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Ben E. Holt, Jr. was a successful opera singer, playing 
iconic roles such as Malcolm X in the Anthony Davis 
opera in the 1980s in New York.

His career, from childhood performances to the 
stages of New York and Tanglewood, was lovingly 
immortalized in scrapbooks by his devoted mother.



In 2020, Ben’s mother, Mrs. Holt, ensured 
these memories would sustain, donating 
scrapbooks, programs and other ephemera 
to the Alexandria Black History Museum.

Later that year, thanks to funding from the 
Institute of Museum and Library Services, 
the Museum began the task of digitizing 
and cataloguing the entire collection. Now 
that collection is available to view at 
Historic Alexandria Collections Online.

This wonderful collection allows the 
Museum to share the history of this 
remarkable local talent…

https://historicalexandria.pastperfectonline.com/


Born in 
Washington, 
D.C. in 1955, 
Ben E. Holt, Jr.’s 
musical talent 
was clear from a 
very young age.

Ben began piano 
lessons at 5 years 
old with Ms. Lillian 
Brent and his 
performing career 
took off…



It soon became clear that 
singing was Ben’s true calling.

Ben performed with The 
Community Singers of 
Washington, D.C. He is listed 
among the soloists in these 
programs from 1965 and 1966.



By November 1966, at age 11, 
Ben was performing in the role of 
The Youth, as a boy soprano, in 
Mendelssohn’s Elijah, in 
Baltimore, MD.

He performed in Mendelssohn’s 
Elijah several times throughout 
his career, including in the role 
of Elijah in 1989 with the 
Springfield Symphony Orchestra, 
Massachusetts.

This well-thumbed copy of the 
work belonging to Ben is marked 
up for the role of Elijah.



High school provided 
Ben with numerous 
opportunities to 
“tread the boards”…

…singing 
Broadway 
standards and 
madrigals and 
acting in plays.



“Broadway Nite” in October 
1972, saw Ben performing 
as the Lion in The Wizard of 
Oz, Don Quixote, complete 
with “horse,” in Man of La 
Mancha, and as The Russian 
in Fiddler on the Roof.



These high school performances were 
covered by the school’s paper, Raiders’ Digest.



Holt’s performance as King 
Kaspar in the school’s 1971 
production of the opera  
Amahl and the Night 
Visitors, was reviewed by a 
local newspaper. 

The reporter was very 
complimentary about the 
performance and called out
Ben as the star of the show!

The cast performed the work
at school and then again, a few
weeks later, at the Kennedy Center.



After high school, Ben enrolled in 
the Oberlin Conservatory of 
Music, Ohio, but later transferred 
to the Juilliard School in New 
York, graduating with a Bachelor 
of Arts in Music in 1981.

While at these music schools, he 
continued to perform, including 
in the Oberlin’s 1975 staging of 
The Marriage of Figaro, a work 
he performed in numerous times 
during his career.



At The Juilliard School, Ben 
performed in Mozart’s The 
Magic Flute in the role of 
Papageno, a bird catcher. 



Part of Ben’s studies at music school was devoted to 
languages, especially pronunciation and diction.

Many of the operas he sang were in Italian, German, 
or French, and he had to learn how to perform these 
works with clear and accurate diction.

In the collection are 
several volumes devoted 
to the craft of singing in 
this different languages.



In this schoolwork, Ben 
wrote the lyrics to 
Chanson du Depart, 
one of four songs from 
Jacques Ibert’s 
Chansons de Don 
Quichotte and Gabriel 
Fauré’s Au Bord de 
L’eau, and then 
provided the phonetic 
pronunciation below.

The original lyrics are 
written in black/blue 
ink and the phonetic 
pronunciation are in 
pencil (with 
corrections in red ink!)



Here are some of Ben’s 
handwritten course notes 
about how different 
letters are pronounced 
differently depending on 
how and where they are 
found in a word in French.



Ben was dedicated to bringing opera to a 
wider audience and breaking down the 
stereotypes that alienated people from 
the “elitest” art form.

As part of this work, he performed at 
schools, including making an appearance 
at his former public high school in Falls 
Church, VA, as 

documented here 
in the school’s 
newsletter from 
Spring 1981.



This program and newspaper 
clippings document Holt’s 
performances with 
Opera/South’s Mississippi 
Showboat in 1979 and 1980. 
The opera company 
performed in a range of 
venues, including shopping 
malls and university 
campuses.



The collection includes letters 
from students at a middle 
school in Syracuse, N.Y., 
following a visit that Ben made 
to the school when he was in 
town for a performance.

These are some excerpts from 
the students’ letters to Ben 
following the event.

Many of them comment on his 
casual clothing and how funny 
and engaging he was, and how 
this was definitely not what they 
were expecting from a visiting 
opera singer!



Ben won many awards. He was 
winner of the First Annual Vocal 
Competition of the Independent 
Black Opera Singers Inc., (IBOS), 
an organization created to aid the 
careers of Black male singers.

Later, he performed with the 
“Men of IBOS” group.



Ben’s career took him 
across the country, 
and the world.

In this photograph, 
Ben is in the 
character of Dr. Falke 
in a San Francisco 
Opera performance 
of Strauss’ Die 
Fledermaus, at the 
Paul Masson 
Mountain Winery in 
Saratoga, CA.



In this photograph (right) 
Ben is in the character of 
Harlequin from Strauss’ 
Ariadne auf Naxos at the 
famous Spoleto Festival, 
USA, 1984.

Ben also performed at the 
Spoleto Festival in Italy in 1980 
and 1984. These photographs 
are from his 1980 appearance 
when he performed in Cavalli’s 
L'Erismena.

Also in the collection is his 
Italian train ticket to Spoleto!



Ben would often return to 
perform in Washington, 
D.C. throughout his career, 
including numerous 
performances back at the 
Kennedy Center, where he 
had appeared as a high 
school student.

In this 1981 recital, Ben and 
his accompanist, Cliff 
Jackson, combined 
American Negro Spirituals 
with folk songs from 
Germany, Greece, the 
United Kingdom, and Spain. 



Ben also performed at the 
Monday Night Musicales. This 
program is for his performance 
in January 1984.

This ongoing concert series 
was founded by Felicja Rybier-
Borisow, pictured here with 
Ben Holt.

The performances were 
originally held in the homes of 
Washingtonians, but later 
included recital halls and 
embassies.

The concerts provided a venue 
and revenue for young, up and 
coming artists.



Ben also performed on the 
radio and television in the 
Washington, D.C. area.

In 1982, he performed with 
Linda Mabbs in a recital 
broadcast on local PBS 
television channel WETA 26 
with a simulcast on WETA’s 
radio station FM 91.

In 1981, Ben 
appeared on WETA 
26’s Art Beat 
performing arts 
show. Above is a 
photograph from 
the broadcast.



Marion Barry, Jr., then Mayor of the District of Columbia, 
proclaimed October 11, 1981, as Ben Edward Holt, Jr. Day!

The presentation was delivered 
on stage during one of Holt’s 
performances and was reported 
by the local press…

…including his high school newspaper, 
complete with his student photo!



Throughout his career, Ben 
performed songs from Gershwin’s 
Porgy and Bess numerous times, 
either as a staging of the complete 
work, the concert version, or as part 
of a group of selected songs.

The photograph of Ben is from a 
rehearsal for the 1976 FDU 
performance.



This newspaper clipping image is from a 
1988 performance with the Calgary Opera, 
in which Ben played the role of Jack.

In the 1989 Metropolitan Opera’s performance, 
Ben was cast in the role of Sportin’ Life.



However, arguably Ben’s most important role came in 1986, when 
he took on the title role in Anthony Davis’ opera “X: The Life and 
Times of Malcolm X”. Ben received a ten-minute standing ovation on 
his opening night, and he received numerous stellar reviews.



In 1988, Ben’s career touched on the words of another icon of 
the Civil Rights movement, when he sang the words of the Rev. 
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., as set to music by Lee Hoiby.

In a letter to Ben’s mother after his death, Hoiby recounted 
how Ben’s performance at their first rehearsal inspired him to 
dedicate this work to the singer.



Tragically, at age 26, Ben received a diagnosis of 
Hodgkin’s Lymphoma. Careful to protect his voice, he 
continued to perform and lived with the disease for 8 
years. Following his death, in 1990, his mother and a 
group of friends set up The Friends of Ben Holt Society, 
Inc. Through performances and donations, the Society 
was able to raise enough funds to create a Ben Holt 
Memorial Scholarship at the Juilliard School.

Through the tireless collecting of memorabilia, Ben’s mother ensured 
that his legacy would be preserved, and through her generous 
donation to the Alexandria Black History Museum, we are delighted 
that his work can continue to be shared with the public.

Explore the collection at: Historic Alexandria Collections Online

https://historicalexandria.pastperfectonline.com/
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