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Do only contemporary operas  
tackle the big issues? 
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Blue, a 2019 opera, explores current issues about race, violence, and 
reconciliation. Librettist Tazewell Thompson intended to tell the story of a 
black family struck by tragedy—the father a police officer who is torn apart 
when the son is killed at a protest by another officer. In The New York Times, 
Anthony Tommasini praised the libretto—Blue featured “one of the most 
elegant librettos I’ve heard in a long time.” In recent years, the nation has 
been roiled by unrest over police brutality and race relations, and Blue 
places timely issues at the forefront of modern opera.  
  
Other operas written in recent decades have grappled with violent and 
unsettling issues. Works by John Adams, such as Nixon in China and The 
Death of Klinghoffer, took characters and stories from the headlines and 
placed them on stage. At La Scala in 2015, Giorgio Battistelli’s CO2 was 
based on An Inconvenient Truth, Al Gore’s documentary about global 
warming—a current issue of great consequence.  
  
Have opera stories only recently tackled big issues? Political scientist John 
Bokina, in Opera and Politics, argues that opera has been a political art form 
since the 17th century. When stage director Peter Sellars updated The 
Marriage of Figaro and Fidelio, he wanted to create the same immediacy that 
Mozart and Beethoven prompted in support of the French Revolution. In the 
1900s, Kurt Weill tackled race relations and the social oppression of 
immigrants. Other beloved operas have addressed issues that concern us 
all: Don Giovanni, Tosca, La traviata, and Madama Butterfly challenge us to 
reflect how women are treated in society. Carmen holds up a mirror to a 
depiction of marginalized people. Throughout the centuries, opera has 
reflected class conflict, revolutions, and other difficult subject matter.  
 
Opera has the emotional power to expose audiences to serious issues while 
allowing them to grapple with big issues on their own terms. All of the issues 
addressed in Blue—family issues, race, violence, reconciliation—have 
existed throughout the history of humanity and the history of opera. 
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Tazewell Thompson’s 
Journey to Writing  

an Opera about 
Police Violence 

 
Excerpted from:  
“My Journey to Writing an 
Opera About Police Violence”, The New York Times (nytimes.com) 

 

In 2015, I received an email from Francesca Zambello, the 
director of the Glimmerglass Festival. “I’m interested in 
commissioning an opera about race in America, about where we 
are now as a people dealing with race,” she wrote. “I have a 
composer set, and I’m looking for a librettist. What are your 
thoughts on the following writers?” They were all names known 
to me, some quite famous.  
 

“What about me?” I replied. 
 

I have been writing something down each night since I could 
hold a crayon. My parents’ criminal behavior kept them in and 
out of prison throughout my childhood. They were deemed 
irresponsible, unsafe and unsuitable—not fit to raise me. So I 
was taken from them and made a ward of the state. I spent 
seven years at a convent, where I was introduced to storytelling 
by a Sister who read to us boys at bedtime, everything from 
“The Hardy Boys” to Dickens. 
 

Another Sister encouraged me to write for the school paper. At 
9, I was editor, getting high on my power and the aroma of 
mimeograph fluid. But poetry was my real calling. I devoured 
Frost, Dickinson, and Shakespeare. I walked around reciting 
aloud. I was in love with the sound of my own voice, and the 
discovery that words were not democratic: Some were special 
and needed to be framed, stressed, or served up more or less 
than others. 
 

“What about me?” I asked Francesca. She told me to send her 
something that would indicate that I understood the libretto form. 
So I sent Francesca two scenes set in Harlem, where I was born 
and now live. I did not want to write about a police officer. But 
despite myself, I soon recognized the irony, the tension, the 
glittering possibilities of personal conflict and heartache for a 
father whose son is murdered by a fellow officer.  
 

Police officers refer to their uniform as “blues”: “When I’m in 
my blues.” I kept cycling through titles, but it seemed better to 
be more ambiguous, to refer equally to a mood, a uniform, a 
kind of day, a kind of music.  
 

When the final curtain fell on opening night, there was a long 
silence, followed by gasps, audible weeping, and then, finally, 
applause. Blue has been referred to as a “protest opera” and 
“the opera about police violence.” I suppose both are true. But I 
did not set out with that goal. I wrote it from an obsessive need 
and sense of responsibility to tell an intimate story behind the 
numbing numbers of boys and men who are killed. 
 

But here we are now: art imitating life, life imitating art.  

Tazewell Thompson’s libretto 
was inspired by contemporary 
events and Black Literature, 
including Ta-Nehisi Coates’ 
Between the World and Me and 
James Baldwin’s The Fire Next 
Time. Exploring race, violence, 
and reconciliation, Blue places 
timely issues at the forefront of 
modern opera and invites 
audiences to the emotional 
epicenter of their impact.  
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