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Fires in the Mirror Anna Deavere Smith is a powerful piece of theater that
delves into the complexities of race, identity, and community in America.
Written and performed by Anna Deavere Smith, this groundbreaking work is a
collection of monologues based on interviews with real people affected by the
1991 Crown Heights riots in Brooklyn, New York. The play stands out not only
for its poignant content but also for Smith's unique approach to storytelling
through a series of distinct voices. In this article, we will explore the
themes, structure, and impact of "Fires in the Mirror," as well as its
relevance in today's society.

Understanding the Context of "Fires in the
Mirror"

The Crown Heights Riots

The Crown Heights riots were a series of violent confrontations that erupted
in the Crown Heights neighborhood of Brooklyn following the tragic death of a
young Black boy, Gavin Cato. The incident occurred when a Hasidic Jewish
driver accidentally ran over him, leading to a series of events that exposed
deep-seated tensions between the Black and Jewish communities in the area.

The riots lasted for several days and resulted in significant property
damage, injuries, and a deepening of the divide between these two
communities. This historical backdrop is essential to understanding the
themes explored in Smith's work.

Anna Deavere Smith's Approach

Anna Deavere Smith is renowned for her innovative documentary theater style,
where she conducts interviews and transforms them into monologues that
capture the essence of her subjects' experiences. In "Fires in the Mirror,"
she interviewed over 30 people, including community leaders, residents, and
family members of those involved in the riots.

Smith's ability to embody these diverse voices allows the audience to witness
the multifaceted nature of the events and the varying perspectives on race
and community. This technique not only emphasizes the individuality of each
character but also highlights the interconnectedness of their narratives.



Thematic Exploration in "Fires in the Mirror"

Race and Identity

One of the most striking themes in "Fires in the Mirror" is the exploration
of race and identity. Smith delves into the personal histories of her
subjects, revealing how their experiences shape their understanding of race.
The play challenges the audience to confront their own biases and
preconceptions about race relations in America.

Personal Narratives: Each character presents a unique perspective that
contributes to a broader understanding of racial dynamics.

Intersectionality: The play highlights how race intersects with other
aspects of identity, such as religion and socioeconomic status.

Complexity of Experience: Smith's portrayal of her subjects complicates
the notion of a single narrative, emphasizing the diversity within
communities.

Community and Conflict

The notion of community is central to "Fires in the Mirror." Smith examines
how communal ties can both unite and divide people, especially in times of
crisis. The play raises questions about what it means to belong to a
community and how external conflicts can exacerbate internal divisions.

Shared Grief: The characters express their grief over the loss of life
and the destruction that the riots caused, highlighting the shared pain
of both communities.

Blame and Accountability: Smith presents various viewpoints on who is
responsible for the riots, prompting the audience to consider the
complexities of accountability in communal conflicts.

Hope for Reconciliation: Despite the tensions, there are moments of hope
and dialogue, suggesting that understanding and healing are possible.



The Structure of the Play

Monologue Format

"Fires in the Mirror" is structured as a series of monologues, each
representing a different character's viewpoint. This format allows for a rich
tapestry of voices, each bringing their own emotional weight to the
narrative.

Diverse Perspectives: The monologues range from personal anecdotes to
broader societal reflections, providing a comprehensive view of the
events.

Emotional Resonance: Smith's portrayal of each character is imbued with
empathy, making their experiences relatable and impactful.

Reflective Engagement: The audience is invited to engage with the
material on a personal level, reflecting on their own experiences and
beliefs.

Stagecraft and Performance

Anna Deavere Smith's performance in "Fires in the Mirror" is a key aspect of
its impact. She seamlessly transitions between characters, using minimal
props and costumes to differentiate between them. This simplicity allows the
focus to remain on the words and emotions being expressed.

Physicality: Smith's physical embodiment of each character adds depth to
their narratives, making the audience feel their struggles.

Vocal Variations: Through changes in pitch, tone, and accent, Smith
brings authenticity to each voice, enhancing the realism of the
monologues.

Engagement with the Audience: Smith often breaks the fourth wall,
directly addressing the audience and prompting them to reflect on their
role in the narrative.



The Impact of "Fires in the Mirror"

Cultural Significance

"Fires in the Mirror" has had a lasting impact on American theater and
culture. It not only sheds light on the specific events of the Crown Heights
riots but also serves as a commentary on the broader issues of race and
community in America.

Educational Tool: The play is often used in educational settings to
facilitate discussions about race, identity, and conflict resolution.

Inspiration for Other Works: Smith’s approach has influenced a new
generation of playwrights and performers, inspiring them to explore
similar themes.

Continued Relevance: The issues raised in the play remain pertinent
today, making it a timeless exploration of societal challenges.

Reception and Legacy

The reception of "Fires in the Mirror" has been overwhelmingly positive, with
critics praising Smith's innovative approach and the emotional depth of the
narratives. The play has garnered numerous awards and has been performed in
various venues across the United States and internationally.

As a legacy, "Fires in the Mirror" continues to resonate with audiences,
prompting important conversations about race, community, and the power of
storytelling. It stands as a testament to the importance of listening to
diverse voices and understanding the complexities of human experience.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Fires in the Mirror Anna Deavere Smith is a profound
exploration of race, identity, and community that challenges audiences to
engage with difficult truths. Through her innovative documentary theater
style, Anna Deavere Smith brings to life the voices of those affected by the
Crown Heights riots, creating a powerful narrative that transcends time and
place. The play's themes remain relevant today, making it an essential work
for understanding the ongoing struggles for racial equality and social
justice in America. Whether experienced in a theater or studied in an



academic setting, "Fires in the Mirror" invites us to reflect on our own
identities and the communities we inhabit.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Fires in the Mirror' by
Anna Deavere Smith?
The main theme of 'Fires in the Mirror' revolves around racial tensions and
the complexities of identity in America, particularly in the context of the
Crown Heights riots in 1991.

How does Anna Deavere Smith use interviews in 'Fires
in the Mirror'?
Anna Deavere Smith utilizes verbatim interviews with real people to create a
documentary-style narrative, blending their voices and experiences to present
a multifaceted view of the events surrounding the Crown Heights riots.

What is the significance of the title 'Fires in the
Mirror'?
The title 'Fires in the Mirror' symbolizes the reflection of societal issues,
such as race and conflict, that are often overlooked but are crucial for
understanding the underlying tensions in communities.

What impact did 'Fires in the Mirror' have on
theater and social discourse?
'Fires in the Mirror' had a significant impact by pioneering the genre of
documentary theater, encouraging audiences to engage with real-life social
issues and sparking discussions on race relations and community identity.

How does Anna Deavere Smith portray different
perspectives in the play?
Smith masterfully portrays different perspectives by embodying various
characters, including members of the Jewish and African American communities,
allowing audiences to hear diverse viewpoints on the conflict.

What role does personal narrative play in 'Fires in
the Mirror'?
Personal narrative plays a crucial role as it provides an intimate glimpse
into the experiences and emotions of individuals affected by the riots,



making the broader social issues more relatable and impactful.

What are some of the key events that 'Fires in the
Mirror' addresses?
Key events addressed in 'Fires in the Mirror' include the death of a Black
youth, the response from the Jewish community, and the ensuing riots that
highlighted the racial divides in Brooklyn's Crown Heights neighborhood.

In what ways does 'Fires in the Mirror' challenge
the audience's perceptions?
The play challenges audiences by confronting stereotypes, prompting them to
reflect on their own biases, and encouraging a deeper understanding of the
complexities of race and community dynamics.

How has 'Fires in the Mirror' been received by
critics and audiences since its debut?
'Fires in the Mirror' has been critically acclaimed for its innovative
approach to storytelling and its poignant examination of race relations,
resonating with audiences and becoming a staple in discussions of
contemporary American theater.
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