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introduction

It has been said that All My Sons was Arthur Miller’s last attempt to write for commercial
success, and he triumphed. All My Sons was a great success, it opened on January 29th 1947
and ran for 328 performances and won the New York Drama Critics’ Circle Award and the
Tony Award for Best Play. 

All My Sons is an exploration of the human condition, responsibility and the consequences of
action. In the aftermath of World War II, two families struggle to come to terms with the
brutal reality of what they have lost and gained as a result of the conflict. The play examines
mistakes made, tragedies that may have been avoided and a multitude of lies, told to cover
up and lessen the pain. As the play unfurls, so does the web of lies and deception.

Despite its success, All My Sons came under scrutiny and Miller was accused of being anti-
American. Miller scrutinises the American Dream and very much condemns wartime
profiteering, using the themes of the play to explore these social questions and the ethics
surrounding such issues. 

Miller’s style of writing, the form of the play and his command of language all combine to
create an accessible play for audiences. He explores characters and themes in this multi-
layered piece of theatre and the underlying messages come through as part of this. 

In one form or another, we all now have experience of war. Fortunately, most of our
experiences pale in comparison to the experiences of World War II. However, the
timelessness that is All My Sons holds a mirror up to the current global climate and seems to
highlight the inevitability that history repeats itself.
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Arthur Aster Miller was born on October 17th 1915 in New York City, the son of Jewish Polish
parents. He attended schools in Harlem and Brooklyn before entering the University of Michigan.
During this time, Miller began writing plays and several of his dramatic efforts were rewarded
with prizes. His first success came in 1947 with the premiere of All My Sons, a play about a family
coping with having a son listed as missing in action during World War II, which won the New York
Drama Critics’ Circle Award. 

In 1948 he built a small studio at the Millers’
summer cottage in which he wrote his second
major hit, Death of a Salesman. At the time,
Miller was married to Mary, with children
Jane and Robert. But in 1950, he met and 
fell in love with Marilyn Monroe, who he
subsequently married in 1956.

In 1953 he wrote The Crucible during the
McCarthy period when Americans were

accusing each other of pro-Communist beliefs. The Tony Award-winning play about the witch-
hunts in colonial Salem implied a parallel with the McCarthy hearings. Many of Miller’s friends
were being attacked as communists and in 1957, he himself was called to Congress and convicted
of contempt for refusing to name names, a conviction which was overturned the following year.

Miller’s criticism of the American establishment continued with A View from the Bridge (1955)
which questioned the reasonableness of U.S. immigration laws in a story about the self discovery
and fall of a Brooklyn dock worker.

In 1961, Miller divorced Marilyn Monroe and a year later married Inge Morath, who remained 
his wife until her death in 2002. They had a daughter, Rebecca. Sadly, Marilyn Monroe died soon
after their divorce, in 1962. Miller’s 1964 play After the Fall included a thinly disguised portrayal 
of their unhappy marriage. Also in 1964, Incident at Vichy, a one-act play set in Nazi-occupied
France, was premiered, followed in 1968 by another one-act play, The Price about a Jewish 
New York furniture dealer negotiating a house clearance with two long-estranged brothers.

Miller's later dramatic works include The Creation of the World and Other Business (1972) and 
The Ride Down Mount Morgan (1991), which opened to mixed reviews. However, by this time, 
he was also writing prolifically outside of the theatre. In 1969 he wrote In Russia, a travel piece
with photographs by his wife. Chinese Encounters (1979) is another traveller's tale, while 
Salesman in Beijing (1984) is an account of the production of his play in Chinese. In 1987, 
Miller published Timebends: A Life, his autobiography. Miller’s final play, Finishing the Picture
opened at the Goodman Theatre, Chicago in the Autumn of 2004. The play examines his
relationship with Marilyn Monroe during the tumultuous filming of their film, The Misfits 
in 1960.

Miller died of heart failure on February 10th 2005, at his home in Roxbury, Connecticut. 
His career in theatre and film spanned over six decades.  Arthur Miller will always be considered
one of the greatest dramatists of the 20th century.  

Biography
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Act 1
The play opens in the Kellers’ yard early on a Sunday morning in August 1946. Joe Keller is
talking to his neighbours, Dr. Jim Bayliss and Frank Lubey. They talk about the newspapers.
Frank mentions Joe’s dead son Larry and the horoscope he is working on for Kate Keller
(Mother). Sue Bayliss and Lydia Lubey each enter the scene from time to time. Ann Deever, 
Chris Keller’s love interest and the Kellers’ former next-door neighbour has come to visit the
family and is asleep upstairs. 

Joe and Chris talk about Larry's memorial tree, which was blown down during the night. Chris
mentions that he feels it is wrong of them to keep up the pretence that Larry will one day return
for his mother. A small boy called Bert enters the yard to play ‘Jail’ with Joe, he then leaves to
keep an eye on the neighbourhood. 

Chris tells Joe that he has asked Ann to come so that he can ask her to marry him. Kate still
considers Ann as "Larry's girl." If Chris and Ann marry, this would show Kate that they no 
longer believe Larry is alive. Joe worries that Kate will not accept their marriage and that it 
will upset her.

Kate comes out of the house and tells Joe and Chris about her dream. She dreamt that Larry 
fell from his plane calling her name. She objects when Chris tells her that the family should try
to forget Larry. Kate is suspicious about why Ann has come to visit; she thinks Ann believes that
Larry is still alive, and tells Joe that he must keep believing also. Bert reappears and is told to
leave by Kate. Kate is cross with Joe for playing ‘Jail’.

Ann appears, everyone talks about how grown up she has got. Kate asks Ann if she is still
waiting for Larry, Ann tells her that she is not. The family discuss Ann’s father, Steve, who is
serving time for the deaths of 21 pilots who crashed over Australia due to the faulty cylinder
heads shipped out by the Keller/Deever factory in 1943. Keller recalls being exonerated for the
crimes and arriving back in the neighbourhood. Ann believes her father to be guilty and cannot
forgive her father for the death of the 21 pilots.

Left alone, Chris and Ann declare their love for each other and Ann agrees to marry him.
However, Chris seems ashamed and tells Ann it is because he cannot forget losing his company
during the war. He is angry that no one changed at home and does not feel he deserves the
happiness Ann can give him.

George, Ann’s brother, phones from Columbus to talk to Ann. Joe tells Chris that he should not
feel ashamed of the family money. Ann lets Joe and Chris know that George is on his way to
visit. Joe cannot understand why – he questions Ann’s loyalty to Chris and the family.

Synopsis 
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Act 2
Chris is chopping down Larry’s tree. The family are getting ready to go for an evening out. Kate tells
Chris that she is worried that George will bring up the case again; she says that she does not feel
she could live through it if he did. Ann comes out and passes Kate as she goes back into the house.
Chris tells her that they will tell Kate of their plans to marry, this evening. He goes in to continue
getting ready. Sue Bayliss startles Ann when she enters. Sue asks Ann to set up home away from
the area, because Chris’ idealism has a bad affect on her husband. Sue lets Ann know that
everyone thinks Joe is guilty and that they only give him credit for getting away with it. Ann defends
Chris, saying that he would not take money out of the plant if there was anything wrong with it. 
Chris reassures Ann that he trusts in his father’s innocence and that if he was guilty, Chris would
never forgive him. Chris, Joe and Ann chat in the yard, Joe offers Ann’s dad, Steve a job for when he
gets out of jail. Ann insists that Joe owes Steve nothing and Chris calls him a murderer and refuses
to have him at the factory.
Jim enters, he has given George a lift from the train station. He warns Chris and Ann about
George’s angry mood. He suggests that they drive somewhere to talk, Chris refuses. George enters
and they start an argument; George tries to convince Ann that Steve is innocent. Ann feels caught
between the two men that she loves, unable to make them reconcile with each other. 
Kate enters and this stops the argument. She makes a fuss of George and makes him feel at home
by offering him a drink. Joe enters and is reluctantly greeted by George. Lydia enters and George
realises that he has missed out on marrying her. Ann goes to order George a cab. She tells him to
go and not start another fight. Joe asks George about Steve and tells him that Steve is a little man,
who never takes responsibility for his actions.
George begins to settle down and agrees to stay for dinner. Then Kate lets it slip that Joe has never
been sick in fifteen years, thereby disproving his alibi that he had influenza on the day that Steve
allowed the cracked heads to be shipped, and was not able to come to the office. George’s anger is
refuelled and he interrogates Joe.
At the worst possible moment, Frank rushes in with Larry's horoscope, declaring that he cannot be
dead because the day he was declared missing was his "favourable day" and he must therefore be alive
somewhere in the world. Kate believes him and tells Ann to go, she has even packed Ann’s bag for her.
Ann says she will stay until Chris tells her to go and tells George to leave without her. As he does so,
she runs after him. Chris insists that Larry is dead, he loves Ann and will marry her. Kate tells him that
if Larry is dead, this means that Joe killed him. Joe admits his guilt, but tries to justify his choices by
saying that he did it for Chris and that the factory would have closed if he had not sent them out. Chris
is heartbroken and leaves.  

Act 3
Kate waits for Chris outside into the small hours of the morning. Ann has stayed in her room, she
knows the truth about Joe’s guilt because she saw Chris storm out. Joe tells Kate that he did it all
for her and their two sons. Ann emerges and tells Joe and Kate that she will not do anything about
the truth as long as Kate accepts Larry is dead, therefore, setting Chris free. Ann asks Joe to go into
the house and she produces a suicide note from Larry. She tells Kate that she didn't bring the letter
to hurt her. Together, they are devastated by the final destruction of Kate's hope.
Chris returns and tells Ann and Kate that he is going away to start over. He rejects Ann’s pleas to go
with him. He also says that while he cannot be near his father, he also cannot send him to jail.
Therefore, he does not believe he is good enough for her. 
Joe enters and confronts Chris. Ann rushes forward and gives Larry's letter to Chris; Chris reads
the letter aloud. It describes how Larry could not bear to live anymore after he realised his father’s
part in the death of 21 pilots; he told Ann that he knew he would be reported missing and that she
must not wait for him. All realise that Joe was responsible for Larry's death. Joe tells the family
that he is going to get his jacket and will turn himself in. He goes inside while Chris and Kate
continue to argue. A shot is heard; Joe has committed suicide. Ann runs off to find Dr. Bayliss, and
Chris and Kate are left alone in a final tableau of their grief. 

Synopsis 
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Characters
Joe Keller Joe, early 60s, was accused of providing faulty aeroplane cylinder heads to the airforce in WWII, 
which caused the deaths of 21 pilots. He placed the blame on his partner and former neighbour, Steve Deever and
was cleared by a jury. When the truth comes out, Joe justifies his actions by claiming that he did it for his family. 
Joe is described by Miller as ‘stolid’. He is uneducated but works very hard as the boss of a factory. He is well liked
among the community and his family.

Kate Keller Kate, early 50s, refuses to believe that her son, Larry, officially missing in action, is dead. She 
feels very strongly that Ann Deever - visiting Larry's brother Chris - is still "Larry's girl". She knows Joe is guilty 
of his crimes, but forces herself to live in denial; if Joe is guilty, that means that he is responsible for the death of 
their son and she cannot handle that. 

Chris Keller Chris, 32, returned home from World War II two years ago. He is furious that the world was
continuing as if nothing had happened. He has been writing to Ann Deever for two years and has invited her to the
Keller house in order to ask her to marry him. Chris is devastated when he finds out the truth about what Joe did.

Ann Deever Ann, 26, hopes that the Keller family will accept her relationship with, and hopefully marriage, to
Chris. Ann has believed her father guilty of the crimes he was imprisoned for, but finds out that the neighbours all
believe that Joe is the guilty party. She eventually finds out that her brother George visited her father and he too
believes in his innocence. Ann also knows the truth about Larry, towards the end of the play, she reveals a letter from
Larry stating that he committed suicide on hearing of his father’s imprisonment. This finally convinces Kate Keller 
of the truth. 

George Deever George, 31, is Ann’s older brother. He is a lawyer, WWII veteran and a childhood friend of
the Keller family. Like Ann, he believed in his father’s guilt, but upon visiting realises his innocence and becomes
enraged at the Kellers for deceiving him. He visits the Kellers, intent on revealing the truth and stopping Ann from
marrying Chris. He is the catalyst that finally destroys the Keller family.  

Frank Lubey Frank, 33, didn’t serve in World War II, he was always one year ahead of the Draft. He stayed at
home and married Lydia, formerly George’s sweetheart. He investigates Larry’s horoscope to see if he may still be
alive. He discovers that the day Larry was supposed to have died was his ‘favourable day’ and concludes from this
that he cannot have died on this date. Kate is suitably convinced and this makes it all the more difficult for Ann to
show her the letter. 

Lydia Lubey Lydia, 27, is a cheerful character. She is married to Frank and they have quickly produced three
children. She was previously George’s love interest. 

Jim Bayliss Jim, nearing 40, a doctor, is fed up with general practice and everyday life. He dreams of medical
research, however he is paid well and his pushy wife encourages him to keep working. He regularly visits the
Kellers and is one of their close friends.

Sue Bayliss Sue, around 40, is Jim's wife. She is clever and pushy but is always affectionate towards Jim.
Although officially a friend of the Kellers, she is concerned that Chris encourages Jim’s daydreams and makes
him unhappy with his lot. Sue challenges Ann’s loyalty to the Kellers, revealing her own resentment towards 
Chris and that she and the neighbours believe Joe is guilty but still like him, another thing she resents.

Bert Bert is a little boy who lives near by; he and the other boys of the neighbourhood regularly visit Joe to 
play ‘Jail’. 

The following characters do not have a spoken part in the play:

Larry Keller Larry was the Kellers’ eldest son and he died in WWII, however was never reported as such,
only ‘Missing In Action’. He has a big impact on the play because of Kate’s insistence that he will return one day.
The family compared Chris with Larry, who was more sensible and better at business. 

Steve Deever George and Ann's father. Steve is serving a sentence for crimes that he did not commit. 
He was on duty when Joe made the decision to ship out the faulty aeroplane parts. 



CAST

Joe Keller Stuart Milligan

Kate Keller Kathryn Howden 

Chris Keller Richard Conlon 

Ann Deever Shonagh Price

George Deever Robin Laing 

Dr. Jim Bayliss Steven Cartwright 

Sue Bayliss Meg Fraser 

Frank Lubey Paul Thomas Hickey 

Lydia Lubey Natalie Bennett 

Bert Aiden Curran & Ben Hughes

COMPANY

Director John Dove   

Designer Michael Taylor

Lighting Designer Jeanine Davies

Dialect Coach Lynn Bains

ASM Alastair Ewer
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All My Sons Actor Interview
Stuart Milligan

Why did you say yes when you were
asked if you would like to play Joe
Keller? What draws you to the
character of Keller?
Quite honestly, the reason I said yes 
at the beginning was because of John
Dove. I’ve worked with him before on
The Price and another play and I’m a 
big fan of his, I think he is a wonderful
director of Miller particularly. 

I’ve been through this play before, I
played Chris about twenty years ago
and it was a very happy experience.
When you have an opportunity to play
another character in the same play,
who’s older, it’s kind of a neat thing to
do, you don’t want to do it too much 
but every once in a while it’s fun. 

Keller is a wonderful character, it’s fun
to play very flawed people, who have a
plausible point of view of how the world
works. He’s not a monster, he’s simply
a man for whom the world revolves the
way he thinks it does. He makes no
apologies for that. What’s intriguing
about him, in my opinion, is that at the
end of the play he makes the biggest
journey because he then understands
and accepts that the world isn’t the way
he thought it was, it’s actually different.
He finds out that Larry kills himself
because he was so angry with what his
dad had done. Family plays are always
great to do anyway, because we all have
families. As an actor, when you’re
rehearsing with other people who are
playing your sons, wives, daughters,
uncles etc, they are really fun to
rehearse because you’re not in a
bubble, you are actually connected to
other people.  

Do you think Keller is a timeless
character?
I don’t know about that. I think there
will always be people who are faced
with difficult decisions whether to say
anything or to keep quiet. In that sense
yes, he’s a timeless character because
everybody makes those decisions all
the time, whether it’s big things or little
things, that affect other people and not
taking responsibility when the best
thing is to take responsibility –
something that we all are guilty of.

I think that’s why the play is still done.
Some people will disagree – I don’t
think it’s his best play or a masterpiece.
You can kind of see Miller revving up to
write Death of a Salesman in a way,
because Salesman is kind of similar in
the sense of a family disintegrating.       

Do you think it was easy for Keller 
to live in denial of what happened 
with Larry?
Oh yeah, absolutely. That was the one
thing that I found very easy at first,
when I first started working on the play.
I have seen productions when the
Keller family is this dark morose family
with this terrible secret right from the
top of the play and if you do that it’s just
not plausible, people can’t quite believe
that this is a family that people still
want to come into their yard and be
around them. It makes the characters
of George Deever and Ann completely
implausible, because they would just
come in and in five minutes they’d say,
‘well, you’re guilty obviously because
you’re acting so guilty’. So the trick is,
with Keller, to treat his crime as
something that is buried so deep that
he just carries it off, but I don’t think
he’s a calculating man. He’s a stolid
man, not stupid but stolid. He’s a slow
thinker, he believes what he believes
and is kind to people, he’s not a
monster at all. He’s quite capable of
taking that fact and burying it deep. 
Of course it all comes unravelled pretty
quickly through the play.

Do you think this is a tragic play and
that Keller is a tragic character in 
the classical sense?
Oh yeah! It’s Greek! You’ve got a
protagonist who has a terrible 
secret, and then accidental events,
happenstance. If George never arrives,
if George never comes, if Chris and Ann
decide to get married, if Ann never had
the letter…there’s all these ‘ifs’ and 
just like Greek tragedy, if those things
happen to align themselves in a certain
way then everything comes out and Joe
does a very Greek thing at the end of
the play! 

Are you changing your perception 
of the character as you play him?
Totally, yeah…

Do you like him?
Oh yeah, I like him a lot. I know this man
and because I’m playing up a bit in age
(believe it or not), I’m really enjoying it.
It’s taking me into a different kind of
work, playing an older man. I’m
constantly changing my idea of things,
finding little line readings within the
performance and going ‘we should
change this or we should change that’
and hopefully that process will continue.

Do you think about the physicality 
of the characters you play? How do 
you portray Keller physically?
He stoops. He gestures, he sometimes
points but he kind of points with his
fists, he says things a bit like a boxer
almost. He uses his hands, he makes
very big, heavy metal things, that’s what
he does at the foundry. He’s the kind of
guy who’s very comfortable on the shop
floor, he’s a man’s man. Always the
first thing I do whenever I do a play is 
I ask for the shoes, I want the shoes.
His shoes are solid, black boxes, big
clumpy things, which gave me that kind
of stand. He stands slightly farther
apart than I do, slightly hunched over,
and he’s older, he’s an old man, he’s 62.
He’s strong but he’s 62.

What is the one thing you would like us
as an audience to think about your
character? What impression should
we take away with us after seeing
Keller on the stage?
I think probably people should be sorry,
I hope people will be sorry. If people
come away thinking like…’gawd’, there
should be a sense of loss, I hope. I hope
people don’t go away thinking, ‘yeah,
serves him right’, because then we will
have missed step. Some people will say
that though. Other people will say, ‘I
entirely understand why he did it.’ Then
some people will say, ’how could he live
with such a terrible secret?’ But we
both know people who have done all
kinds of extraordinary things we don’t
know about. So I think if people go away
thinking that a light has kind of gone
out that feeling of ‘oh, they’re not
around now, what a shame, I wish he
could have done things differently’ then
we will have done our job. 
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All My Sons Director Interview
John Dove

What is it that draws you to All My Sons
as a piece of work?
It’s a big play. It’s set around a family
and the theme of it is that everybody
should take more responsibility today,
from the leaders to the quiet person at
the end of a family. It’s that issue that is
facing society today, I think that’s the
reason, the true meat of the play Arthur
Miller takes it head on and it’s very rare
to find it addressed in a play on such a
broad map, there are so many other
issues involved as well. 

You have directed many Miller plays 
in the past, including Death of a
Salesman here at The Lyceum. Do you
have a favourite?
No. He is too big for that, he’s just too
big for that. 

They’ve each got very different colours.
One of them I don’t know at all, which is
A View From A Bridge and I really look
forward to having a look at that because
I think they are wonderful plays and he
was a wonderful man. 

In the read through, you said that the
fuel behind All My Sons was the love
story, could you expand on this idea?
That’s when I read it. I’ve since shifted
round a lot. But Annie comes round
because she’s in love and she’s got a
letter in her pocket. She was in love
with the brother Larry, she’s now in
love with Chris. She’s turned another
man down in New York for him and
she’s waited some years and it’s the
impetus of that entrance that creates
the motor for the play, that’s on a very
simple level, there is an awful lot going
on underneath – all the different
strands. That’s the motor that starts
the whole thing going, then her brother
follows her.

Would you call All My Sons a tragedy in
the classic sense?
No, it’s more, it’s bigger than that.
Because everybody’s aware, by the end,
of the responsibility they have. No, it’s
bigger than a tragedy. It seems to me
that tragedies are plays about people
who haven’t grown in some way or
learnt from their experience. This all
happens on one Sunday and people
learn a colossal amount in that twelve
hours, more than I would.

In the play, Miller examines the
American Dream. It seems to me that
our cultures are not so different today.
In what way do you think this adds 
to the relevance of All My Sons for
Scotland’s audience today?
I don’t know that an American Dream
as such exists now. I think we have all
moved on a long way. We are a much
more questioning hemisphere. I don’t
know that we’ve got the building blocks
in place to have a dream. I think what
we are looking for is what those blocks
might be. Then such a thing as an
American Dream, a French Dream, 
or a Scottish Dream might emerge. 
But we haven’t because we tried to
create democracies and we didn’t take
responsibility for them so they’re 
not working, so we haven’t got an
alternative model and we are hunting.
I’m sure we’ll find it, but we haven’t
found it yet.

Could you tell me about Miller’s style
of playwriting?
It varies, doesn’t it? This one was
written in 1947, and The Price was
written in ’67, so it varies completely.
Salesman was fast writing, this one’s
not quite so fast. It is short sentence
dialogue quite a lot and you’ve got to
watch how you handle the full stops;
sometimes you’ve got to ride on. 
You’ve got to watch some of the stage
directions, which in 1947 would have
been hugely meaningful, but today
you’ve got to modify it because we are a
much more knowing world and we’ve
seen an awful lot of films. All that has
got to be addressed. But he’s a big
writer with a poet to it where he needs
it and with drive to it where he needs
that and you can feel it while you’re
rehearsing it, you just go for it. More
than that I can’t say because it’s still
emerging in a way.

In terms of casting, what were you
looking for in the actor who plays
Keller?
No, you don’t cast in a sense like that,
you creep forward with the play, with
instinct. And if you really do do that, you
really do it, the play casts itself. It really
does if you let it. With Stuart…I’m very
privileged because I’ve got nearly a
complete Scottish cast and one

American and I find that very exciting.
I’ve worked with Stuart before in The
Price and I knew what range he’d got
and it felt to me very right, as it
emerged. I wouldn’t think for a moment
that Stuart hasn’t got all the qualities;
huge presence, power and warmth. If I
had to answer in a simpler way I’d say,
if you’ve got somebody who looks dark
or criminal, or has got a side to him in
any way then it won’t work.    

In the rehearsal I sat in on, I heard you
ask your actors for ‘charisma’.  Surely,
this is necessary for any actor in any
play. Why is it all the more important
for All My Sons?
No, that’s a joke. Not important in
anything…not even worth thinking
about. If it grows in life within
somebody they are never aware of it.
People who really have it, like Mandela
are not aware of it but it emanates from
them, probably because of huge years
of work and devotion, so it’s a
wonderful quality but if I throw it in a
rehearsal, it’s a joke.

Could you tell me about your
naturalistic approach towards staging
All My Sons?
It’s not naturalistic, it’s realism. He’s a
realistic writer, he uses naturalism for
his imagery. So we’ve selected the
naturalism that we thought was
important…you don’t see bedroom
lights going on and off all the time but
there is a real lawn. It’s selected, but
it’s not naturalistic completely at all.

Have you seen other productions
where grass has been used?
No. People use whatever they want to
use, the play will work no matter what.
We’ve been very lucky that the [Lyceum
production] staff have managed to get
everything together, very lucky. It’s
good, it adds a root, depth to the thing 
I hope. 



American Dream
All My Sons analyses the frailties of the American Dream. The American Dream is difficult to define,
however. In general terms it means that all Americans, no matter their class, education or status
have the right and ability to achieve a comfortable way of life and financial security. Americans living
after the Great Depression, which started in 1929 and ran through most of the 1930s, needed to cling
to this ideal. 

All My Sons cites the American Dream as an illusion, unattainable by the majority, even by those that
appear to have achieved. On the surface, Joe Keller has achieved his portion of the American Dream.
He is uneducated, but a hard worker and has managed to become a successful factory boss and
owner. He owns a nice house with a garden. His family are loving and supportive and he is well liked
in the community. However, Joe made a lot of his money during wartime and his drive to achieve the
American Dream leads to him being held responsible for the deaths of twenty-one pilots. His family
is also less than perfect; his wife lives in denial of their son’s death because Joe would therefore be
responsible for the death of his own son. When Joe discovers that Larry committed suicide because
of his father’s negligence, he realises that the responsibility of the deaths of all these young men lies
with him; he killed all his sons. 

Wartime Profiteering
Joe Keller’s success comes from Wartime Profiteering, a fact that Miller found abhorrent and is
reflected in Chris’s condemnation at the end of the play. Chris is horrified when he finds out that 
Joe is responsible for so much grief and even more so when Joe tells him that he did it for him; 
to secure the business for Chris and ensure a good inheritance.  

Denial
All of the characters live in denial of the truth in some form. Joe Keller lives in denial of his guilt and
belief that he has achieved the American Dream. Kate Keller lives in denial of the truth about her
son, Larry. She has convinced herself of Joe’s innocence and that Larry will return home; if untrue, it
would mean that Joe had killed his own son. Kate has the last line of the play, which completes the
cycle of denial, she says to Chris, ‘Don’t take it on yourself. Forget Now. Live.’ It is as if she is saying
that she will go on in denial. She will forget, or deny the reasons why Joe kills himself and the
terrible events of the past day.       

Love
All My Sons also takes place around the love story between Chris and Ann. These two characters have
been writing to each other for a long time and have been reluctant to tell the Keller family that they
wish to marry each other because Ann has always been considered ‘Larry’s Girl’. They have arrived at
the Keller house to declare their love for each other and to convince the family that Larry is no longer
alive. There is also the love between Kate and Joe and the love that Kate has for her son. Kate loves him
so much that she is able to live believing that Larry will return, no matter whether or not she knows the
truth. There is love between the married couples in the play, there is the love and forgiveness between
George Deever and his father, Steve. There are also references to past love affairs between George and
Lydia, who is now married and the past relationship between Ann and Larry.  

Exploration of Central Themes
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Motifs

The House
The Keller house is an imposing presence in the play. It is very representative of the American Dream that,
on the surface the Kellers appear to have achieved. The house evokes fond memories in George, who states
that he has never felt more at home anywhere else. It is mentioned that the house has never changed; 
Ann imagines that her parents are in their house now and all the children are playing together and doing
their homework.

The yard is always open; people are always coming and going and seem welcome to do so. The openness of
the yard contrasts with the secrets that are hidden within the family. The bustle creates the opportunity for
people to be in the wrong place at the wrong time and therefore revealing the secrets in a very short space
of time.     

Larry’s Tree
Planted as a memorial, the tree gets broken in a storm the previous night. It is revealed that Kate witnessed
the tree breaking as she had a dream about Larry and went outside. We also discover that it was Larry’s
birthday this month. Kate takes all this information as a good omen; she says it was too soon to plant a
memorial tree because he is not dead. Perhaps, however, it is a bad omen that prophesises Ann’s letter and
the revelation of the truth about Larry.

Conflict
The play is set in 1946, shortly after World War II. This very much affects the lives of the Keller family.
References are frequently made to the war and the weapons and machine heads that were built and
shipped out of the Keller factory. Chris’s character is very affected by the war; he was a squadron leader 
and lost most of his men. He is angry that on his return he found that life had not changed for the people 
left behind. He feels that no one learnt anything from the war. He also feels guilty that he survived and 
can now go on living as before.

There are many one-to-one conflicts throughout the play. Chris and Joe frequently raise their voices to each
other, as do Joe and Kate. In fact, Kate tells Joe it has always been the same, “whenever there’s trouble you
yell at me and think that settles it.”  

Newspapers
The play starts with a weather report from the newspaper. When Joe says it will rain because the papers
say so, Jim informs him that it will not. The joke is that you should never believe what the papers say.
However, the joke has resonance; it is a comment on the same papers that keep Kate believing that Larry
will return home. She is always reading about boys returning home after years of being declared as
‘Missing In Action’. 

The newspaper motif continues as we find out from Larry’s letter that he committed suicide after newspapers
arrived from the US with articles about his father and Steve shipping out cracked aeroplane parts. 
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THE PLAY IN CONTEXT
1946
January

7 Allies recognize Austrian 

republic with 1937 borders 

– the country is divided into 

four occupation zones. 

10 First meeting of the United Nations.

Project Diana bounces Radar waves

off the Moon, measuring the exact 

distance between the earth and 

the moon and proving that 

communication was possible 

between the earth and outer space, 

effectively opening the space age.

20 Charles De Gaulle resigns as 

president of France.

31 Yugoslavia’s new constitution, 

modelling the Soviet Union, 

establishes six constituent 

republics (Bosnia-Herzegovina, 

Croatia, Macedonia, Montenegro,

Serbia and Slovenia).

February

14 The Bank of England nationalised.

ENIAC (for “Electronic Numerical

Integrator and Computer”), the 

first general-purpose electronic 

computer, is unveiled at the 

University of Pennsylvania. 

March

2 British troops withdraw from Iran 

according to treaty – Soviets do not. 

Ho Chi Minh elected the 

President of North Vietnam. 

5 In his speech in Fulton, Missouri,

Winston Churchill talks about 

Iron Curtain.

22 Great Britain grants Transjordan, 

as it was then known, its 

independence. Three years later the 

country changes its name to Jordan.

April

18 Last meeting of League of Nations 

– it transfers its mission to United 

Nations and disbands itself.

May

2 Six prisoners unsuccessfully try 

to escape from the Alcatraz 

prison island.

June

2 In a referendum Italians decide 

to turn Italy from a monarchy 

into a Republic. After this 

referendum, the king of Italy 

Umberto II di Savoia was exiled. 

In Italy, women vote for the

first time.

10 Italy declared republic.

July

5 Bikinis go on sale in Paris. 

October

15 Nuremberg Trials: Founder 

of the Gestapo and recently 

convicted Nazi war criminal, 

Hermann Göring, poisons 

himself hours before his 

scheduled execution. 

23 United Nations’ first meeting 

in Long Island. 

November

27 Cold War: Indian Prime Minister 

Jawaharlal Nehru appeals to the 

United States and the Soviet Union 

to end nuclear testing and to start 

nuclear disarmament, stating that 

such an action would“save 

humanityfrom the ultimate disaster.”

December

11 UNICEF (United Nations 

Children’s Fund) founded.

31 President Harry Truman 

officially proclaims an end of 

hostilities in World War II.

Happy Birthday – all of these

famous names will be turning 

61 this year (2007)!

January 19 Dolly Parton is born 

– American singer and actress 

January 20 David Lynch is born 

– American film director 

February 21 Alan Rickman is born 

– English actor

May 20 Cher is born – American

actress and singer 

May 22 George Best is born 

– Northern Irish footballer (d. 2005)

July 6 George W. Bush, 43rd President 

of the United States 

July 6 Sylvester Stallone is born 

– American actor  

August 19 Bill Clinton, 42nd President 

of the United States 

December 18 Steven Spielberg is born 

– American film director

The Nuremberg Trials
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Have a look at the differences and similarities between Michael Taylor’s set
design model and the finished stage photograph.

The Model

The Set

Set Design

12 > All My Sons



The idea behind the costume design was to keep it in the style of 1946
without it being too different from clothes that we would recognise 
today as smart, weekend clothes and eveningwear. These images were
created by the costume designers. The notes written on the images
were to help decide which characters would wear which clothes.

Ann wears a
smart summer dress:

The women get dressed up
for Saturday Night:

1940s Men’s suits:

Costume
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In pairs, improvise these scenarios:

• Keller and Steve Deever’s phone conversation on the day that the damaged cylinder 
heads need to be shipped out.

• Mother and Keller receiving the news that Larry is missing in action.

• George meeting his father at the jail in Columbus. It is the first time they have seen 
each other in 3 years.

• Anne and Chris going for a drive, awaiting the arrival of George.

In groups of 4 or more improvise these scenarios:

• Chris and “his boys”. For example, the men in his regiment talk together prior 
to going out on a mission.  

• Keller is working in his new factory after the war, serving clients who have different 
reactions to the court case.

• The Deevers preparing to leave their family home after Steve is found guilty. 

Extension:

As a group, create an image of the 2 following scenarios: 

(An image is a still, quiet tableau – such as a photograph.) 

• The Keller and Deever families before the war broke out.

• Chris and Ann’s wedding.

• Try thinking of other memories or scenarios from the play – one happy and one sad.

• Share the images to the rest of the group. 

• In character, tell the story of what happened on this occasion to the rest of the group.
Imagine the character is looking at the photograph and remembering.

• Each character should give a personal perspective.

As a Class:

• Set up the court case of Keller and Steve Deever’s trial.

• Set up the room as a court.

• Cast members of the class as lawyers, jury, a judge, witnesses (characters from 
the play), factory workers and journalists.

• The lawyers should interrogate all witnesses.

• Try to forget the outcome from the play. Who would you have found guilty on that day? 

Drama Exercises
around the play
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• Who or what is responsible for the deaths of the 21 service men in Australia?

• Why is it so important to Kate that Larry is still alive?

• Miller took 3 years to write All My Sons, with over 700 pages of manuscript.  
In the original, Miller saw Kate as the play’s main protagonist. If he had kept 
with his initial idea, how would it have affected the play?

• All My Sons is full of imagery and symbolism. Discuss one and try to explain 
to what effect you think it has been used in the play.

• The action in the play occurs over a time-span of just 24 hours. How does this 
affect the impact of the play?

• What is the significance of Keller playing “jail” with the children in the 
neighbourhood and making them Deputy Police Officers?

• Chris claims near the end that Keller was “killing my boys”. What do you think 
he means by that?

• What is meant by Sue’s line, “if Chris wants people to put on the hair shirt let 
him take of his broadcloth”.

• Why is Sue so angry with Ann?

• What, in your opinion, is the catalyst for Keller’s downfall?

• How does this play use the styles of realism and naturalism? To what effect?

• Is the play still relevant today?

Questions for the
study of All My Sons
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