
EXTRAORDINARY MINDS . EXTRAORDINARY STORIES

SELECTIONS FROM OUR STORYTELLERS INITIATIVE

Since it opened in 2001, the Clarice Smith Performing Arts Center has become known for adventuresome

programming and a commitment to experiences that take audiences beyond the stage and into the creative

process. In 2010 we began asking artists, students, faculty, donors, audience members and staff  for personal

reflections about the transformational power of  the arts. That initiative continues in our 2012-2013 season.

LIZ LERMAN, Choreographer
I was at a concert by the Merce Cunningham Dance Company at Brandeis University in 1968. One of the pieces
they performed was How to Pass, Fall, Kick and Run with composer John Cage, Merce’s long-time collaborator, as
part of the performance. 

So the dancers are moving around the stage and here is Cage, sitting off to the side telling stories. He opens a bottle
of champagne, there’s a little cork. And then he just starts in with that beautiful voice of his. And all the stories are
quite short, short little stories, and the dancing’s going on beside him but it really doesn’t have any specific
connection to the stories he’s telling.

That was the performance that made me realize what was missing in dance for me was language as a way of tying
things together. I knew it was all chance and that the dance was not reflecting the words Cage was speaking. But
both universes were in front of me at the same time in that moment, and I was able to live in them both. 

I’d been thinking about talking and dancing but I hadn’t done it yet. That was the moment I said “okay” to myself.
It was beautiful, and possible. I was so happy. 

DAVID DICKEY, BM in Oboe Performance, BA in Vocal Performance, UMD School of  Music
It was the summer of my senior year of high school. I was at the Eastern Music Festival, playing the second oboe
part in Shostakovich’s 5th Symphony, which I had never heard done before, which is stupid because it’s such a
staple, such an amazing work. So the first time I was hearing the piece was as I was playing it.

There is one part in the fourth movement where the orchestra is doing this crazy cacophony of sounds, all the
winds are blaring, repeating this high A, and it’s really unsettling and alarming. But then — and I had no idea
this was coming at all, I was just reading the music — the entire orchestra comes together in this amazing
triumphant melody and when it first happened I was like, “Oh my god, what’s going on right now?” Then I was
just rolling with this music, this rollercoaster that I can’t believe, it just caught me off guard. I remember having
chills while I was playing and I didn’t know if I could keep playing it correctly because I was just so
overwhelmed.

I had never experienced anything like that. I was thinking, “What’s going to happen to me ten years from now,
20 years from now, playing music?” And then, I just knew: I’m in it to win it. I’m in this field to stay.

HELEN HUANG, Costume and Set Designer
UMD Professor, School of  Theatre, Dance, and Performance Studies
As a costume designer who emigrated from China to the United States, I always find a personal connection with
plays in which the protagonist is searching for his or her place in the world.

Many years ago I saw a Broadway show called Bombay Dream. One line really struck me: “Where is home?
Home is a place where your soul can find peace.” For years I was battling in my mind with where to call home
because I grew up in China, but have lived in America for the last 27 years. The experience of this play changed
my perspective on the meaning of home, and I continue to search for it.

Continued on back



SELECTIONS FROM OUR STORYTELLERS INITIATIVE

EXTRAORDINARY MINDS . EXTRAORDINARY STORIES

claricesmithcenter.umd.edu | 301.405.ARTS (2787) 

BOBBY ASHER, Associate Director of  Artistic Initiatives 
Clarice Smith Performing Arts Center
When I was five years old, a man joined the church where I went with my parents. He played the trumpet
during services, and as soon as I heard that sound I knew that I wanted to play. A couple of weeks later I cut up
an old water hose and made a trumpet. A few months after that, my parents bought me a used cornet from a
pawnshop. I was on my way. 

All of the experiences in my life — my college education, my career in the arts, where I’ve traveled, who I’ve 
met — can in some way be traced back to that moment, when a five-year-old kid in a church pew heard a
trumpet for the first time.

ROBERT GARNER, Donor
I first arrived at College Park August, 2002 to rehearse with the marching band. There’s no real way to describe the
joy and sense of belonging you get immediately upon finding a group of 250 people who all feel the same passion
that you do. It essentially is a very large family, and at an institution like Maryland it’s really important to find a
family to be a part of. And I found one. 

In 2007 the marching band went down to New Orleans as part of Habitat for Humanity’s relief efforts for
Hurricane Katrina. By day our instruments were hammers and drills and miter boxes. And in the evening our
instruments were what we were most familiar with, horns and clarinets and things like that. The reaction the
community had to all of us being down there is something I’m going to take with me the rest of my life, and it
wouldn’t have been possible without my marching band family. 

SHERI PARKS, UMD Professor of  American Studies
At first, I was not even looking. I was just a little kid at her teenaged sister’s school performance, playing with
some toy in my lap, when I felt the air go still. It was 1968, the end of segregated education in Asheville, North
Carolina. My sister’s class would soon move from their all-black school to the much bigger, all-city white school,
leaving behind a safe and caring community to go to a place that did not want them.

‘There’s a place for us, somewhere a place for us … 
Wait for us, somewhere.’

The eyes of my fierce big sister shone bright with fear as she and her friends faced the audience, holding hands
tightly as they sang Stephen Sondheim’s lyrics to Leonard Bernstein’s music from West Side Story. 

‘We’ll find a new way of living, we’ll find a way of forgiving, somewhere.
…Hold my hand and we’re halfway there, hold my hand and I’ll take you there.

Somehow, someday, somewhere.’

I understood, down to my bones, how the stage allowed them to say what they would not be allowed to say any
other way. Every performance I see is still filtered through that first, fundamental lesson of the voice-giving
power of the stage.

A Storytellers exhibit featuring these stories and others will be on display in the 

Center's Grand Pavilion throughout the 2012-2013 season.


