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X: THE LIFE AND TIMES OF MALCOLM 
X is not so much an opera as a Passion. The 
1986 work takes the form not of an evolving 
narrative but of a series of tableaux depicting 
key junctures in the activist’s life. Its scenes are 
like Stations of the Cross, with Anthony Davis’s 
brilliant jazz score providing the illumination. 
Thulani Davis’s libretto resembles that of a 
biblical oratorio. Presupposing that we are 
already familiar with the events it depicts—the 
work’s “scripture”—it avoids conventional 
exposition. Malcolm’s wife, Betty, for instance, 
shows up in Act II unannounced and 
unexplained, leaving the audience to bring its 
knowledge of her identity into the theater. The 
people onstage, like those in oratorio, register 
less as characters than as embodiments of 
cultural forces: we don’t know enough about 
the dynamics of the Little family to get a bead 

on Malcolm’s relationship with his older sister Ella, but it’s clear she represents conventional 
morality—a “good angel” countering the criminal street life surrounding her brother. 
 
Much of X’s action transpires in staged synopsis. Malcolm’s rift with Elijah Muhammad and the 
Nation of Islam gets a quasi-choreographic treatment, his followers filtering through the crowd 
to head offstage. A series of short scenes presents the first decade of Malcolm’s ministry. None 
represent discrete events; instead, they function as a kind of montage. The usual elements of 
theater, in which we witness events playing out in a representation of real time, fall by the 
wayside. 
 
The unconventional dramaturgy may court theatrical stasis, but Davis’s music keeps the show 
barreling forward. His score evokes the evolution of jazz in midcentury America, progressing 
from Ellingtonian big band to bebop and the modal jazz of John Coltrane and Miles Davis.  
In the CD booklet, he states that he aimed to create a “rhythmic drama,” and he has succeeded: 
the score swings from beginning to end with its pulsing energy.  

 

  



The raucous counterpoint conveys a sense of urban jangle and of the world Malcolm sought to 
change. His pilgrimage to Mecca in Act III brings an appropriate change in manner. The scene’s 
soothing drones, drawing from the tactics of minimalism, suggest the spiritual calm that 
Malcolm seeks. 
 
The present recording preserves the work as newly revised by its composer and librettist. It 
stems from a June 2022 Boston Modern Orchestra Project/Odyssey Opera semistaged concert, 
derived from a Detroit Opera run the previous month. (Robert O’Hara’s Detroit Opera 
production will show up at the Met next season.) Davóne Tines takes the title role, and I detect 
in his work some of the inherent problems of the character as written. Much of the role consists 
of sermonizing—understandable, in that Malcolm was a preacher—but here he becomes less an 
individual than a representation, and Tines’s solidly sung but dour interpretation does little to 
suggest a flesh-and-blood human being. 
 
Soprano Whitney Morrison takes the roles of Malcolm’s mother, Louise, and his wife, Betty. She 
is especially effective in Betty’s Act III “When a man is lost,” precisely negotiating the aria’s 
chromatic intervals while keeping it rooted in blues. Tenor Victor Robertson takes the roles of 
both the petty thief Street and Elijah Muhammad, a doubling that suggests the criminal and the 
clergyman share a hustler’s impulse. Robertson’s navigation of the high tessitura of both roles is 
remarkable, as is his crystalline articulation of the text. Ronnita Miller’s warm mezzo-soprano 
goes a long way toward giving humanity to Malcolm’s sister Ella. The seasoned baritone of 
Joshua Conyers suggests the spiritual nature of Reginald, the inmate who leads Malcolm toward 
Islam. Treble Jonathan Harris, portraying Malcolm as an abandoned child, is tremendously 
touching in the Act I aria “Momma, help me.” 
 
Under Gil Rose, BMOP’s orchestra and chorus offer a vivid rendering of the score, their efforts 
buttressed by an “improviser ensemble” that helps connect X securely to the realm of jazz.  
 
—Fred Cohn  
 


