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STANFORD CELEBRATES THE ART AND CIVIC PRACTICE OF  

ANNA DEAVERE SMITH, OCTOBER 14-30 
 

The actress and playwright will offer a retrospective of her work during a multiday residency  
 
 

Stanford, CA, September 25, 2015—For more than 30 years Anna Deavere Smith has been shining a 

light on contemporary issues through her unique brand of documentary theater, receiving a National 

Humanities Medal in 2012 by President Obama. Next month, the actress, playwright and former 

Stanford professor — known for her captivating multiple-character solo shows and her performances in 

TV series and films like The West Wing, Nurse Jackie and Philadelphia — returns to campus for a 

multiday residency.  

 This retrospective of Smith’s work focuses on three pieces around the theme of arts and social 

change: Twilight Los Angeles (Oct. 14) Martin Luther King’s Letter from a Birmingham Jail (Oct. 

21) and a new piece about the inadequate education available to residents of underserved communities, 

titled The Pipeline Project (Oct. 30). In addition, Smith will engage in a free conversation with 

celebrated writer Frank Rich on the topic Art, Race and Citizenship (Oct. 26). 

 Smith’s residency is the centerpiece of Stanford Live’s “Live Context” series, which highlights 

the ideas that inform certain key works in across the season.  

 The whole project is presented in collaboration with the Office for Religious Life, where Smith 

will be Visiting Artist for the duration of her visit, and the Office of the Vice-Provost for 

Undergraduate Education, thereby creating an important campus-wide series of events. “In my 

judgment, she is one of the most important American theater artists of her generation,” says Stanford 

Live’s Executive Director Wiley Hausam, whose association with Smith goes back to the early 1990s. 

“Anna is a solo performer who enters communities, interviews hundreds of individuals and uses their 

words to form intensely human portraits of communities in crisis.”   
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 A free screening of Twilight Los Angeles at Cubberley Auditorium kicks off the residency. In 

this PBS film based on the searing New York stage production, Smith transforms herself into scores of 

individuals — using only their words verbatim and duplicating their speech patterns, mannerisms and 

attitudes — in a mosaic set in South Central Los Angeles in the violent aftermath of the 1992 Rodney 

King trial and verdict. Following the film will be a Q&A session with Smith, moderated by Harry Elam, 

vice provost for undergraduate education. 

 Smith’s recitation of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s iconic Letter from a Birmingham Jail 

reanimates his defense of taking to the streets for the cause of justice. At that performance, she will be 

joined by violinist Robert McDuffie and pianist Anne Epperson. 

 Smith’s new work-in-progress, The Pipeline Project, presented at Bing Concert Hall, is a 

kaleidoscopic look at the cycle of suspension from school to incarceration that is especially prevalent 

among children of color from impoverished communities, who are sent spiraling down the pipeline’s 

drain from an early age.  

 Smith decided to devote herself to this particular issue after attending a meeting of social justice 

experts in New York City in 2011 and heard their tales of the extreme punishments handed out to 

children who misbehaved in school. The sorts of mischief that once would have landed kids in the 

principal’s or guidance counselor’s office were now landing them in the juvenile justice system, in the 

pipeline to prison.  

 The production, which also features live music composed and performed by bassist Marcus 

Shelby, was developed at Berkeley Repertory Theatre where it premiered in July. After watching the 

70-minute first act, small groups of audience members participated in discussions led by trained 

facilitators about issues the play sparked, and before returning to the auditorium to see Smith perform a 

coda.  

 At Stanford, a similar experiment will follow Letter from a Birmingham Jail. The performance is 

presented under the auspices of the Office for Religious Life.  

 “Anna Deavere Smith encourages us to make 'the leap' to the other,” says the Rev. Professor Jane 

Shaw, Dean for Religious Life. “She does it in her work not only by walking in the shoes of others but 

also by walking in their words. Empathy is therefore at the heart of her artistic practice, and this makes 

her one of the most important and engaged artists working in the USA today.” 

 For ticket prices and more information about Anna Deavere Smith’s residency, visit 

live.stanford.edu. 
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TICKET INFORMATION 
Ticket prices vary for adults and are $15 for all current Stanford students. Tickets are available at the 

Bing Ticket Office, by phone at 650-724-2464 (BING) or online at live.stanford.edu.  

 

VENUE INFORMATION 
For directions to each venue visit live.stanford.edu/plan-your-visit/venues. Parking on campus is free of 

charge after 4:00 PM and on weekends at all times. 

 

ABOUT STANFORD LIVE 
Stanford Live presents a wide range of the finest performances from around the world fostering a 

vibrant learning community and providing distinctive experiences through the performing arts.  With 

its home at Bing Concert Hall, Stanford Live is simultaneously a public square, a sanctuary and a lab, 

drawing on the breadth and depth of Stanford University to connect performance to the significant 

issues, ideas and discoveries of our time. 

 
CALENDAR EDITORS NOTE: 
 
What:  Twilight: Los Angeles, 1992 
When:  Wednesday, October 14, 7:30 p.m. 
Where:  Cubberley Auditorium, Stanford University 
Tickets: Free 
Description: In this PBS-TV film based on the original New York  stage production, Anna Deavere 
Smith transforms herself into scores of individuals set in the violent aftermath of the 1992 Rodney 
King trial and verdict. A Q&A with Ms. Smith will follow the screening. 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
What:  Letter From a Birmingham Jail 
When:  Wednesday, October 21, 7:30 p.m. 
Where:  Memorial Church, Stanford University 
Tickets: Start at $40 
Descriptions: Ms. Smith performs a reading Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s historic letter defending his 
strategy of nonviolent resistance to racism, arguing that people have a moral responsibility to break 
unjust laws. The event is copresented with the Office for Religious Life and the Office of the Vice 
Provost for Undergraduate education. 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
What:   Conversation with Anna Deavere Smith and Frank Rich 
When:  Monday, October 26, 6:00 p.m. 
Where:  Bing Concert Hall, Stanford University 
Tickets: Free 
Descriptions: Actress and playwright Anna Deavere Smith joins writer Frank Rich for a discussion on 
art, race and citizenship. 
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_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
What:  The Pipeline Project 
When:  Friday, October 30, 7:30 p.m. 
Where:  Bing Concert Hall, 327 Lasuen Street, Stanford University 
Tickets:  Start at $30 
Description: In her newest exploration, Ms. Smith uses her signature form of documentary theater to 
investigate the cycle of suspension from school to incarceration that is prevalent among black, brown, 
Latino and Native American youth in underserved communities. 
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