
“I talked to a lot of people, met artists of many different ethnicities.  It took me a couple of 
years to figure out what I was going to do. I finally decided to do a three-play season.  I just 
didn’t know at the time it would take me three years to pull it off. I had this ideal in my head 
and I was determined to keep searching until I had the works I wanted to present on this 
stage.”

In 2009, Stern presented Stick Fly by Lydia Diamond, focusing on upper-class African 
American characters seldom seen in the theater. Its acting ensemble won an Ovation Award, 
and the production also garnered LA Drama Critics Circle, LA Weekly and Back Stage 
Awards. In 2010, the Matrix premiered Branden Jacobs-Jenkins’ Neighbors, a study of 
racism in America, personified by an interracial middle class couple, their bi-racial daughter 
and a family of black minstrels in blackface who move next door. This work has been 
nominated for four 2011 Ovations, including Best Play in an Intimate Theater. Neighbors 
recently opened at the Mixed Blood Theatre in Minneapolis, helmed by Nataki Garrett who 
also staged the Matrix production.  All My Sons is the third play in Stern’s trilogy.

“I am happy now this has taken this long to pull off,” Stern affirms. “I wanted this to be 
an accumulative experience for the audience. Stick Fly and Neighbors were specifically 
about the black experience, looked at from varying perspectives. Then I wanted to take an 
American classic and cast it non-traditionally — but not just throw it up against the wall and 
cast whatever color actor did the best audition.” He chose All My Sons because it “was 
perfect for multi-ethnic casting, allowing for a representation of the different ethnicities that 
would be so common in a neighborhood today.”

Stern had the ethnic assignments figured 
out before the production was cast. “I 
knew exactly how I wanted to cast each 
role.  I knew Joe was going to be black, his wife white and his son, biracial. I wanted 
the fiancé and brother to be Asian, which I knew would be the most controversial 
casting, because of the play’s proximity to World War II.  I also wanted the 
neighboring families to be white and Latino, which is common in today’s Los Angeles 
but not in the 1947 Midwest.”

Stern had seen one of the actors, Alex Morris, in the play Motor Trade at Rogue 
Machine (March 2011).  “He has such a wonderful working-class presence as Joe.  
He brings this earthiness to the role, quite believable as someone who clawed his 
way up to prominence during the Depression, but still exudes the deep-rooted 
persona of a laborer.”  Anne Gee Byrd, who plays Joe’s wife, also scored a hit at 

Rogue Machine with Joel Drake Johnson’s award-winning Four Places (April 2010).  She is also a 2011 Ovation nominee for her 
featured role in the Antaeus Theatre production of The Autumn Garden.

For director Cameron Watson, who has a long history of involvement with the plays of another American 
theatrical icon, Horton Foote, this is his first outing with an Arthur Miller play.  He admits that one of the 
most emotionally involving aspects of the production was the casting process. “I heard from many of the 
actors who came in to audition that they were in awe because they never dreamed they’d ever be asked 
to read for one of these classic Americana roles.

“There were Asian American actresses who quite emotionally expressed how deeply affected they were 
that they had a chance to audition to play Ann Deever in Arthur Miller’s play. And after the play was 
cast, that excitement of discovery carried right through into the rehearsal process.  It was a very fresh 
opportunity for most of these actors.

“Because these actors are all so good, I found myself discovering the play right along with them. It has 
been an intricate and delicate exploratory process.  We’ve had these great revelations and epiphanies 
together.  I really believe that since most of the actors are working with material they never had a chance 
to do in their careers before, maybe it has opened up some things that would not have happened with a 
traditional all-Caucasian cast.”

During the rehearsal process Watson has come to believe he is seeing and listening 
to the people Arthur Miller created. He has no doubt audiences will believe it as well. 
“The way this family looks, and the way the neighborhood looks, takes care of itself 
the minute you see everybody. This is who these people are and this is how the yard 
looks at this point in time. Nothing needs to be layered on to the text that’s not there. 
The actors understand they just need to tell this story that has been so beautifully 
scripted by Miller. I can’t wait until we get an audience in here.”

All My Sons by Arthur Miller. Directed by Cameron Watson. Presented by Matrix 
Theatre Company. Opens Oct. 22. Plays Thur-Sat. 8 pm; Sun. 2 pm. Through 
Dec. 18. Tickets $25. Matrix Theatre Company, 7657 Melrose Avenue, LA. 323-
960-7773. www.matrixtheatre.com.

***All All My Sons production photos by Karen Bellone

Stern’s Multi-Culti Look for All My Sons at the Matrix
by JULIO MARTINEZ  |  October 19, 2011

Linda Park, A.K. Murtadha, Alex Morris and Anne Gee Byrd in “All My Sons”

Joseph Stern is making himself comfortable on a deck chair that’s part of the backyard patio set taking up almost all of Matrix 
Theatre Company’s ample stage area. On October 22, Stern’s company is presenting “not just another production” of Arthur Miller’s 
1947 American tragedy, All My Sons, directed by Cameron Watson.  “The cast is ethnically mixed and we cast the play specifically 
that way,” Stern explains.

“The main protagonist Joe Keller (Alex Morris) is black and his wife Kate (Anne Gee Byrd) is white. Their son Chris (A.K. Murtadha) is 
biracial. The adult children of Joe’s former business partner, Ann Deever (Linda Park) and her brother George (James Hiroyuki Liao) 
are Asian. The neighboring families, the Baylisses (Anita Barone and Taylor Nichols) and the Lubeys (Maritxell Carrero and Armand 
Vasquez) are white and Latino, respectively.”

After establishing himself as a successful television executive, Stern founded the Matrix in 1977, intent 
on producing stage works that adhered to classical standards. In a July 1979 Drama-Logue interview, 
he affirmed his mandate “…that the proper actors are cast for each part, that the actors are faithful to 
the words. That everything be accurate and true to character, true to period.” Under the leadership of 
Stern, Matrix has garnered a total of of 41 LA Drama Critics Circle Awards.

About four years ago, Stern decided to take a different approach. “After 30 years of classical work, I 
decided to change my programming here, to embrace what I felt was the most important theme in our 
lives.  I wrote my company members and asked the questions:  When you act in a play in Los Angeles 
and look out at the audience, do you see many faces of color out there?  And on a daily basis, how 
many people do you interact with that are people of color? Based on the responses I got and my own 
personal feelings, I knew I wanted to do things differently. I had seen Yellowman [Dael Orlandersmith’s 
play in which the characters are African American] at the Fountain Theatre [in 2005], and I wanted the 
kind of mixed audiences that were seeing that play to come to the Matrix.

Arthur Kennedy, Karl Malden, Beth Merrill, Ed Begley 
and Lois Wheeler in the original 1947 Broadway pro-
duction of “All My Sons”

A.K. Murtadha, James Hiroyuki Liao, Anne Gee Byrd, 
Alex Morris and Linda Park in the 2011 Matrix Theatre 
Company production of “All My Sons”

Alex Morris and Anne Gee Byrd in “All My Sons”

Cameron Watson

The cast of “All My Sons”

Joseph Stern

Matrix Theatre Company Explores 
Little Known African Genocide
by Deborah Behrens | June 7, 2013

Daniel Bess, Rebecca Mozo. John Sloan, Phil LaMarr, Joe Holt, Julanne Chidi Hill in “We Are Proud to 
Present…” Photo by Jillian Armenante.

Mounting a seriocomic play that employs actor exercises as a metathe-
atrical device to explore racial genocide takes guts for any producer.

Unless you’re Joe Stern, whose Matrix Theatre Company has garnered 
both critical acclaim and numerous awards for such consciousness-rais-
ing productions as Stick Fly, Neighbors and a multiracial All My Sons.

This time Stern has chosen 31-year-old Brooklyn-based playwright du 
jour Jackie Sibblies Drury’s We Are Proud to Present a Presentation 
About the Herero of Namibia, Formerly Known as South-West Africa, 
From the German Sudwestafrika, Between the Years 1884-1915. Direct-
ed by Jillian Armenante, the play has its West Coast premiere this Sat-
urday. The cast features Daniel Bess, Julanne Chidi Hill, Joe Holt, Phil 
LaMarr, Rebecca Mozo and John Sloan.

“For me, this is part of a 
dialogue that I started 
four years ago,” Stern 
explains, seated on the 
Matrix stage one morn-
ing last week. “The first 
part was showing up-
per middle class Af-
rican-Americans and 
their lives in the theater 
and giving that play-
wright [Stick Fly’s Lyd-
ia Diamond] a voice. 
Because the plays we 

were getting were mostly ghetto plays. In [Branden Jacobs-Jenkins’] 
Neighbors, we showed the whole historical perspective, including the 
slavery and minstrel show antecedents that are still with us. We also 
dealt with something that was very controversial, which was black self-
hatred, and that disturbed people.”

For Arthur Miller’s classic, All My Sons, Joe and Kate Keller were played 
by black actor Alex Morris and white actor Anne Gee Byrd. Their son 
Chris was biracial, the neighbors were both Latino and white, while the 
children of Joe’s business partner were Asian. Stern says he tried to 
make it an inclusive experience for more than just white audiences.

“I didn’t change the 
language,” he clari-
fies. “I didn’t change 
the year and we tried 
to create a neighbor-
hood for now. So it 
was very deliberate. 
It wasn’t just ‘throw 
a bunch of races 
against the wall and 
see where they land.’ 
We had a great play-
wright who basically 
wrote a great tragedy, so that everybody could be inside the play and 
not just look at it and say it’s just about white people.”

We Are Proud debuted in spring 2012 at Chicago’s Victory Gardens 
Theatre followed by a second mounting last fall for New York’s SoHo 
Rep. Both were directed by Eric Ting. The Matrix is the play’s third pro-
duction, with others scheduled for Woolly Mammoth Theater in Wash-
ington D.C., Company One in Boston, Available Light Theater Company 
in Columbus and InterAct Theatre Company in Philadelphia.

In Drury’s play, six actors (3 white and 3 black) come together to de-
vise a work based on the little known Herero and Namaqua Genocide of 
1904-07. It was considered the first genocide of the 20th century and 
was a precursor to both the Holocaust forty years later and the mass 
slaughter in Rwanda in the 1990s.

In his book When Victims 
Become Killers: Colonialism, 
Nativism, and the Genocide 
in Rwanda, Columbia Uni-
versity professor Mahmood 
Mamdani writes: “There is a 
link that connects the geno-
cide of the Herero and the 
Nazi Holocaust to the Rwan-
dan genocide. That link is 
race branding, whereby it 
became possible not only to 
set a group apart as an ene-
my, but also to exterminate 
it with an easy conscience.”

The sad historical saga that pitted German colonists against the Her-
ero tribe (and later the Nama), involved land and cattle confiscation, 
the attempted building of a railroad with slave labor and a subsequent 
rebellion that led German general Lothar von Trotha to vow to extermi-
nate them: “I will destroy the African tribes with streams of blood and 
streams of money. Only following this cleansing can something new 
emerge, which will remain.”

Von Trotha drove the tribe into the Omaheke area of the Kalahari Des-
ert, where wells were then poisoned or patrolled, and anyone caught 
crawling back was bayoneted, including women and children. Only a 
labor shortage stopped the killing. Survivors were put in concentration 
camps where medical experiments were regularly performed. By 1907, 
only 15,000 Herero remained out of an original 80,000.

“The Germans sent out postcards of themselves packing the skulls of 
Herero tribespeople who had died [on Shark Island],” says Armenante, 
seated on the stage across from Stern. “As if to say, ‘Look what we’ve 
accomplished here.’ They were very popular in Germany.”

Fictional letters written by German soldiers to their families form the 
basis for the We Are Proud actors’ thoughtful but ineffectual attempt 
to theatricalize the horrific event. Parsing this skimpy and one-sided 
source material eventually escalates racial tensions between the white 
and black cast members. The play raises the issue of how subjective 
racial filters can consciously and unconsciously color the recounting of 
history and the truth.

“Where are the Africans?” asks 
Actor 2/Black Man. “I think we 
should see some Africans in Af-
rica.”

In a talkback for the SoHo pro-
duction, playwright Drury ex-
plained that she was “trying to 
shine a light on a particularly bru-
tal piece of history that not a lot 
of people know about, but I was 
also hoping to write a play about 
race that didn’t make me want to die. There are lots of plays about race 
that allow you to leave the theatre and congratulate yourself for not be-
ing racist. I think that is pointless. I wanted to create a play that allowed 
the people participating in it to talk about it without falling into politi-
cally correct scripts.”

Directing a Play About Genocide
For Matrix director Armenante, the play represents the latest project in 
a theatrical career known for producing, directing and writing material 
with thought-provoking themes. The former Circle X Theatre Company 
co-founder and artistic director is the force behind such multiple award-
winning productions as Love Loves A Pornographer, Laura Comstock’s 
Bag-Punching Dog, Un Flagrante Gothico and Great Men of Science, 
Nos 21 & 22, often in collaboration with her partner Alice Dodd.

A former member of Seattle’s Annex Theatre, where she also ran a gay 
theater ensemble called Alice B, Armenante moved to LA to appear 
in the 1998 Mark Taper Forum production of Cider House Rules and 
received an Ovation Award nomination for Lead Actress. She started 
Circle X prior to the first Taper rehearsals, and the new company’s pro-
duction of Great Men of Science led the intimate theater Ovation nomi-
nation totals with seven the same year. In 1999, Stern cast Armenante in 
his television series Judging Amy, where she played Donna Kozlowski 
for six seasons.

The two have wanted to do a play together for some time. “I have been 
interested in exploring genocide for years,” Armenante explains. “Six 
years ago I actually travelled to Namibia. I was walking around down-
town Swakopmund and going into shops that were selling Second Reich 
helmets and swastikas. I was confused at the time because I thought I 
was going to the lovely African desert and instead they were selling 
wiener schnitzel. Seeing these two cultures collide in real life and walk-
ing around sauerkraut houses in the middle of Africa was a little jarring 
and alarming for me.”

When Stern sent her 
Drury’s play, Armenante 
says she found it amaz-
ing that while in Swa-
kopmund, she saw no 
buildings that honored 
the memory of the revolt 
and massacre that had 
occurred there 100 years 
ago.

“In researching this play 
and knowing about the 
Herero uprising as they 
called it — and having 
experienced a lot of other sort of genocide museums — I pay a lot of 
respect to that,” she emphasizes. “It seems like there’s so many things 
going on with racism. Why is this particular genocide not remembered? 
There are many cultures in which genocide is not remembered or count-
ed for some reason, be it economic or cultural or whatnot. That’s what 
attracted me to the piece. Like, why do some count and why do some 
not?”

Armenante had an opportunity to fly to Iraq in the middle of the re-
hearsal process. She says she fought hard to be taken to Halabja where 
a genocidal massacre of Kurdish people occurred in 1988. Saddam Hus-
sein dropped chemical bombs over civilian neighborhoods killing an 
estimated 5,000 people with an additional 7,000 to 10,000 injured. It 
is considered the largest chemical weapons attack directed against a 
civilian population in history.

Armenante brought back a “very graphic” and “badly made” video to 
show the cast. They watched it together on a projector set up for the 
show. She admits that the images were nightmarish.

“It became a conversation that was just more immediate because they’re 
people who are like us,” she explains quietly. “They’re people who were 
alive while we were here. They’re people who were eliminated in their 
steps, on their front yard, holding their children. It wasn’t Pompeii.”

And yet, says Armenante, no one in the room had heard of Iraq’s Bloody 
Friday. “Not a single person. So we had that dialogue, that this is still 
occurring today, that it’s not a tribe 100 years ago. Grounding the play 
away from its funny little actor moments like ‘No, come on you guys, 
this is serious’ to something concrete was very forceful in the rehears-
ing of this.”

Having Room to Explore
The action in We Are Proud alternates between the actors rehearsing 
and presenting vignettes of their findings, often in a seemingly improvi-
sational and comical manner. That’s because playwright Drury, a fan of 
ensemble-created text, has intentionally left open wide sections of the 
script for the actors and director to devise or inhabit their own reac-
tions. The play was written as her graduate school MFA thesis at Brown 
University.

In a recent New York Times interview by Rob Weinert-Kendt, Drury gave 
credit for the play’s style to a historiography class taught by Brown pro-
fessor Patricia Ybarra.

“She has people do class presentations about serious subjects, and these 
undergraduates always did them either super-irreverently or super-ear-
nestly,” Ms. Drury recalled. “You’d hear students being like, ‘I, as a white 
man, cannot ever understand the pain,’ and you’re like, ‘Oh my God, just 
say what you’re talking about.’ There was so much fear in speaking with 
authority, which I could really relate to.”

So how has the process been for Armenante and the Matrix cast? “This 
is the kind of theater I was sort of weaned on,” the director notes. “I left 
a very commercial theater program and ended up studying in London 
where my world just sort of shattered. I went from being a New York 
actor to seeing people sewing themselves inside stockings. Much more 
exploratory. Working at early Riverside Studios. This is more my wheel-
house of what I love to work in, and it’s rare to be able to get this op-
portunity in the world of commercial theater.”

More than half the cast 
consists of Antaeus Com-
pany members whose fo-
cus is presenting classical 
plays. Holt, Bess, Mozo and 
Sloan are all seasoned in-
terpreters of Shakespeare 
and Shaw, Coward and 
Pinter. But they, and fellow 
cast members Hill and La-
Marr, are thankful for the 
opportunity to perform in 
this collaborative way, Ar-
menante says.

“Even this week they have each taken me aside and in their own way, 
said, ‘I cannot be grateful enough to be able to do this kind of work and 
bathe in our own impulse and instinct,’” she says. “I think they all know 
how fortunate they are to have such a good piece and to be able to 
work in a way that they generate and get to mess with.”

Everyday Racism
So can the well-intentioned ever get beyond their racism? Is polite so-
cial dialogue simply a mask for a simmering subliminal outrage? Or as 
director Eric Ting posed in a Victory Garden Theater audience video: 
“With our sound bite lifestyle, how do we not fall prey to superficiality? 
What does it mean when we tackle big things from a two dimensional 
place?”

“These six characters are really no different than us, in the sense that 
we all think of ourselves as PC to some extent,” offers Stern. “We give 
it lip service at Starbucks or at dinner tables, and spend more time in 
social intercourse mixing it with political intercourse. Basically that’s 
the narrative of the play, which is that they come to consciousness with 
their known or unknown demons and it just escalates. Then history just 
repeats itself. And they’re just like you and I.

“The audience knows from the beginning that there’s an elephant in the 
room and they watch it evolve.”

For Armenante, art remains a crucial vehicle for facilitating behavioral 
change by advancing social and political awareness. “I was a 14-year-old 
when I got to see [Pablo Picasso’s] Guernica and the fury of the nostril 
of that horse,” she offers. “If I wasn’t affected by that art, I wouldn’t have 
known that Hitler bombed a village. So through art and through explor-
ing these things, stories can get told and a conversation can continue. I 
don’t know that I’d sit in a Starbucks…and be like, “Yeah, how about that 
Herero massacre, eh? You know what I mean?

“So I think it is the duty of artists to bring this into discussion.”

We Are Proud to Present a Presentation About the Herero of 
Namibia, Formerly Known as South-West Africa, From the 
German Sudwestafrika, Between the Years 1884-1915, Ma-
trix Theatre Company, 7657 Melrose Ave, LA 90046. Opens 
Saturday. Thu-Sat 8 pm, Sun 2 pm. Through August 11. Tick-
ets: $30. 323-852-1445 www.matrixtheatre.com

Joe Holt, Daniel Bess, John Sloan, Julanne Chidi Hill, Rebecca Mozo 
and Phil LaMarr

Early 20th Century postcard showing German colonial-
ist soldiers packing up skulls of Herero tribespeople who 
died in Nambia’s Shark Island Concentration Camp.

Phil LaMarr

Joe Stern and Jillian Armenante

Daniel Bess, Joe Holt, Phil Lamarr, Rebecca Mozo, Julanne Chidi 
Hill and John Sloan

Phil LaMarr, Julanne Chidi Hill, Rebecca Mozo and John 
Sloan


