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"Other Desert Cities" by Jon Robin Baitz is currently showing at The Jewish Ensemble Theatre in West Bloomfield. 

David Wolber is the director. 

The title of the show might sound elusive. In fact, it is a reference to a road sign on Interstate 10 in California. The story 

takes place in Palm Springs, California, around 2009. There seems to be a serious generation gap in the family, in 

which the parents are prominent Republicans with ties dating back to the Reagan era, but their adult children have their 

own different ideology. 

The actors are all excellent. Brooke Wyeth, performed by Leah Smith, opens and closes the show, as the story is based 

on her book of memoirs about her parents and siblings. She is still young and represents a segment of the younger 

generation. She is the one who questions the facade of life that is progressing within her family. 

As the middle child in the family, she tends to have a clear view of both her older brother and her younger brother, Trip 

(performed by Bryan Lark), who isn't mature enough to question the facts as they are presented to him. The atmosphere 

is rife with rumors about the death of their older brother under questionable circumstances, but the topic is a taboo in 

that family. 

The mother, Polly Wyeth (performed by Naz Edwards), stands straight and tall and sets the tone for the family. She is 

close to the Reagans and considers Nancy Reagan a person to be admired. Her sister Silad Grauman (performed by 

Sandra Birch) is an alcoholic who has managed to gain some control over her disease. Birch's speech in this play is 

minimal, but she portrays volumes in her mannerisms. She tends to be very close to the rest of the family, but in 

particular, to the younger Brooke. The father of the family, Lyman Wyeth (performed by Hugh Maguire), is in a position 

of strength and leadership. 

Is there anything wrong within this family? Certainly not from an outsider's point of view. But the play is much more than 

a conventional confrontation along party lines, as there are some skeletons in the closet as well. These lend some 

surprising and unexpected twists to the family relationships. One way to find out is to come and see the play. 

SHOW DETAILS: "Other Desert Cities" is being performed through May 18. For more information, 

check www.JetTheatre.org or call 248-788-2900. 

 

 

 

http://www.jettheatre.org/
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Leah Smith stars as Brooke, a writer wrestling with her 

own definitions of risk and success when it comes to 

speaking truth about family in “Other Desert Cities,” 

written by Jon Robin Baitz. It runs at The Jewish 

Ensemble Theatre through May 18.Photo by Jan Cartwright, 

courtesy of The Jewish Ensemble Theatre 

The Jewish Ensemble Theatre wraps up its 25th anniversary 

season performances with an intelligent and emotional drama 

that unfolds from family central: The household living room. 

This momentous play, “Other Desert Cities” is written by Jon 

Robin Baitz, opened off Broadway in January 2011, and on 

Broadway in November 2011. This succulent work was a finalist 

for a Pulitzer Prize in Drama 2012. 

Baitz’s “Other Desert Cities” was apparently titled after a road 

sign bearing the same words on Interstate 10 in California. It 

also leads us on a trip of memory from New York to California, as the lead character has done in the 

story. 

But the title also evokes images of desert journeys of the soul, Biblical wanderings in the wilderness to 

cleanse one’s spirit, scour the consciousness, sweat the details, an Exodus to prepare for revelation as 

one returns home to family and childhood identity — as an adult. 

 

It begs the question: Which is oasis and which mirage? 

Baitz’s drama posits the value of a writer to tell all — at any expense. Necessary or selfish? For whom 

and at what cost? 

Are family secrets to remain buried or does keeping deadly secrets kill the living? 

In this case, writer Brooke Wyeth returns home to Palm Springs after a six-year absence to celebrate 

Christmas with her Jewish parents, former Ambassador and actor Lyman Wyeth, and mother and 

writer Polly Wyeth. This family reunion includes her brother, Trip, a television producer, and Aunt 

Silda, Polly’s sister and once-writing collaborator, now a recovering alcoholic. Unlike Lyman and Polly 

who knew Ron and Nancy Reagan personally — Silda and Brooke are liberals. 



This family reunion is not as easy as it might be. 

Brooke herself is recovering from depression and writer’s block, and she is about to publish a memoir 

which reveals a significant and tragic event in their family history — the death of her other brother by 

suicide and violence. 

There’s a little bit of writer Judith Guest’s “Ordinary People” in “Other Desert Cities,” especially on the 

surface of the character of Polly — a mother who appears Waspish, aloof, critical. 

Both mothers have lost a young adult-child after all, who are we to judge the pain and unimaginable 

loss? 

The difference here, is that Baitz’s Polly has more going on below the surface — eventually she shows 

us how she has loved and rescued her children, a strength inherited. 

The JET cast includes excellent performances by Leah Smith as Brooke, Naz Edwards as her mother 

Polly, and Sandra Birch as Silda. Hugh Maguire as her father, and Bryan Lark as her brother, also offer 

the apt cadence and intonation. 

Directed by David Wolber, the artistic director of Performance Network in Ann Arbor, ‘Other Desert 

Cities’ is a combined JET production with Performance Network. Following its run at the Jewish 

Ensemble Theatre, the drama will run in the Ann Arbor venue June 12-July 20. 

Though not a comedy, it would be a mistake to consider “Other Desert Cities” only a dark and somber 

chambre. It’s also funny, honest, surprising and liberating. 

 


