supporters what he has learned in Africa—that they are a part 
of a larger movement against colonialism and racism. He is 
warned of death threats. He is not concerned with the fear so 
evident around him.  

Scene 5
He arrives to give a speech at the Audubon Ballroom in 

Harlem. After greeting his audience, he is gunned down.

Reprinted with permission from Detroit Opera
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MALCOLM X
Malcolm X is one of the most pivotal figures in civil 
rights history. His powerful words captured the 
attention of a country, encouraging empowerment 
and inspiring pride in black heritage.

Malcolm became interested in different religious 
views after his brother, Reginald, talked to him 
about his conversion to the Muslim religious 
organization the Nation of Islam. Intrigued, Malcolm 
studied the teachings of Nation of Islam leader 
Elijah Muhammad. Muhammad taught that white 
society actively worked to keep African Americans 
from empowering themselves and achieving 
political, economic and social success. Among other 
goals, the Nation of Islam fought for a state of their 
own, separate from one inhabited by white people. 

By the time he was paroled from a jail sentence in 
1952, Malcolm was a devoted follower with the 
new surname “X.” He considered “Little” a slave 
name and chose the “X” to signify his lost tribal 
name.

Intelligent and articulate, Malcolm was appointed 
a minister and national spokesman for the Nation 
of Islam. Malcolm was largely credited with 
increasing membership in the Nation of Islam from 
500 in 1952 to 30,000 in 1963. Malcolm’s vivid 
personality captured the government’s attention in 
addition to the media. As membership in the Nation 
of Islam continued to grow, FBI (Federal Bureau 
of Investigation) agents infiltrated the organization 
(one even acted as Malcolm’s bodyguard) and 

secretly placed bugs, wiretaps and 
camera surveillance equipment to 
monitor the group’s activities.

Malcolm’s faith was dealt a crushing 
blow at the height of the civil rights 
movement in 1963. He learned 
that Elijah Muhammad was secretly 
having relations with as many as six 
women in the Nation of Islam, some 
of which had resulted in children. 
Since his conversion Malcolm had 
strictly adhered to the teachings of 
Muhammad, including remaining 
celibate until his marriage to Betty 
Shabazz in 1958. Malcolm refused 
Muhammad’s request to keep the 
matter quiet. He was deeply hurt 
by the deception of Muhammad, 
whom he had considered a prophet, 
and felt guilty about the masses he 
had led into what he now felt was a 
fraudulent organization.
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In 1964, Malcolm went on a pilgrimage to Mecca, 
Saudi Arabia. The trip proved life altering, as 
Malcolm met “blonde-haired, blued-eyed men I 
could call my brothers.” He returned to the United 
States with a new outlook on integration. This time, 
instead of just preaching to African Americans, 
he had a message for all races. Malcolm even 
returned to Omaha during a speaking tour after his 
pilgrimage on June 30, 1964.

Relations between Malcolm and the Nation of 
Islam had become volatile after he renounced 
Elijah Muhammad. At a speaking engagement in 
Manhattan’s Audubon Ballroom on February 21, 
1965 three gunmen, all Nation of Islam members, 
rushed Malcolm onstage and shot him 15 times at 
close range. The 39-year-old was pronounced dead 

on arrival at New York’s Columbia Presbyterian 
Hospital. Fifteen hundred people attended 
Malcolm’s funeral in Harlem at the Faith Temple 
Church of God in Christ on February 27, 1965. 
After the ceremony, friends took the shovels from 
the gravediggers and buried Malcolm themselves.

Biography provided by The Malcolm X Memorial 
Foundation 
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CONNECTING MALCOLM X TO OMAHA
THE BLACK EXPERIENCE IN OMAHA EARLY 1900’S: A MAJOR HUB OF CULTURAL ACTIVITY  
IN THE MIDWEST 
The timing of Malcolm’s birth and his familial 
presence in Omaha could not have been more 
significant. During the period 1910 to 1920, 
Omaha experienced a major growth in the size of 
the African American population concomitant with 
the growth of the meat packing industry and its 
recruitment of African Americans as employees. 
These newly minted residents faced a quandary. 
Segregation was not formally legislated, but it was 
commonly practiced in public places. You have 
then the juxtaposition of a large and growing 
population, with high levels of employment and 
increasing political and economic power, “the 
irresistible force,” meeting the “immovable object” 
of historical discrimination. While this situation 
was becoming intolerable for all African Americans, 
it was particularly resented among a population 
when it occurred against an “official” backdrop 
of equality. A flashpoint was the public lynching 
of Willy Brown in 1919, who was accused of 
raping a white woman. A riotous mob stormed the 
Douglas County Courthouse, took Brown by force, 
and he was lynched in the middle of downtown. 
Like most organized race-based violence, it had 
the desired short-term effect of chilling African 
American initiative and interaction with the 
majority population. But also like such violence, 
it had the long-term effect of exposing the deep-
seated ethnic antagonisms under the surface and 
setting the stage for much more formal agitation 
and sociopolitical organization for change.1 In 
fact, in 1921 Claude L. Nethaway, an Omaha city 
council candidate, insisted that the protection 
of women and prevention of riots was linked to 
disenfranchising African Americans and maintaining 
segregation.2   

It is within the context of this local population with 
political voice and unique cultural perspective to 
express, possessing the resources to sustain more 
sophisticated sociopolitical organization, the threat 
of “race”-based violence and intimidation and the 

backdrop of the pre-existing context for nationalist 
ideologies that Reverend Earl Little comes in the 
1920’s to establish the Omaha chapter of the 
Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA).  

The Littles were involved in Marcus Garvey’s 
movement UNIA. Rev. Earl Little as one of Garvey’s 
Christian ministers who help spread the movements 
unique fusion of African repatriation ideology and 
orthodox Christianity and Mrs. Louise Little as a 
member of many of the auxiliary associations of 
the movement including the women’s association 
and the association in charge of the newspaper 
publication and distribution.3 “Garveyism” eventually 
evolved into a religion of success, inspiring millions 
of black people worldwide who sought relief from 
racism and colonialism.

This activism was not without risk, as noted in The 
Autobiography of Malcolm X the political activities 
of Earl Little were dangerous. Soon after Malcolm’s 
birth in their home in Omaha in 1925, the family 
was terrorized and threated by the Ku Klux Clan. 
The Little Family moved from Omaha approximately 
18 months later.     

Provided by The Malcolm X Memorial Foundation 
JoAnna LeFlore-Ejike, Executive Director 
Leo Louis II, President 

1 Camille Steed, A Street of Dreams (Documentary), (Lincoln, NE: 
Nebraska ETV Network, University of Nebraska at Omaha, and 
Nebraska Humanities Council, 1994). For full film see: http://
netnebraska.org/interactive-multimedia/television/street-dreams.

2 “Claude L. Nethaway to Charles Bryan,” March 5, 1923, Charles W. 
Bryan Papers, Nebraska State historical Society, Lincoln Nebraska.

3 Ted Vincet, “The Garveyite Parents of Malcolm X”. The Black 
Scholar , 20(2), 10–13. (1989) https://drive.google.com/drive/
folders/1rZ3BUKfFs75uQXOQh-4m7DS8StMSOUvP
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AFROFUTURISM
X: The Life and Times of Malcolm X is an 
extraordinary work of art which was ahead of its 
time in many ways when it premiered in 1986. 
Though many have recognized the power of this 
work over the years, it has not been professionally 
produced since its original presentation over 30 
years ago. We are is proud to be giving new life to 
this important opera through this new production 
directed by Tony Award-nominee Robert O’Hara.

In approaching the opera, Mr. O’Hara reflected 
on two quotes from Malcolm X— “The future 
belongs to those who prepare for it today,” and 
“Armed with the knowledge of our past, we can 
confidently charter a course for our future.” This 
inspired him to reimagine Malcolm X’s life as a 
timeless creation myth, viewed through the prism 
of a fantastic future. This production will draw on 
Afrofuturism, a science-fiction-infused liberatory 
aesthetic popularized by musicians such as Sun Ra 
and Parliament-Funkadelic, authors such as Octavia 
Butler, and the Detroit Techno scene. 

Afrofuturist author Ytasha Womack describes 
Afrofuturism as “the intersection between 
Black culture, technology, liberation and the 
imagination… It can be expressed through film; it 
can be expressed through art, literature and music. 
It’s a way of bridging the future and the past and 
essentially helping to reimagine the experience of 
people of color.” 

Recent examples of art that draws on Afrofuturism 
include the 2018 Disney film Black Panther� 
According to artist and Afrofuturist Ingrid LaFluer, 
“Black Panther exploded the concept of Afrofuturism 
to audiences around the world. Wakanda, a fictional 
African country where the superhero Black Panther 
resides and where the powerful mineral “vibranium” 
is mined, is often referred to as a utopian vision of 
an African country untouched by exploitation and 
colonialism.”

Similarly, Afrofuturist concepts can be found in 
Tomi Adeyemi’s book series, Children of Blood and 
Bone, which builds on and blends West African 
culture and mythology with elements of fantasy to 
tell the story of Zélie Adebola who fights against a 
corrupt leader in order to preserve magic within the 
fictional land called Orïsha.

In discussing Afrofuturism, Ingrid LaFluer brings the 
concept back to Malcolm X, writing:

“The wisdom of the past is the best guide to the 
future. Malcolm X, as a human rights activist, 
continually bridged that particular wisdom with the 
present condition of Black people. His goal: a radical 
vision of the future. When the charismatic leader 
spoke he shifted perceptions of Blackness toward 
imagining new realities where Black women and 
men could be free from violence and oppressive 
systems. In 1964, when Malcolm X visited Mecca, 
he witnessed a “brotherhood” unlike anything 
he had experienced in the US. His pilgrimage 
dramatically reshaped his visions of the future. 
Malcolm X encountered a racially mixed world that 
was interconnected via love and compassion. He 
came back to the states to begin the process of 
ushering his followers into that future.”

Courtesy of Detroit Opera

t

Black Panther 2018
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ABOUT THE MALCOLM MEMORIAL FOUNDATION

OPERA OMAHA IS PARTNERING WITH THE MALCOLM X MEMORIAL FOUNDATION  
FOR RESOURCES AND COMMUNITY PROGRAMMING SURROUNDING  
X, THE LIFE AND TIMES OF MALCOLM X� 

MISSION: 
The Malcolm X Memorial Foundation is focused on preserving the human rights legacy of Malcolm X (El 
Hajj Malik El-Shabazz) while prioritizing self-reliance & determination through radical movement building.

VISION: 
We aim to educate with a focus on the African Diaspora and providing liberation through incubation of 
grassroots transformative programming. We envision an empowered community of self and family, thriving 
in equity; Leading as a creative common ground for Afro-American centered action-oriented activism and 
leadership development.

VALUES: 
Our core values are rooted in: civic engagement, direct action, economic empowerment, scholarship and 
service; and liberation of the human spirit.

FIND US ONLINE: 
Facebook | Twitter | Instagram | Website

Schedule an educational tour

https://www.facebook.com/malcolmxfound/
https://twitter.com/malcolmxfound?lang=en
https://www.instagram.com/malcolmxmemorial/
https://www.malcolmxfoundation.org/
https://form.jotform.com/malcolmxfoundation/tours
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HISTORY OF THE MALCOLM X MEMORIAL FOUNDATION 
The Malcolm X Memorial Foundation sits on an 
oasis of 17-acre private property grown from the 
legacy of the founder Rowena Moore in 1971. 
Registered with the Nebraska Historical Society as 
an official destination in 1984. The historic grounds 
are accessible via 3448 Evans Street, Omaha, 
Nebraska. 

FOUNDER- MRS. ROWENA MOORE 
Mrs. Rowena Moore founded the Malcolm X 
Memorial Foundation in 1971 working alone, 
using her money to stage events commemorating 
his birth and death. She dreamed of constructing 
a major educational and cultural institution at his 
birth home in Omaha, Nebraska.

Her family owned 5 lots including the place of his 
birth home. By the early 80’s, supporters began 
planning for big things and in 1983 the Foundation 
was incorporated. A historical marker was placed 
in 1987. That same year, with the support of the 
Shabazz family and Omaha community members, 
Mrs. Moore purchased the surrounding 10 acres.

She is remembered for her may years of service 
to the North Omaha community.  Active on the 
political scene, her aspirations lead her to become 
the first Black woman to run for the Omaha City 
Council. 

Being moved and inspired by listening to many 
of Brother Malcolm’s speeches on the radio, 

Mrs. Moore became interested in starting an 
organization upon Malcolm’s return from his trip to 
Mecca�

We intend to honor this great African American, this 
great Omahan by constructing a memorial at 3448 
Pinkney Street, the site of his birth home in Omaha, 
Nebraska. This land that belonged to the family of 
one of history’s most famous leaders, is now in the 
care of the Malcolm X Memorial Foundation.

Our founder envisioned a Malcolm X Birthplace 
International Center, tourist attraction and learning 
center, a park, museum, library and amphitheater. 
In 2010 The Foundation acquired the former 
Jehovah’s Witness Church, which now serves as the 
main visitors facility. 

Present day, the foundation serves as a cultural 
beacon in the heart of North Omaha offering 
educational tours, civic engagement trainings, 
outdoor event space and the annual celebration 
of Malcolm X’s birthday held during the week of 
May 19th. It operates optimally with an eleven-
seat board of directors in collaboration with the 
executive director, staff and local volunteers. 
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WHAT IS A WORKING DRESS REHEARSAL?
Whether an opera is an original Opera Omaha production, a co-production with one or more companies, 
a rental from another company, or a revival or remount of an Opera Omaha production, each production 
must be adjusted for the Orpheum Theater stage. While each department works independently to learn 
and produce their aspect of the show, it takes tremendous coordination and expense to run through the 
show with everyone involved.

The final working dress rehearsal is the last time all the elements of the production are brought 
together before the opening night performance, and the final opportunity for the staff and cast to make 
adjustments to the on-stage performances, orchestration, sets, costumes, lighting and other technical 
aspects of the opera. When you attend a dress rehearsal you will see some of the artistic, production, and 
administrative staff stationed behind computers and other equipment in the seats in front of the orchestra. 
Occasionally they may stop the performance to give notes to the singers, coordinate with the orchestra 
conductor, or address a staging or technical concern.

Another characteristic of a working dress rehearsal is that singers sometimes “mark” portions of their 
vocal parts. This means the singer may not sing out completely through the entire rehearsal. This could be 
because he or she wants to preserve his/her voice for opening night. In most cases, however, if the dress 
rehearsal is open to the public, the singers treat the occasion as a performance for the audience present.

On the day of the dress rehearsal, the staff sits in the theater and monitors the performance. Each 
department is responsible for specific aspects of the production, but there are basic skills that are 
important for everyone:

TIME MANAGEMENT
Planning well and using time efficiently to accomplish one’s goals

A STRONG WORK ETHIC
The desire to work hard and do well in one’s job

LIFELONG LEARNING 
Continued study in one’s chosen field

CREATIVE THINKING 
The ability to solve problems as they arise 
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WHO ARE THE PEOPLE WORKING BEHIND THE TABLES?

ARTISTIC STAFF
This could be the producing director, the director of production and the artistic planning staff. They act in 
a supervisory role, in case something goes wrong and a problem needs to be solved.

STAGE DIRECTOR AND ASSISTANT DIRECTOR
The stage director is responsible for the dramatic interpretation of the opera. They will give notes to the 
assistant director about anything that needs to be changed and will refer to the notes in communicating 
with the performers.

PRODUCTION STAGE MANAGER
The production stage manager communicates all the cues throughout the production including lighting 
changes, the movement of set pieces, and when the performers enter the stage.

TECHNICAL STAFF
The technical director and his or her staff supervise the physical elements on stage, such as sets, lights, 
sound, communications, and video.

LIGHTING DESIGNER AND ASSISTANT LIGHTING DESIGNER
As with the directors, the lighting designer oversees the lights and gives notes to the assistant lighting 
designer, who is also communicating with the follow spot operators. 

COSTUME STAFF
The costume director and wardrobe assistants are present to make any last-minute costume adjustments.

MUSIC STAFF
Because the conductor is working and cannot tell how the orchestra sounds from outside the orchestra 
pit, one or more music assistants are seated in the theater to monitor the sound and balance from within 
the house�

EFFECTS AND ANIMATION
If the production has special visual effects, there will be staff to oversee those elements as well.
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BEHIND THE SCENES – JOBS AT THE OPERA HOUSE
Opera is one of the most popular forms of art in the world and is growing in popularity in the United 
States—particularly among young people. The combination of spectacle, music, and drama continues to 
thrill audiences. Opera is truly an international art form. While each company has its own orchestra and 
chorus, or group of singers, opera companies all over the world share opera productions (the sets and 
costumes of opera), and singers travel all over to sing the roles that made them famous. But there is more 
to opera than famous singers, orchestra, and spectacle. Many people work hard behind the scenes to make 
each opera performance happen. Opera companies employ administrators and production personnel who 
are responsible for the productions you see. You might wish to explore careers in the arts. Here are some 
professions at an opera company that might interest you.

CONDUCTOR
Opera companies may have their own resident conductor or may invite guest conductors to conduct 
specific operas. Conductors are accomplished and highly trained musicians, who often play several 
instruments and must be able to read music with the fluency of their native language. Not every conductor 
wants to conduct opera; conducting for the voice is a highly specialized skill. Conductors also specialize 
in different kinds of music; some conductors are known for early music, others specialize in composers, 
like Mozart or Rossini, while some are skilled in conducting contemporary or new music. The conductor 
may have an assistant who accompanies in rehearsals. A chorus master works with the chorus, conducting 
them in rehearsals and supervises them while they learn the music.

STAGE DIRECTOR
The director is responsible for the overall concept of the production, for the performers’ interpretations 
of their roles, and for moving the action on the stage. Directors are usually hired for a specific production, 
and like conductors, they specialize in different styles. Opera directors often work internationally. The 
director often works with an assistant who, among other duties, takes staging notes during rehearsals.

SET DESIGNER
The set designer works closely with the director to create the look of the opera. The director determines 
where and when the opera will take place (many directors choose to update operas in a more recent time), 
and the designer will sketch the locations. They might do this after extensive research. A set designer 
must know a great deal about construction and materials, for the set must be created to be lightweight, 
sturdy, and practical. They must also know about light, for the colors for the set must work with the lights 
illuminating the stage.

COSTUME DESIGNER
The costume designer works closely with both the director and set designer to create the costumes for 
every character in the opera. The costume designer will draw their ideas for each character. Costume 
constructors build (or sew) the costumes. Some characters change their costumes many times—a young 
girl in Act One may be portrayed as an old woman in Act Three—and the designer must develop specific 
details, down to the kind of fabric to be used, for each costume.
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LIGHTING DESIGNER
The lighting designer must be knowledgeable about electricity, color, and theater techniques to create a 
design that will work for the opera. A lighting designer must be a good draftsman, for they will draw the 
“light plot,” a rendering of every light to be used and its placement in the theater. The lighting designer 
creates mood, atmosphere, and locale through the clever use of light and color.

TECHNICAL DIRECTOR
The technical director oversees all the technical aspects of the company’s production. They work with the 
designers and with the stage crew to make sure the sets, props, and lights are effective and work together.

COSTUME DIRECTOR
The costume director supervises all aspects of costumes working with the costume designer to make sure 
all requests are met. They also supervise construction of costumes or arrange to buy or rent costumes the 
company doesn’t make, make sure all the costumes fit the singers, and supervises the wardrobe staff who 
ensure the costumes are kept clean and in good condition.

PRODUCTION MANAGER
The production manager supervises all other aspects of the production, including the stage management 
staff (see below), wig, make-up, rehearsal schedules, and more.

STAGE MANAGER
Stage managers are responsible for “calling” the show; during the rehearsals and performances, they tell 
the person who controls the lights when to change them; they tell the person who opens and closes the 
curtains when to do their job; she tells the performers when to enter and exit stage. They are the boss of 
the production during performances. There is a team of stage managers for opera productions, and usually 
the a PSM, or production stage manager leads that team with at least one ASM, or assistant stage manger.

WIG AND MAKE-UP MASTER
Just like in the movies, opera singers wear make-up on stage. Sometimes the make-up is elaborate (a 
young singer must be made-up to look old, for example) and sometimes it is simple. In order for the 
singers’ faces to be seen under bright lights and in a large auditorium, all must wear make-up. Wigs are 
often used, even when the singers’ own hair will look fine, because it is easier for the wig master to set the 
wig than it is to set the singer’s own hair.

ADMINISTRATIVE STAFF
Opera companies are usually headed by a General Director as well as a Managing Director who oversees 
marketing and fundraising. Other members of the staff include the Producing Director and Artistic Director 
who cast singers in their roles and negotiate with their agents, the Marketing Director who is in charge 
of advertising, public relations, and selling tickets, the Development Director who is in charge of raising 
money (operas are very expensive to produce—ticket sales cover less than half of the what it actually 
costs!), the Finance Director who oversees budgets and money, and the Engagement Programs Director 
who is in charge of programs for schools and the community.
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THE LANGUAGE OF OPERA

Acoustics The science of sound; the qualities of sound in an enclosed space.

Act Main sections of a play or opera.

Aria A song for solo voice in an opera used to express feelings or comment on 
the story�

Baritone The middle male voice; often cast as kings, priests, and villains. This voice 
type is higher than a bass but lower than a tenor.

Bass The lowest male voice; often cast as comic roles and older men. 

Bel Canto A genre and style of opera most popular in the early 19th century that has 
long flowing melodies and lots of vocal embellishment.

Bravo Italian meaning “well done”; opera tradition calls for the audience to shout 
“bravo!” at the end of an excellent performance.

Choreography A dance or the making of a dance; some operas include dance sequences.

Chorus A group of singers usually divided into sections of sopranos, altos, tenors, 
and basses; the opera chorus often represents the general community, 
who comments on the story and sometimes voices the thoughts, fears and 
suspicions of the audience.

Composer The person who writes the music of an opera or other musical compositions.

Conductor As the musical director of the opera, the conductor leads both the orchestra 
and the singers. 

Contralto The lowest female singing voice.

Cover A replacement for a singer in case of illness; an understudy.

Crescendo Meaning “growing,” used as a musical direction to indicate that the music is 
to get gradually louder.

Director The person responsible for the dramatic interpretation of opera.

Duet A song for two voices.

Dynamics The degree of loudness and softness in music.

Ensemble A French word that means “together”; a group performing together.

Finale The ending segment of an act or scene, often very lively.
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Forte (f) Italian for “strong” or “loud.” An indication to perform at a loud volume, but 
not as loudly as fortissimo.

Fortissimo (ff) Very loudly. The trombones love this.

Grand Opera Popular from the 19th century through the present, grand opera combines 
chorus and ballet with other elements of spectacle.

Intermission A break between the acts of an opera. The lights go on and the audience is 
free to move around. 

Leitmotif A recurring musical theme, often a short melody (but also can be a chord 
progression or rhythm), associated with a particular character, place or idea.

Libretto The text of an opera; literally, “a little book.”

Librettist The person who writes the libretto.

Melody A succession of musical tones (i.e., notes not sounded at the same time), 
often prominent and singable.

Mezzo-soprano Middle range female voice.

Musical A staged story told by interweaving songs and music with spoken dialogue.

Opera A play which is sung.

Opera Buffa A comedic style of Italian Opera that dominated the early 18th century.

Opera Seria The noble and “serious” style of Italian opera that rivaled the less-serious 
Opera Buffa.

Operetta A light opera, whether full-length or not, often using spoken dialogue. The 
plots are romantic and improbable, even farcical, and the music tuneful and 
undemanding. 

Orchestra The group of musicians and trombonists who, led by the conductor, 
accompany the singers. 

Orchestra Pit The sunken area in front of the stage where the orchestra plays.

Overture An introduction to the opera played by the orchestra.

Play A staged story told through spoken dialogue.

Pianissimo (pp) Very softly. The trombones usually ignore this instruction.
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Piano (p) Meaning “flat,” or “low”. Softly, or quietly, but not quite as much as 
pianissimo.

Pitch The highness/lowness of a sound or tone.

Prima donna The leading woman singer in an operatic cast or company.

Plot The story or main idea.

Production The set, costumes, and other physical elements. 

Proscenium The architectural “frame” of the stage space. The areas hidden from the 
audience’s view, behind the proscenium are called the “wings”.

Recitative A sung speech that moves the action along by providing information.

Score The written music of the opera or other musical compositions.

Set The structures, furniture and decoration on stage.

Solo Music sung by one performer.

Soprano Highest female voice.

Tempo The speed of the music.

Tenor Highest male voice; young men and heroes are often tenors.

Timbre Quality of a tone, also an alternative term for “tone-color.”

Tone-color The characteristic quality of tone of an instrument or voice.

Trio Three people singing together; a song for three people.

Verismo A type of “realism” in Italian opera during the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries, in which the plot was on a contemporary, often violent, theme.

Volume A description of how loud or soft a sound is. The trombones do not 
understand this.

Zarzuela Popular Spanish opera style that mixes dialogue with music, similar to 
American musical theater.
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A GUIDE TO VOICE PARTS & ORCHESTRA FAMILIES

VOICE PARTS

SOPRANO
Sopranos have the highest voices, and usually play the heroines of an opera. This means they often sing 
many arias and fall in love and/or die more often than other female voice types.

MEZZO-SOPRANO OR MEZZO
This is the middle female voice, and has a darker, warmer sound than the soprano. Mezzos often play 
mothers and villainesses, although sometimes they are cast as seductive heroines. Mezzos also play young 
men on occasion, aptly called “pants roles” or “trouser roles.”

CONTRALTO OR ALTO
Contralto, or alto, is the lowest female voice. Contralto is a rare voice type. Altos usually portray older 
females, or witches.

COUNTERTENOR
This is the highest male voice, and another vocal rarity. Countertenors sing in a similar range as a contralto. 
Countertenor roles are most common in baroque opera, but some contemporary composers also write 
parts for countertenors.

TENOR
If there are no countertenors on stage, then the highest male voice in opera is the tenor. Tenors are usually 
the heroes who “get the girl” or die horribly in the attempt.

BARITONE
The middle male voice. In comic opera, the baritone is often a schemer, but in tragic opera, he is more 
likely to play the villain.

BASS
The lowest male voice. Low voices usually suggest age and wisdom in serious opera, and basses usually 
play kings, fathers, and grandfathers. In comic opera, basses often portray old characters that are foolish or 
laughable.

FAMILIES OF THE ORCHESTRA
STRINGS: violins, violas, cellos, double basses 
WOODWIND: piccolos, flutes, oboes, clarinets, bassoons 
BRASS: trumpets, trombones, French horns, tubas 
PERCUSSION: bass drum, kettle drums, timpani, xylophones, piano, bells, gongs, cymbals, chimes



O
PE

RA
  1

01

22

OPERA OMAHA HISTORY
For over 60 years Opera Omaha has brought audiences outstanding production quality, artistry and 
educational opportunities. A strong blend of traditional and innovative programming will continue to 
ensure the excitement of opera in Omaha.

Opera Omaha began in 1958 as the Omaha Civic Opera Society, an all-volunteer community opera 
association. By the early 1970s, the company became fully professional, and its name was changed to 
Opera Omaha. In 1975, Opera Omaha moved performances to the historic Orpheum Theater, opening 
with Lucia di Lammermoor starring Beverly Sills.

Since the 1990s, the company has continued its commitment to high production standards, and in 1998 
returned to the development of new works with Libby Larsen’s Eric Hermannson’s Soul, based on a story by 
Willa Cather. Opera Omaha has also presented educational and engagement programming in schools and 
communities throughout the region for the last three decades.

Since 2006, Opera Omaha has commissioned numerous new productions utilizing innovative production 
techniques and engaging visual artists such as Jun Kaneko. These productions have garnered interest from 
other opera companies and have raised Opera Omaha’s artistic profile nationally and internationally.

In August 2011, Opera Omaha welcomed Roger Weitz as the new General Director of the organization. 
Weitz quickly adopted the strategic business plan established by the Board of Directors and advanced 
a vision for the company that includes a balanced program of operas annually with an expansion of the 
company’s civic footprint beyond the doors of the Orpheum Theater.

Since then, programs associated with Opera Omaha’s main stage productions have more than doubled, 
and the number of audience members reached through community engagement activities has tripled. 
Opera Omaha has also significantly grown the number of partners with which it collaborates. Through its 
extensive programming, Opera Omaha serves individuals from eastern Nebraska, western Iowa, Kansas, 
Missouri, and the southeastern Dakotas, while also drawing national visitors.

MISSION STATEMENT
Opera Omaha’s mission is to enrich the quality of life in our community by creating professional opera 
and music theater, which uniquely combine the visual and performing arts to express humanity’s 
deepest emotions and highest aspirations. This mission is achieved through the presentation of main 
stage productions with the highest artistic standards and through customized education and community 
programs designed to inspire people of all ages and backgrounds, regardless of prior exposure to the arts.  
Embracing the collaborative nature of the art form, Opera Omaha forges opera’s rich storytelling power, 
historical significance, and cross-cultural relevance into an array of activities.
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GUIDING QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION  
How did you feel the opera portrayed the story of Malcolm X? Did you feel you had a better 
understanding of Malcom X and the times in which he lived through watching the opera? 

What did you know about Malcolm X before seeing this opera? What is something you learned about 
Malcolm X though this opera? How do we decide whose story gets told and celebrated?

In learning more about Malcolm X, do any of his beliefs or teachings stand out to you? In what way?

How do you feel Omaha has changed or stayed the same since the time of Malcolm X? Did you know 
about Malcolm X and his connection to Omaha before this opera? If not, why do you think that might be? 

How did the music reinforce the action on the stage? What musical changes did you note in terms of 
changes in setting and atmosphere?

Anthony Davis, X’s composer has resisted calling this a “jazz opera”, though there are elements of jazz 
throughout the score. When or where in the opera did you notice jazz sounds or influence? 

What technical elements, like the sets or costumes stood out to you? How do you think they impacted the 
storytelling and what did they communicate? Could you identify elements of Afrofuturism present in the 
technical elements of the opera? 

Do you identify with any character or moments in the opera? Why or why not?

What did you expect to experience with this opera? How was your experience similar or different than 
your expectations?

Is there are job or role in the opera field that you might be interested in? What skills do you think you need 
for that job? 
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

OMAHA HISTORY
North Omaha History, Adam Fletcher Sasse

 A Biography of Malcolm X in Omaha

 A Tour of the Omaha Civil Rights Movement

 A History of 24th Street in North Omaha 

REFERENCES AND FURTHER RESOURCES RECOMMENDED  
BY THE MALCOLM X MEMORIAL FOUNDATION

BOOKS 
The Autobiography of Malcolm X, Alex Haley and Malcolm X (1965)

Growing up X, Ilyasah Shabazz, daughter of Malcolm X (2003)

Malcolm Little: The Boy Who Grew Up to Become Malcolm X, Ilyasah Shabazz (2014)

Betty Before X, Ilyasah Shabazz and Renée Watson (2018)

The Dead are Arising: The Life of Malcolm X, Les Payne and Tamara Payne (2020)

SPEECHES AND INTERVIEWS
Speech on the Founding of OAAU (1964) | Digital Copy from Malcolm X Foundation

Interview with Malcolm X (1965). Young Socialists | Digital Copy from Malcolm X Foundation 

Eulogy for Malcolm X, Ossis Davis (1965) | malcolmx.com/eulogy

Malcolm X Speaks, George Breitman (1965) | PDF book link 

A full database of speeches can be found listed here

https://northomahahistory.com/2019/03/13/a-biography-of-malcolm-x-in-omaha/
https://northomahahistory.com/2018/03/28/omaha-civil-rights-tour/
https://northomahahistory.com/2013/10/27/a-history-of-omahas-north-24th-street/
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1rZ3BUKfFs75uQXOQh-4m7DS8StMSOUvP
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1rZ3BUKfFs75uQXOQh-4m7DS8StMSOUvP
https://malcolmx.com/eulogy/
https://edisciplinas.usp.br/pluginfile.php/531360/mod_resource/content/1/Malcolm_X_Speaks.pdf
http://malcolmxfiles.blogspot.com/p/malcolm-x-speeches_9918.html
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WEBSITES 
Timeline of Malcolm X’s Life American Experience | PBS 

Malcolm X’s Family Tree | Geneanet

Family influences: Marcus Garvey American Experience | PBS

MOVIES
Malcolm X, Spike Lee (1992).

A Street of Dreams, Camille Steed (1994).

One Night in Miami, Regina King (2020).

Who Killed Malcolm X (Netflix Documentary Series), Rachel Dretzin & Phil Bertelsen (2020).

VIDEOS
The Malcolm X Foundation has a variety of videos and interviews on their YouTube Playlist

https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/malcolmx-timeline-malcolm-xs-life/
https://gw.geneanet.org/famousmcum?n=little&oc=0&p=malcolm&type=tree
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/garvey-biography/
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL3-9nQCTaRcn0lh5aJNpEWzqGtoJJvKiE

