The death of a Melbourne scholar is the subject of a one-woman
play that has wowed US critics and is heading here.
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ANNA DEAVERE SMITH emerges on stage in what is now
her trademark look. She is barefoot, with her hair pulled tightly
back, clad in a mannish white shirt and tailored black trousers.

“Let me make it clear why I'm here,” Smith barks at her audi-
ence in a sold-out January performance at a small theatre in the
university town of Berkeley, across the bay from San Francisco.
“In August of 1991, as you all have heard before today, my
brother was killed in the streets of Crown Heights for no other
reason than that he was a Jew!”

For a few brief minutes Smith, a 43-year-old African-
American woman, becomes Melbourne barrister Norman
Rosenbaum — Australian accent and all — at an April 1992 rally
in New York City, mourning his brother’s death. Nine months

earlier, Yankel Rosenbaum’s murder had ignited violent clashes
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between Jewish and Black residents of the city’s Crown Heights,

Brooklyn neighbourhood. “My brother’s blood cries out from
the ground,” says Smith-as-Rosenbaum. “I'm here, I'm not
going home, until there is justice.”

Moments later, Rosenbaum’s image melts away as Smith
dons an Afro-centric hat and imitates a swagger that suggests
major-league attitude. Now Smith becomes a Crown Heights
“bad boy”, spouting off in ghetto slang about who might
have killed Yankel. Smith’s one-woman play, Fires in the
Mirror: Crown Heights, Brooklyn and Other Identities, captures

in a remarkably non-judgmental fashion - the disparate
points of view of those who bore witness to the Crown Heights
tragedy. Smith will present Fires in the Mirror to Australian

audiences at the Melbourne International Arts Festival in October.
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