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			Acclaim for Anna Deavere Smith’s

			Letters to a Young Artist

			
				“Thinking of trying to make it as an actor, a writer, a painter, or a singer? Know someone who is, but just doesn’t know where to start? This invaluable book points the way. Combining her extraordinary spirit with her tremendous good sense, Anna Deavere Smith has written a nuts-and-bolts guide that is also an anthem to the creative life. It will fire you up throughout your career.”

				—Jane Wagner and Lily Tomlin

			

			
				“Letters to a Young Artist is a thoughtful and deeply engaging meditation on life and the making of art, written with warmth, humor, and above all, insight and intelligence.”

				—Glenn Lowry, Director, Museum of Modern Art

			

			
				“A compelling, inspiring book that takes us on a magical ride through the mind and psyche of any performer or aspiring artist, Letters to a Young Artist serves as a powerful compass for unleashing your true potential, awakening a sense of self-mastery, and harnessing the power to create and succeed (and the pictures are great, too!). You’ve got to read this book.”

				—Cedric “The Entertainer”

			

			
				“A treasure…. Anna Deavere Smith brilliantly lays out the practical and moral exigencies of an artist’s life…. This is the book I wish I’d had when I was young and that, as a writer, editor, and teacher, I’m delighted and grateful to have now.”

			

			
				In the Year of Long Division
and Executive Articles Editor,
O, The Oprah Magazine

				—Dawn Raffel, author of

			

			
				“Ring the bell! Class is in session. Anna Deavere Smith’s book tells it like it is! … With intelligence and passion she gives those who choose a life in the arts some very valuable advice on how to stay on the path. I loved it!”

				—Laurence Fishburne, actor

			

			
				“A very important book—totally engaging, enlightening, and educating. I wish I had had this book when I started photographing in 1963. It would have made my path much clearer and less lonely.”

				—Mary Ellen Mark, photographer

			

			
				“The brilliant Anna Deavere Smith offers here a practical manual for any artist as well as a powerful reminder of how we can and should live through our art.” —Martin Sheen, actor
“Anna Deavere Smith’s clear, honest responses to a younger artist’s questions offer a philosophical stance on what it is to be an artist…. What she has to say is not limited to any age, gender, language, culture, or choice of artistic endeavor.”

				—Esmeralda Santiago, author of When I Was Puerto Rican

			

			
				“In Letters to a Young Artist, Anna Deavere Smith generously shares her life, her craft, and her heart so that we, the next generation, may become the artists we are meant to be—artists of integrity, courage, resilience, and power.”

				—Kerry Washington, actor

			

			
				“It is evident in this timely offering that Anna Deavere Smith has the keen ability not only to listen but also, more importantly, to truly hear. With the grace of generosity shown in Letters to a Young Artist, Ms. Smith is endowing a new generation of young artists, compelling them to take that ‘leap of faith’ toward possibility.”

				—Agnes Gund, President Emerita,

				Museum of Modern Art

			

		

	
		
			ANNA DEAVERE SMITH
letters to a young artist

			Anna Deavere Smith is an actress, teacher, playwright, and the creator of the acclaimed On the Road series of one-woman plays, which are based on her interviews with diverse voices from communities in crisis. A recipient of the National Humanities Medal from President Obama and two Obie Awards, her work has also been nominated for a Pulitzer and two Tonys. Onscreen, she has appeared in many films and television shows, including Philadelphia, The West Wing, Black-ish, and Nurse Jackie. She is University Professor in the department of Art & Public Policy at NYU, where she also directs the Institute on the Arts and Civic Dialogue. In 2019, she was elected to the American Academy of Arts and Sciences.

		

	
		
			ALSO BY ANNA DEAVERE SMITH

			Notes from the Field

			House Arrest and Piano

			Talk to Me

			Twilight: Los Angeles, 1992

			Fires in the Mirror

		

	
		
			[image: Book Title, Letters to a Young Artist: Straight-up Advice on Making a Life in the Arts-For Actors, Performers, Writers, and Artists of Every Kind, Author, Anna Deavere Smith, Imprint, Anchor]
		

	
		
			CONTENTS

			PREFACE

			INTRODUCTION

			basics

			Presence

			Being In It, and Out of It, at the Same Time

			Confidence

			Self-Esteem

			Discipline

			The Man

			Exchanges

			Procrastination

			Trust

			The Pen Is Mightier Than the Sword

			For Rent

			relationships

			Struggling Artists

			Agents, Gallery Owners, Managers, Lawyers, Publicists, Accountants, Bookkeepers, and So Forth

			Dealing with the Man (or Your Power)

			Support

			Jealousy

			Mentors

			Reaching Out

			Find Your Twin

			work

			The West Wing

			The West Wing II

			The West Wing III

			The West Wing IV

			The West Wing V

			Auditioning, Selling Your Wares

			Audition

			Your Name/Your Fame

			Teacher

			Teacher II

			Presence II

			matters of the mind

			Questions

			More Than One Idea

			Art and Reality

			matters of the heart

			Fear

			Sense Memory

			Soul

			Empathy

			Stage Fright

			keeping the faith

			Chains

			Suicide and Keeping the Faith

			Stamina, Diamonds, and “Try”

			Alienation

			Failure

			Faith

			art and society

			The Place for Art

			Taking Care of Yourself

			Fame and Authenticity

			Fool

			the death of cool

			Urgency

			The Death of Cool

			You’ll End Up Like Dostoevsky

			The World Is Your Lab

			The Ultimate Presence

			APPENDIX: RESOURCES FOR YOUNG ARTISTS

			ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

			ILLUSTRATION CREDITS

		

	_151269552_

	
		
			PREFACE

			This book consists of a series of letters to an imaginary young artist whom I’ve called “BZ.” Who is BZ?

			If you are an artist of any age, if you are learning the ropes of your art form, and if you want to learn more about the rules of the road in the business of making and selling art, BZ is you.

			In my own life as an actress and playwright I have been influenced by many artists, teachers, students, scientists, scholars, and activists; I’ve been influenced by audiences, and by people whom I never met but only read about in history books. Now I want to pass along to you some of the things I’ve learned.

			I’ve written this book for the next generation of artists. Art should take what is complex and render it simply. It takes a lot of skill, human understanding, stamina, courage, energy, and heart to do that. It takes, most of all, what a great scholar of artists and educators, Maxine Greene, calls “wide-awakeness” to do that. I am interested in the artist who is awake, or who wants desperately to wake up.

			I am writing to you if you are thinking of taking your rightful position as an artist, a position that is both inside and outside of the daily activities of your immediate world. If you read the newspapers, or if you travel and if you talk to people outside your own circle of friends and family, you may be trying to find some kind of a position that allows you to rub up against the very huge and overwhelming world at large. Dare to do it. Great artists have, and they have walked where politicians and lawmakers and even educators wouldn’t dare go.

			I am addressing you if you are interested in change, in social change, and if you see yourself, potentially, as one of the guardians of the human spirit. In fact, I’m not just addressing you; I am calling you out— asking you to make yourself visible. We need you here!

			Maybe you are in ninth grade and trying to get a group together to make a musical at your school, or are at a school with no arts program whatsoever, or are in your bedroom with the door shut in a small town somewhere where everyone thinks you’re “weird.” Maybe you are in a claustrophobic dorm room at college, or in an MFA program feeling kind of low because of the competition after a long day with a disturbing critique. Maybe you’ve just arrived in New York or LA or Paris or Buenos Aires or Shanghai, one of the many arts capitals of the world, and you just need a way of getting focused or calming down in this new place. I’m writing to you.

			And maybe you have the good fortune to go to a private school with a fantastic arts program with everything anyone could possibly need and a really neat chorus director; yes, I would like to talk to you too. Maybe you are in a field someplace looking up at the sky, like the great poet Edna St. Vincent Millay must have been when she wrote her extraordinary poem “Renascence,” or maybe you are angry about something that is not fair, the way she must have been when she wrote that bold poem “Conscientious Objector,” in which she said, “the password and the plans of our city / are safe with me; never through me Shall you be overcome.” I am writing to you.

			I’m writing to you if you just plain like to sing—the way my eight-year-old niece does, in the back of her parents’ car, as they drive along the Arizona highways under those extraordinary stars, singing in perfect pitch and with an amazing sense of rhythm to anything that happens to be coming out of the sound system. I am writing to you if you love the way the sunset looks wherever you live, and I am writing to you if you are in a housing project somewhere doing the latest dance steps with a group of friends on the breezeway. I am writing to you if you are far enough along that you are already making art somewhere, like my friend the painter Ellen Gallagher, who told me she went to Africa and plopped herself down in the middle of the road and started drawing and attracted a crowd. And I am writing to you if you would like to go to Africa or southern Asia or Latin America or to a rural town on the Mississippi Delta, or anywhere in the world where you think you could use your art to draw people together and to make a difference in their lives.

			When I put this book together, I decided to arrange the letters not chronologically but more or less according to certain topics that tend to emerge when artists “talk shop” to one another. In the case of most artists, of course, talking shop also means talking goals, dreams, philosophies, ideals.

			I know that dreams motivate us. But I believe it is your vision, as well as your dreams, that will make you an artist, perhaps even a great artist. Cornel West, another scholar, told me eloquently that hope calls for a leap of faith that goes “beyond the evidence to create new possibilities based on visions that become contagious.” These visions, he says, allow people to engage in “heroic actions, always against the odds, no guarantee whatsoever.” People who run schools and cities and institutions don’t want to bank on art because there’s no guarantee that it will help make test scores, or anything else, any better. Sometimes I think they don’t want to bank on art because there’s never any guarantee that it will sell. But if you are like me, you are drawn to the idea of the seer who makes visions that become contagious: visions that allow people to engage in heroic actions. It’s the allowing that art makes possible. We traditionally think that it’s the patron who gives the artist an allowance. Yet it’s the artist who gives society a large allowance. The artist gives us the allowance to imagine things another way.

			I was trained at a time when artists were thought to be “special” people. I don’t think we are so special. I think the world around us is incredibly special, incredibly magnificent, in its lightest and darkest and most ordinary muted parts. I am looking to speak, in this book, to you brave folk, younger than I, who are trying to express something that you feel will make a difference in the way this earth stays in orbit. I am trying to make a call, with this book, to you young brave hearts who would like to find new collaborations with scholars, with businesspeople, with human rights workers, with scientists, and more, to make art that seeks to study and inform the human condition: art that is meaningful.

			Anna Deavere Smith

			Montauk, New York

			2005

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			Dear BZ:

			Let me introduce myself to you. My name is Anna Deavere Smith. I guess you heard that you won me in an auction. For better or for worse.

			I have agreed to mentor you for a period of five years. Somebody you know (have I got it right that it was your grandmother?) made the highest bid on me as an item at a charity fund-raiser. My deal was that I would mentor whoever “won” me at the auction in some way for the next five years. This is new for me. I’ve never been auctioned before. (My ancestors were.)

			They told you I’m an actress and a playwright. I make one-woman shows in which I play up to fifty characters in an evening. I interview people with a tape recorder and use their verbatim words to make these plays. It’ll all make sense the more I write to you. In fact, I’ll include little excerpts of those interviews from time to time. And I hope someday you can see my work.

			I am intimidated by the charge of “mentoring” you. I understand that you are “into painting”? I don’t know a thing about painting! There are many great paintings that I like, Rufino Tamayo’s The Comedians, or Picasso’s Guernica, to name two. And I’ve just seen some gorgeous watercolors by a British artist named Chris Ofili. Do you know him? Ellen Gallagher: Do you know her? And then I just saw some work of Sigmar Polke. Anyway, I suppose I’m grasping at straws, because as I say I know nothing about painting. I see it as one of the highest art forms, and one of the most ambitious.

			I hope that some of what I know from being a writer and an actress can translate to what you do. Feel free to share my letters with others around you. I heard that you hang in an “arts crowd”? Are they dancers, poets, slam poets, hip-hop artists, cellists? Send details! All I know about you so far is that you are a teenager in an urban high school in Denver. And I gather your grandmother is concerned because they have no arts program there at the moment. Anyway, please tell me as much as you would like about yourself.

			Looking forward, ADS

			San Francisco August 1999

		

	
		
			basics

		

	
		Presence

		Dear BZ:

		Presence. You want to know what it is. Well, you hit on my favorite subject.

		First of all, even before I became an actress I was told I had “presence.” “Stage presence.” I didn’t know what that meant. I forgot about it. Long after I had trained to become an actress, I came upon the word in a way that was intriguing to me.

		Joseph Chaikin was a theater director who came to prominence in the sixties in the experimental theater scene in New York. He wrote a book called The Presence of the Actor. In it he defines presence in this way: “a kind of deep libidinal surrender which the performer reserves for his anonymous audience.” He then went on to write that sometimes a person has “presence” onstage, but not in life. And then he wrote: “Gloria Foster has presence.”

		At the time I did not know who Gloria Foster was. She is in two Matrix movies; she played the Oracle. As soon as I had a chance to see her perform, I did. She was extraordinary. And the interesting thing about Gloria Foster was that in person, she was not at all a “close to you” kind of a woman. By the time I met her I met a woman who definitely kept her own space. Onstage it seemed that the light shone right through her, and that, in fact, the light found her wherever she was onstage. Her film work was filled with both dignity and humanity. Her death left a hole in the theater.

		I agree that presence is that feeling that the person onstage or in a film is standing right next to you. In film the presence blasts across the screen. Presence defies the limits of a person’s body, defies the limits of the actual space it takes up.

		Some people call presence charisma. Perhaps it’s the same thing. There are many charismatic people who are not artists. And presence is not the same as fame, by the way.

		If you think about the people around you, there are many who have presence. There’s a woman who is a cashier at Wilkes Bashford, a clothing store in San Francisco. Her name is “Miss Kish”—that’s a nickname she has been given. For years I went into that store and was intimidated by Miss Kish. She is an African-American woman in a store that’s mostly frequented by whites (with the exception of a few famous blacks like the former mayor of San Francisco, Willie Brown). She wore a man’s hat at the cash register, often a bright red one. She looked as though she did not suffer fools. I was shocked to get a phone call from Miss Kish in November 2004, when John Kerry lost to George Bush. She wanted to know my opinion. To me, it was as if Kerry had called!

		Presence means you hold your own space, control the space around you, and sometimes welcome others into it.

		I saw a man in New York City in the late seventies kissing trees on a regular basis. Of course, such an action is bound to attract attention, but presence is not merely the attraction of attention. When he kissed a tree, it took my breath away. He was an older man with white hair. It was his level of commitment that gave him presence.

		Lauren Hutton, the first supermodel, was discovered in the sixties by Diana Vreeland, the editor of Vogue magazine. At the very moment that Diana Vreeland discovered Lauren, Lauren did not realize she was attracting attention. She was in Vreeland’s office as a model who simply showed the clothes to Vreeland and others at Vogue who made decisions about fashion. She was too short to be a high-fashion model. She was stunned by the scene in Vreeland’s office—the glamour, the diversity of looks and attitudes. She actually stopped working and sat on a windowsill to watch the action, while all the other models paraded in and out for the staff of Vogue. Vreeland suddenly pointed to Lauren with her long white glove— a glove she wore to turn the many pages of images she had to look at—and said, “And you have quite a presence.” Lauren actually looked out the window, thinking that Vreeland was talking about somebody behind her. “You, you stay after,” said Vreeland. And a multimillion-dollar career was launched, and nineteen covers of Vogue magazine. Her presence was the intensity of her gaze— not the expectation that others would be gazing at her.

		Lauren also has presence of wit. Presence of mind. I joked with her: “I think you should have a Kennedy Center Honor for your smile.”

		“Oh, you do, do you?” she said in her Southern accent.

		“Yeah, we live in a culture infatuated with beauty—I mean, singers get the Kennedy Center Honor, writers get it, comics get it; why don’t beautiful people get it? Our whole culture is based on beauty, and you have quite a smile. It should be honored.”

		“Is that right?” she said, clearly getting a kick out of this exchange.

		“Yes, I think I’ll write George Bush a letter.”

		“Will you sign your name?” she asked.

		“Of course,” I said.

		[image: ]

		Memphis Smith, my dog. Here, presence is on display in part because of the photographer, Mary Ellen Mark. She turns a sigh into a laugh.

		“All three of ’em?” she asked.

		Presence means paying attention to find any opportunity to engage.

		My dog has presence. Her name is Memphis. In Los Angeles people stop their cars and shout out the window, “What kind of dog is that?” In New York, people stop me on the street to talk to her. Once, when she was a puppy, she slipped out of her collar at a busy intersection in New York. I threw myself on top of her. People ran from all corners. “Is your dog having an epileptic fit? Wanna use my cell phone?” I even thought to myself on that occasion that they’d probably let a human being just lie out on the street, but people ran from all corners to help a dog. Haydee, who is from Peru, sometimes walks Memphis for me when I’m working. She told me, “Anna, everybody wanna talk to Memphis; they don’t see me; they only see Memphis.” With me on the elevator in my building was a woman—a stockbroker type, in her own thoughts, at the end of a long day, tired. We were riding in silence. (I live in a building that’s not so large. Nonetheless, people keep their personal “space” in the elevator.) Suddenly she lit up and said to me, “Is Memphis your dog?” I was startled by the suddenness of her question and the life that came out of an otherwise day-drained persona.

		“Yes,” I said.

		“That dog makes my day!” she said.

		Same scene in an elevator in Los Angeles. In LA Memphis was not allowed in the main elevator—she had to take the service elevator. My assistant hated the service elevator; she said it “smelled.” Memphis loved the service elevator— the smells of the men, the smells of their lunch, pizza, etc., the smells of their bodies, the smells of work. She’s a work dog after all, part Australian cattle dog—a herder. One day I was on the main elevator—without Memphis, of course. A man who had been pointed out to me as an archconservative turned to me and said, “That dog of yours is fantastic.”

		“She’s a mutt,” I said.

		“Well, she’s got some border collie in her. Great dog. Very alert,” he pronounced.

		“Thanks,” I said. And he strutted out of the elevator, crossed the lobby, and climbed into his SUV.

		Alert. Part of presence is about being alert.

		I asked a friend of mine, “Why does everybody look at Memphis?”

		“Because she’s pretty,” my friend said simply.

		But presence is not just about being pretty. Presence is your ability to be present. Because Memphis is part Australian cattle dog—a red heeler—she is very intense, and does not like to miss a beat. She pays attention to the movings and goings-on around her. “Pretty” does help. But “pretty” is not the same as presence.

		If two people have an argument, Memphis runs back and forth between the two of them, as if she is afraid they will leave the room. As a herder, she is looking for every opportunity to keep moving things together. Presence is having something that you are wired to do, that you are committed to do, so committed to do it that it’s almost like it’s in your DNA. It’s being ready at all times and looking for every possible opportunity.

		Presence is not so easy. There is so much stuff out there. To get presence, you have to move through layers and layers of commotion and noise and other sites that grab the light. It’s hard to grab the light these days. People used to talk about Andy Warhol’s fifteen minutes of fame. Now it’s more like one minute.

		It might seem that presence is all about advertising. You might think, just hire a good PR firm. PR is powerful, but it’s not the same as presence. Real presence has to come from the inside.

		Real presence is the feeling that the person onstage is right next to you because you long to have them there. Or because you are terrified that they could come after you and get you in

		your seat. Monsters have presence. Godzilla had presence. Terrorists have presence. Osama bin Laden has presence.

		Presence doesn’t have to do with likability. Nor does being a provocateur guarantee presence.

		Often people who have presence know that you are there before you know they are there. Israel, one of the doormen in my building, was beside himself. Israel is Puerto Rican. It was winter. What had just happened? “I seen J. Lo. On the street!” he whispered. “And I seen her and she just went like this.” And he put his finger to his lips, “Sssh.” He was practically blushing. “I said, ‘Cool. Cool.’ And she just walked on by; I was like, ‘I got you covered. Cool,’” he said. His eyes were twinkling. “That woman,” he said emphatically. “There needs to be a picture of her in the dictionary beside the words ‘Latin woman’!”

		Presence can be magical. It can delight the people around you. Think of when you were a kid, and you had a favorite friend, or a favorite relative—something enchanted you— presence is enchanting. And it does not always have to do with what a person actually is. It is what you wish they were. There is myth in presence. This works for that which we wish to embrace us, and it is the same for that which we fear. There is also magic in fear.

		Jacob Lawrence, the great African-American painter, moved as a child from Atlantic City to Easton, Pennsylvania, to Philadelphia to Harlem, where he settled with his mother when he was thirteen. He did not often see white people until he became famous as a painter and was embraced by the mainstream art world. His parents had grown up in the South, where people were lynched. He believed that all white people were potential lynchers—and so he was always alert to the possibility that one of them could appear. Especially if one showed up in Harlem, where he otherwise felt safe, at home, surrounded by his own.

		[image: ]

		One of Jacob Lawrence’s paintings from his sixty-panel Migration Series, which depicts the journey that members of his family and other African Americans made from the South to the North in the early part of the twentieth century. This painting (panel #15) is a representation of a lynching.

		“If I saw a white man,” he told me, “I would automatically think, Oh, that’s a lyncher.”

		So I asked him, “Well, what happened when you got famous and you were around white people?”

		“Oh, you know,” he said calmly, and with a tone of reassurance, “these things are all fears, like children are afraid of ghosts, and goblins, and eventually they go away.”

		But for the time that the fearsome object has its hold on you, it has presence. Presence is having a hold on the desires and fears of those around you.

		If you have presence, it could be helpful to know how to use it.

		Study photographs to learn about presence.

		There is a photograph of Naomi Campbell taken at the Cuban National Ballet School, by Patrick Demarchelier. She is poised to dance with a male dancer. Her focus is direct, her concentration razor-sharp.

		Naomi Campbell has presence.

		President Bill Clinton has presence. He is known for remembering the names of people he’s met only once, and remembering details of conversations.

		Presence requires being aware. Presence requires paying attention. Presence requires using your intelligence. Presence requires allowing others to make an impact on you. This means putting your mind on them, not just on yourself.

		Presence is empathy. Cesar Chavez had presence. He understood the plight of the migrant workers and was able to speak to them and for them.

		Presence can come from deep commitments to beliefs, unpopular beliefs.
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