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Anna Deavere Smith's "Fires in the Mirror": A Deep Dive into the Power of Performance and Social

Commentary

Anna Deavere Smith's "Fires in the Mirror" stands as a seminal piece of theater that transcends the
boundaries of traditional performance art. This one-woman show, which debuted in 1992, explores the
complexities of race, identity, and community in America, particularly in the wake of the Crown Heights
riot in Brooklyn, New York, in 1991. Through her unique style of documentary theater, Smith captures
the voices of those directly impacted by the events, presenting a multifaceted narrative that invites
audiences to confront uncomfortable truths about society. This article delves into the significance of
"Fires in the Mirror," examining its themes, structure, and the impact it has had on both theater and

social discourse.

Background of "Fires in the Mirror"

The Crown Heights Riot

The Crown Heights riot was a pivotal moment in New York City’s history, arising from a tragic accident
involving a Jewish motorist and a Black child. The ensuing tension between the African American and

Hasidic Jewish communities escalated into violence, resulting in significant injuries and the loss of life.

This event illuminated the racial and cultural divides that existed in urban America, making it a fitting

backdrop for Smith’s exploration of identity and community.



Anna Deavere Smith: The Artist

Anna Deavere Smith is an acclaimed actress, playwright, and professor known for her innovative
approach to theater. She utilizes a technique called “documentary theater,” which involves
interviewing real people and then performing their words verbatim. This method allows her to create a
rich tapestry of voices that reflect diverse perspectives on critical issues. Smith has received numerous
accolades for her work, including two Tony Award nominations and the prestigious MacArthur

Fellowship.

The Structure of "Fires in the Mirror"

Monologues and Characters

"Fires in the Mirror" is structured as a series of monologues, each representing a different character
affected by the Crown Heights riot. Smith embodies over 30 characters, ranging from community
leaders to everyday residents, showcasing the varied responses to the crisis. Some notable characters

include:

1. Rabbi Abraham Hecht: A Jewish leader who offers insight into the community's perspective on the
conflict.

2. The Reverend Al Sharpton: A prominent civil rights activist who provides a passionate commentary
on racial injustice.

3. A young Black woman: Whose personal story highlights the struggles of identity and community

loyalty.

Through these characters, Smith not only presents the events of the riot but also delves into the

broader themes of race relations and the complexity of cultural identities.



Performance Techniques

Smith's performance style is characterized by her ability to inhabit multiple characters seamlessly. She

employs various techniques to enhance the authenticity of the voices she represents, including:

- Vocal Modulation: Changing her tone and pitch to reflect the distinct speech patterns of different
characters.

- Physicality: Utilizing body language and facial expressions to convey the emotions and attitudes of
each individual.

- Costuming: Simple changes in attire help to visually distinguish between characters, making the

transitions fluid and engaging.

This multifaceted approach immerses the audience in the narrative, encouraging them to empathize

with the diverse experiences of those affected by the riot.

Themes Explored in "'Fires in the Mirror"

Race and ldentity

At its core, "Fires in the Mirror" grapples with the themes of race and identity. Smith examines how the
riot served as a mirror reflecting the racial tensions that simmered beneath the surface of American

society. Key points include:

- Cultural Misunderstanding: The play illustrates how misunderstandings between the Black and Jewish
communities contributed to the escalation of the conflict.
- Personal vs. Collective Identity: Through the characters’ stories, Smith explores how individual

experiences shape broader racial identities, highlighting the complexity of belonging.



Community and Division

Another significant theme is the concept of community—both its power and its potential for division.
The play presents a nuanced view of how communities can come together in crisis while also

revealing the fractures that exist within. Some aspects to consider include:

- Solidarity in Conflict: The characters express a desire for unity during turmoil, yet their differing
perspectives often lead to conflict.
- The Role of Leadership: Smith emphasizes the importance of community leaders in navigating crises,

showcasing how their actions can either heal or exacerbate divisions.

Violence and Its Aftermath

"Fires in the Mirror" does not shy away from the violence that erupted during the riot and its aftermath.
Smith portrays the raw emotions of fear, anger, and grief that permeated the community. Key

considerations include:

- The Impact of Violence on Community: The play highlights how violence can fracture relationships
and perpetuate cycles of hatred.
- Healing and Reconciliation: While the play addresses the pain caused by the riot, it also hints at the

potential for healing through understanding and dialogue.

The Impact of "Fires in the Mirror"

Influence on Theater

"Fires in the Mirror" has had a profound impact on the landscape of American theater, particularly in



the realm of documentary performance. Its success has inspired a new generation of playwrights and

performers to explore social issues through similar formats. Some notable influences include:

- Increased Representation: The play opened doors for more diverse voices in theater, encouraging
artists to share their own narratives.
- Innovative Storytelling: Smith's blending of documentary and performance art has influenced

theatrical conventions, leading to a greater acceptance of non-traditional storytelling methods.

Social Discourse

Beyond its artistic contributions, "Fires in the Mirror" has sparked important conversations about race

and identity in America. The play continues to resonate with audiences, prompting discussions around:

- Racial Tensions Today: The themes of the play remain relevant, as contemporary society grapples
with ongoing issues of racial inequality and conflict.
- The Role of Art in Activism: Smith's work exemplifies how theater can serve as a platform for social

change, encouraging audiences to reflect on their own beliefs and biases.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Anna Deavere Smith's "Fires in the Mirror" is a powerful exploration of race, identity,
and community that transcends the confines of traditional theater. Through her innovative use of
documentary theater, Smith captures the voices of those affected by the Crown Heights riot, creating a
rich narrative that invites audiences to confront complex social issues. As a testament to the enduring
relevance of its themes, "Fires in the Mirror" continues to inspire dialogue and reflection, making it a
crucial piece of American theater. Smith's work serves not only as an artistic achievement but also as

a call to action for understanding and reconciliation in a divided world.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Anna Deavere Smith's 'Fires in the
Mirror'?

The central theme of 'Fires in the Mirror' revolves around the racial tensions and community struggles
in Crown Heights, Brooklyn, following the tragic events surrounding the death of a Black child and the

subsequent riots. It explores identity, culture, and the complex dynamics of race in America.

How does Anna Deavere Smith use documentary theater in 'Fires in

the Mirror'?

Anna Deavere Smith employs documentary theater by directly incorporating real interviews and
testimonies from various community members affected by the Crown Heights riots. This technique

allows for a multiplicity of voices and perspectives, making the narrative more authentic and impactful.

What impact did 'Fires in the Mirror' have on discussions about race
and community in the U.S.?

'Fires in the Mirror' significantly impacted discussions about race and community in the U.S. by
bringing attention to the complexities of racial identity and intergroup relations. It prompted audiences
to engage in critical conversations about prejudice, violence, and the need for empathy across cultural

divides.

What techniques does Smith use to portray different characters in
'Fires in the Mirror'?

Smith uses a range of techniques to portray different characters, including distinct vocal modulations,
physical mannerisms, and costume changes. Each character is represented with a unique voice and

perspective, showcasing Smith's ability to embody multiple identities seamlessly.



How has 'Fires in the Mirror' remained relevant in contemporary
society?

'Fires in the Mirror' remains relevant in contemporary society as discussions about race, policing, and
social justice continue to resonate. The play serves as a reminder of the ongoing struggles for racial

equality and the importance of dialogue in understanding diverse experiences within communities.
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