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INTRODUCTION

rthur Miller, despite the stature of Eugene

O'Neill and Tennessee Williams, is quite pos-
sibly the most important American dramatist to
date. Since his death, there have been several new
books that try to assess his legacy and to offer
critical and personal responses to the man and
his work. All indicate the tremendous importance
of his contribution to U.S., if not world, litera-
ture. His career spanned almost 70 years, during
which time he not only gave us two of the world’s
best-known and most-performed dramas, Death
of a Salesman and The Crucible, but also dozens
more plays, fictional pieces, and essays. In many
ways Miller has come to define U.S. drama, and
all who came after him are measured against his
high standard. Given the large number of students
and teachers at schools and colleges around the
globe who study the work of this master dramatist,
this volume has been written as a much-needed
reference guide to Miller’s life and works for both
classroom and individual use.

Critical Companion to Arthur Miller has been
designed to provide a reliable, up-to-date, ency-
clopedic source of information on Miller for high—
school- and college-level students and for teachers,
libraries, and the general public. A central con-
cern has been to make this an accessible, readable,
and dependable source of information on Miller’s
life, career, and writing. The book covers his entire
canon, including plays, screenplays, fiction, short
stories, and poetry, as well as a number of the
important essays and critical pieces. There are also
detailed entries on literary, theatrical, and personal

figures who are related to Miller’s life and career,
key terms and topics connected to his work, and
various theatrical companies and places with which
he has been associated. Entries are cross-referenced
and are easy to access.

The book begins with a lengthy biographical
essay covering Miller’s life and career from birth
to death. Part II of the book contains entries on
all of Miller’s dramatic and fictional works, as well
as on key essays and longer pieces of nonfiction.
For each work, there is an explanation of its ori-
gins as well as a plot synopsis and a commentary
discussing key critical points. For the plays, addi-
tional sections discuss first performance, initial
reviews, relevant scholarship, and movie and tele-
vision adaptations, and a Further Reading section
gives a bibliography of important critical works.
For the fiction and nonfiction entries, additional
sections discuss the work’s initial reception, as
well as relevant scholarship and Further Read-
ing where appropriate. For both plays and fiction,
characters in the work are discussed in subentries
to the larger entry on the work.

Part IIT of the book contains entries on people,
topics, terms, theater companies, and more, all of
them important to understanding Miller’s life and
work. Part IV contains appendices, including a bibli-
ography of works by Miller, a list of useful interviews
with Miller, an up-to-date bibliography of the most
useful secondary sources, mainly book-length, and a
detailed chronology of key events in Miller’s life.

To indicate a cross-reference, any name or term
that appears as an entry in Part III is printed on
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first appearance in SMALL CAPITAL LETTERS, for
example, LEE J. COBB.

Many past volumes on Miller have fallen out of
date, having been compiled prior to his tremendous
output in his final two decades, or they are less com-
plete, tending to concentrate overwhelmingly on
Death of a Salesman and The Crucible to the exclu-
sion of his other work. This volume devotes plenty
of space to these often-taught plays but also provides

a good deal of information on Miller’s other notable
works, covering his entire oeuvre, and offers a full
picture of this seminal U.S. writer. Miller’s essays
can be said to represent some of the most important
statements of theatrical principles since George Ber-
nard Shaw. They rarely have been considered outside
of this volume but are here outlined to help inspire
many rewarding teaching and learning opportunities
to complement readings of Miller’s other writing.
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Arthur Miller
(1915-2005)

Arthur Asher Miller was born October 17, 1915,
in New York City, the second child of AuGusTA
MILLER and ISIDORE MILLER. Augusta was a first-
generation American whose father had emigrated
from Poland, and Isidore himself had emigrated
from Poland at the age of six. His mother was age
22 and his father age 30 at the time of Miller’s birth.
A brother, KERMIT MILLER, three years the elder,
and a younger sister, JOAN COPELAND who was
born in 1922, made up the Miller family. Arthur
Miller developed many of his characters from his
extended family of aunts, uncles, and cousins when
he became a playwright.

In his 1987 autobiography, Timebends: A Life,
Miller describes the feeling he had while growing
up that he was the opposite of his brother. Kermit
was a well-behaved, good boy who took after their
father, and Miller saw himself, with his ambitions
and darker side, as being more like their mother.
Miller always felt love and respect for his elder
brother, but he viewed himself and his brother
as being in competition well into adulthood. It is
unsurprising that two brothers at odds became fre-
quently occurring characters in many of his plays,
from No Villain to The Price.

Despite internal family differences, Miller’s
social background gave him a secure sense of self.
He grew up within a circle of classmates, neigh-
bors, and friends who were predominantly Jewish.
His parents may not have regularly attended ser-
vices, but Miller recalls going with his family to the
114th Street synagogue as a child, and the family
home was dominated by Jewish style, taste, humor,
and values. JUDAISM and its beliefs heavily influ-
enced Miller’s upbringing and provided him with
a strong moral and ethical center that was evident
in his works and life, even while he saw himself as
an atheist. His mother’s father, LOUIS BARNETT,
always wore a yarmulke and spoke mostly Yiddish;
his great-grandfather was an observant Jew with a
long beard. Miller attended Hebrew school after
his regular school to learn the prayers and read-
ings that were expected of him at his bar mitzvah,

which took place when he was 13, shortly before
the family moved to BROOKLYN.

From an early age, Miller admired his mother’s
artistry and the inquiring mind that had filled their
house with books and music. It was the music that
he liked best, taking piano lessons and developing a
taste for classical works. He felt close to his mother
and saw her as having had a great influence on the
way that he viewed life. The portrait of Rose Baum
in The American Clock is based on Augusta Miller,
just as Moe Baum is ostensibly his father, and Lee
Baum is young Miller himself. Less-flattering ver-
sions of Miller’s parents appeared in the earlier play
After the Fall, and aspects of his father certainly
inform the father figures in The Man Who Had All
the Luck and The Price; men who clearly privilege
one son over the other—Willy Loman also does
this, but Miller insisted that his father was nothing
like his famous salesman. Miller viewed himself as
the less-favored but the more-successful brother of
the two.

Though unschooled, having been forced to leave
school at an early age to go to work, Isidore Miller
had an innate authority and a strong sense of what
he felt was right or wrong. He was also a quiet man
who loved and depended on his wife. Before being
financially ruined by the GREAT DEPRESSION, he
owned and ran a successful clothing business; the
MILTEX COAT AND SUIT COMPANY. It boasted a fac-
tory, a showroom, and a front office and employed
more than 800 people. Miller simultaneously hated
and admired his father; he was annoyed at his
father’s incapacity to recuperate fully, both eco-
nomically and emotionally, from the Depression,
yet he was able to recognize the man’s inner good-
ness. In hindsight, Miller realized that it was the
system that failed rather than his father, but at the
time, it was difficult to lay the blame elsewhere as
he watched his father become increasingly useless
as a provider.

At the age of eight, Miller recalled, he attended
his first play with his mother at the Shubert The-
ater in New York City—a melodrama in which a
stereotyped cannibal tried to blow up a passenger
ship—and he felt impressed by the “realness” of the
experience, as opposed to the few films he had seen.
But he did not consider writing his own plays at
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this time, being far more interested in sports. Miller
attended the same school to which his mother had
gone, P.S. 24, on West 111th Street, only one block
away from home. One of Miller’s favorite pastimes
was to go out alone on his bicycle, exploring. Other
than that, he played the usual stickball and punch-
ball in the streets of Manhattan, was not much on
reading, and was best friends with SIDNEY FRANKS,
the son of a banker who lived in the same building.

The Millers were a very contented family in the
1920s, wealthy enough to have their own chauf-
feur and an attractive apartment in Manhattan on
the top floor of a six-story building at 45 West
110th Street, overlooking Central Park, just off 5th
Avenue. Each summer, they would rent a place
at Rockaway Beach to escape the heat of the city.
But even before the WALL STREET CRASH, business
had begun to slow, not helped by the numbers of
relatives whom Isidore felt duty bound to employ,
including Miller’s uncles MANNY NEWMAN and Lee
Balsam. In 1928, the family relocated, first to one-
half of a roomy Brooklyn duplex, then to a small
six-room house, where Miller unhappily shared a
bedroom with his dour Grandfather Barnett, at
1350 East 3rd Street in the Midwood section of
Brooklyn. With the crash, finances tightened even
further, for his father had invested heavily in stocks,
as had most other businessmen of that era.

The family’s formerly idyllic life turned sour,
and such change was depicted in detail with the
Baum family in The American Clock. Miller, like
Lee Baum, drew his savings from the bank to buy a
bicycle just before a run on the banks in 1933, but
as he celebrated his good fortune, the bicycle was
stolen from outside the house. As the Depression
deepened and business dropped, the Millers were
forced to give up more of their former comforts.
Just like Rose Baum, Augusta Miller had to sell or
pawn all of her jewelry, lose her piano, and begin to
resent her husband’s incapacity to win out over the
general collapse of the country. Still, they did their
best to create a comfortable home and to survive.

At their new Brooklyn house, Miller planted
a pear tree in the backyard that still exists today.
In 1931, he used money saved from his preschool
bread-delivery rounds to buy lumber to build a back
stoop on the house; these were early signs of Mill-

er’s lifelong interest in trees and carpentry. Both
of these activities are echoed in All My Sons and
Death of a Salesman, albeit with different impact,
offering early examples of how Miller would use his
private experience to facilitate his writing but also
illustrating how such incidents would be artistically
adapted; the Keller tree is used as a symbol for the
missing son, and the Loman boys steal the lumber
for the stoop that their father builds.

The Miller’s Brooklyn home was on a dead-end
street that led to a baseball field and a cemetery
beyond and was close to the elevated train tracks
that ran between Manhattan and Coney Island.
Instead of punchball and stickball, the youths now
had room for football and baseball; Miller took sec-
ond base while Kermit pitched. The neighborhood
still evokes the setting of the Loman house in Death
of a Salesman, with close-set homes and nearby
apartments that overshadow the area. But the Mill-
ers were not isolated here, for across the street were
the homes of their relatives, the Newmans and the
Balsams, who had moved to Brooklyn after World
War I almost 10 years earlier. Miller would grow
up close to his Uncle Manny, whose whole family
would later provide models for the Lomans. He
would go on fishing trips with his cousins Abby and
Buddy Newman.

On first moving to the area, Miller attended
James Madison High School, which was a lengthy
walk from the house. It was from there that his
brother graduated before heading to New York
University, but in 1930, the city built Abraham
Lincoln High, which was closer to home, and Miller
was reassigned there.

At Abraham Lincoln, Miller had a better repu-
tation for sports than for academics, doing poorly
in his classes, especially math, just like Biff Loman
from Death of a Salesman. He had passed six feet
tall even before turning 16 and played both bas-
ketball and football. It was while playing football
for the school team that Miller ripped the ligament
that would later prevent him from being called up
in World War II.

During their summer vacations, Miller and his
brother helped out at their father’s business as the
family tried to keep it afloat. In 1932, Kermit quit
university to work in the business full time. With
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his junior driver’s license, Miller gave up his bakery
job to drive a delivery truck for a school friend’s
father, Sam Shapse, an auto-parts retailer in Long
Island City. However, this business went under in
1932. He graduated from high school that follow-
ing summer, although he had failed algebra several
times, with an ambition to pursue a college degree,
despite what had happened to his brother. His
grades were unremarkable and the more prestigious
colleges were clearly out of grasp both academically
and financially, but he spoke to a neighbor who
was enrolled at the UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN and
discovered this university could be within reach.
He applied straight away. His grades proved to be
too poor, and he was rejected on both this and a
follow-up application.

Not wishing to give up his ambitions, Miller
enrolled in night school at New York City College,
which was free to local students who had no funds,
while he helped out at his father’s business, which
was still limping along. He soon realized that he
should either work or attend school full time—try-
ing to do both at the same time was impossible and
he withdrew after a few weeks of classes. Despite
having been twice rejected, Miller wrote a plaintive
letter that finally persuaded the dean at Michigan
to allow him to enter on probation, with the under-
standing that he would first need to show them a
bank account that contained $500 to prove that he
could cover himself financially. Having quit New
York City College, he looked for paid work, even
offering his services as a singer on a local radio
station to try to save up the money that he would
need to attend university as a full-time student.

Shapse put in a good word to get Miller a job
clerking at CHADICK-DELAMATER AUTO PARTS
WAREHOUSE on 10th Avenue in Manhattan, an
area that would later become the site for the Lin-
coln Center for the Performing Arts and the home
of the REPERTORY THEATER OF LINCOLN CENTER.
Chadick—Delamater did not usually employ Jews—
giving Miller his first real experience of American
ANTI-SEMITISM. Earning $15 a week, he began
to save for college. It was on the subway to and
from this job that he began to read serious litera-
ture—most notably, the Russian novelist, FYODOR
DOSTOYEVSKY’s, The Brothers Karamazov—and to

realize that writers have the amazing power to affect
how people see the world around them. Previous
to this he had read little more than popular boys’
adventure stories, such as Tom Swift. Dabbling with
writing, he tried short stories, such as “In Memo-
riam,” based on one of his father’s aging salesmen.
Miller views the time he spent in the auto-parts
warehouse as his “entry into the big world beyond
home and school.” It was this time of his life that
he later recalled in A Memory of Two Mondays
(1955). By the fall of 1934, he had saved enough to
head to Michigan, leaving Kermit behind to look
after his parents.

Miller elected to major in journalism and by
May had joined the staff of the MICHIGAN DAILY,
the college newspaper, as a reporter. He reported
on activities taking place both on and off cam-
pus, from interviews with on-campus speakers and
reports on campus studies to pieces on union activ-
ity and Senate bills. He washed dishes at a co-op
cafeteria in exchange for free meals and existed on
the $15 monthly pay he received for tending the
rats at a local genetics laboratory. In his sophomore
year, he met his future wife MARY GRACE SLATTERY
at a party, and she would become his first non-
Jewish girlfriend. Although not members of the
Communist Party, Miller and Slattery had strong
sympathies with the Communist cause, and they
spent much of their time together. Miller joined
the peace movement and signed the Oxford Pledge
that declared that its signatories would not take
part in any future war.

Funds were running low, and his father’s busi-
ness had finally gone under, so there was no chance
of any financial support from home. Miller needed
to find extra income to stay enrolled. He saw the
Avery Hopwood Awards—competitive writing
awards administered each year by the university—
as his main chance, and these had been another
reason why he had chosen Michigan. Miller spent
his 1935 spring vacation week writing a play, for
that had seemed to him the most tangible of the
genres. In 1936, he entered this play for a Hop-
wood Award and won a prize of $250 for No Villain,
a drama largely based on his own family, about
a coat manufacturer facing a strike and potential
bankruptcy and how his two sons react toward their
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father’s dilemma. He spent $22 of his prize money
on a 1927 Model T Ford, and feeling confident as
a playwright, he switched his major to English and
continued writing plays.

The following year, a rewrite of No Villain, now
titled They Too Arise, with far more complex char-
acters and themes, won a $1,250 scholarship award
from the THEATRE GUILD’s Bureau of New Plays to
study playwrighting with KENNETH ROWE, a profes-
sor at Michigan. Rowe would have a huge influence
on Miller’s early development as a dramatist during
his remaining two years of college. Miller credits
Rowe with teaching him about the dynamics of
constructing a play. They Too Arise would receive
brief productions at both Ann Arbor, by a Jewish
student-theater group, and in Detroit through the
FEDERAL THEATER PROJECT. Miller, in 1937, won
a Hopwood Award in Drama again, this time for
Honors at Dawn, another play about strikers and
two brothers at odds that pointed out corruption in
both the industrial and academic worlds.

At the close of the academic year, he returned
to New York with fellow student RALPH NEAPHUS,
with whom he had washed dishes at the cafeteria.
They drove Miller’s Ford, and Neaphus shared the
gas costs. Neaphus planned to join the Abraham
Lincoln Brigade that was heading to Spain to assist
communist troops who were fighting the fascists in
the Spanish civil war. Although tempted by a sense
of adventure and natural sympathy for a socialist
cause, Miller decided not to go with him. However,
he did write a letter to the president of the United
States, Franklin D. Roosevelt, protesting his coun-
try’s attitude toward the civil war. Returning to
Michigan, he met and became friendly with NOR-
MAN ROSTEN who had come to study under Rowe.
Rosten had been working with the Federal Theater
for the previous year and had won the same The-
atre Guild competition as Miller.

Miller’s 1938 entry to the Hopwood competi-
tion, The Great Disobedience, written for one of
Rowe’s playwrighting classes, was less successful,
failing to captivate the judges. They still awarded
it second place but found it “muddled” and “tur-
gid.” Based on information gathered during visits
to Jackson Penitentiary where a college friend, Sid
Moscowitz, had been given the job of prison psy-

chiatrist, the play was more an attack on CAPITAL-
ISM than a call for prison reform. In this story of
industrial and penal corruption, Dr. Victor Mat-
thews is railroaded into a prison sentence and
is forced to rely on the conscience of the prison
psychiatrist to survive the attentions of a sadistic
deputy warden. A development was suggested in
Miller’s work in that he was beginning to research
his topics rather than to write purely from his own
experience. Rowe allowed it a laboratory produc-
tion at the university to help Miller develop a
sense of how it could be improved.

Miller was also busy revising They Too Arise into
The Grass Still Grows, which nearly doubled the
play’s length and turned it into a comedy, for an
anticipated New York production that never came
to fruition. It was rejected by the Jewish producers
on BROADWAY as being “too Jewish.”

Graduating from Michigan in 1938, Miller
returned to New York and moved in with his
parents again. He regularly corresponded with
his former professor Kenneth Rowe, using him as
a sounding board and a sympathetic ear. Rowe
had given him a letter of recommendation to join
the Federal Theater Project, a government-run,
national agency that had been formed to provide
salaries for artists during the lean Depression years.
Slattery had dropped out of college to follow him
and had taken up residence with a roommate on
Pierrepont Street, where Miller could occasionally
spend the night (the same street on which he and
Slattery would later share an apartment). Rosten
encouraged Miller to join him in working for the
Federal Theater. In his autobiography, Miller says
that he turned down an offer of $250 a week from
Twentieth Century-Fox to work as a script writer
at this time, taking instead the weekly salary of
$22.77 from the Federal Theater, because he felt
that films were too controlled and that theater
offered him a greater freedom. To obtain the posi-
tion, he had to pretend that he was not living
with relatives, and so his old friend Sid Franks
allowed him to put up a cot in the small apartment
where he now lived with his father until Miller was
approved. Once accepted into the program, Miller
was able to rent a studio apartment on East 74th
Street. Rosten was also able to set Miller up with
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his agent, Paul Streger, who worked with Leland
Hayward and Company.

For the Federal Theater, Miller worked with
Rosten. They collaborated on the short play Listen
My Children, a comedy with music that satirized
committee work. It was never produced. Miller also
wrote several short stories, one about a salesman on
a train, another about a student hitchhiking home,
and another featuring a group of black characters.
He sent these off to many of the leading maga-
zines of the period, including Harpers, but none of
them were accepted. Copies of these early attempts
at short fiction can be found in the archives at
the HARRY RANSOM RESEARCH CENTER in Texas.
The first radio piece Miller managed to sell, for
the sum of $100, was Joe, the Motorman, which
was performed on the Rudy Vallee Variety Show
with Everett Horton playing Joe; in Miller’s own
opinion, it was “junk.” In 1939, Columbia Work-
shop (CBS) broadcast William Ireland’s Confession,
a short drama about a forgery case in Ireland that
involved Shakespearean papers; it was based on a
true story. In June 1939, the Federal Theater was
shut down on the suspicion that communists had
infiltrated it. Miller was forced to go back on relief
and to return to his parents’ house.

Miller continued work on a solo piece, a his-
torical verse drama for the radio that depicted the
ravaging of Mexico during its conquest by Cortés.
Having begun life as The Children of the Sun, this
slowly evolved into The Golden Years. However,
it would be 47 years before it would be aired, and
then it would only be so in Britain. In 1940, he took
a paid job to go to North Carolina to collect dialect
speech for the folk division of the Library of Con-
gress. Here, he gained a new appreciation of the
black experience in the South. Interviewing black
women strikers in a local bar in Wilmington, he
learned about their difficulties with the unions and
developed an interest in their struggles with racism.
He also faced racism in a personal sense, one man
threatening him with a shotgun and shouting, “Get
out, you Jew!”

Returning to New York he decided, despite the
uncertainty of his future career and the fact that
she was a Catholic, to marry his college sweetheart,
Mary Slattery. They went to Slattery’s family in

Lakewood, Ohio, to marry. Her relatives had initial
suspicions of this Jew marrying into their family,
but Miller won their respect by his forcefulness in
clearing up a problem that they faced with the
dispensation that they needed from the Catholic
Church to carry out the ceremony on which they
had planned. Miller and his new wife moved into
an apartment in Brooklyn Heights at 62 Montague
Street. Hardly more than a week later, he went
off alone, being only able to afford a single ticket,
on the merchant freighter SS Copa Copa to South
America to research a play on which he was work-
ing, The Half-Bridge. This was indicative of how
his youthful marriage would proceed, with Slattery
(and later their children) often being left behind as
Miller put his work first; it would place an inevi-
table strain on their marriage.

During the next few years, Slattery worked as
a waitress and then as an editor for Harper and
Brothers to help support them; Miller tried to earn
his share by writing scripts and radio plays, mostly
for the popular radio shows Columbia Workshop
(CBS) and the Cavalcade of America (NBC). Miller
recalls introducing himself to one of his heroes,
playwright CLIFFORD ODETS, in a local store in
1940 but making a poor impression. Miller began a
novel attacking U.S. racism, partly inspired by the
recently published Native Son by Richard Wright;
set on a freighter that was manned by a deeply rac-
ist crew, the novel featured two black characters
trying to survive, but the book was never com-
pleted. In 1941, he applied for a Rockefeller Fel-
lowship and was turned down. He also worked as a
shipfitter’s helper on the night shift at the BROOK-
LYN NAVY YARD; this was his his contribution to the
war effort. Remaining politically involved, Miller
showed his social conscience in 1941 by writing an
article, “Hitler’s Quarry,” for the inaugural issue of
Jewish Survey; centering on the evident persecution
of Jews around the world, the article included a
stern condemnation of the U.S. State Department
for its failure to assist Jews in Europe who were try-
ing to escape the Nazi threat.

Although not every radio play from this period
on which he worked was produced, such as The
Four Freedoms, Miller used this opportunity to
develop and refine his radio-writing skills, trying
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to keep the script down to the usually required 30
minutes. It also helped him to stay in contact with
an artistic community. One play, Thunder from the
Hills, about Benito Juarez’s fight for liberty, was
recorded for Cavalcade of America in 1942 and gave
him the opportunity to work with Orson Welles.
Probably the most striking among these radio plays
was his 1940 political satire for Columbia Workshop,
The Pussycat and the Expert Plumber Who Was a
Man, subtitled, “A Fantasy,” in which a talking cat
is elected mayor. The biographical Joel Chandler
Harris and Captain Paul, the latter about John Paul
Jones to help celebrate Navy Day, were produced
in 1941. The following year, Toward a Farther Star
about Amelia Earhart was aired, as were several
other pieces with patriotic themes, including, Battle
of the Owvens about Revolutionary War bakers, I
Was Married in Bataan about the trials of army
nurses, and The Eagle’s Nest that related Giuseppe
Garibaldi’s fight for a unified Italy to the contem-
porary conflict against fascism. In 1943, radio lis-
teners heard Listen for the Sound of Wings, about the
trials and resistance of the anti-Nazi German Pas-
tor Martin Niemoeller; in 1944, The Story of Canine
Joe, about the role that dogs played in helping to
win the war, was broadcast.

However, Miller was not content with writing
for the commercial radio, feeling restricted and
confined by the demands of the networks and their
advertisers. He had worked on a novel version of
The Man Who Had All the Luck for which he had
been given a small advance. However, on read-
ing an early draft, the publisher decided to reject
it. Miller also continued to write stage plays and
search for a producer. Boro Hall Nocturne was com-
pleted in about 1942. A wartime piece about Nazi
saboteurs and those willing to aid them, the play
was notable mainly for Miller’s obvious turnaround
from his earlier pacifism. Never produced, it soon
lay forgotten. By 1943, he had completed The Half-
Bridge, a tale of a merchant marine whom a Nazi
agent unsuccessfully tries to seduce into using his
ship for piracy and insurance fraud. He could not
find a producer for this play either on stage or in
radio; however, a shorter piece of his, That They
May Win, was produced by the Stage for Action
theater group in New York, and it became one of

their most popular plays. Essentially propaganda, it
urged women to inform on profiteers and to show
their men who were fighting abroad that they were
fighting on the home front to keep prices under
control to support the families of these armed-ser-
vices members.

Toward the end of 1943, on the basis of his
growing reputation as a radio dramatist, Miller was
given the lucrative opportunity to work on the
screenplay The Story of G.I. Joe for $750 a week.
It was to be based on the wartime correspondence
of Ernie Pyle. Miller toured several army camps to
collect background information, but the studio dis-
liked what he produced, finding that it painted too
harsh a picture for Hollywood, and he was dropped
from the project. Through her publishing connec-
tions, Slattery was able to help him publish a book
in 1944 based on his experiences in the camps,
Situation Normal. ... An account of army life in
diary form, it notes both the racism and the surpris-
ing lack of idealism that he discovered among the
troops whom he interviewed. He dedicated it to his
brother Kermit, who was serving abroad. Miller and
Slattery had moved into a duplex at 102 Pierrepont
Street to gain a little more space. Novelist Norman
Mailer lived upstairs when he was not away for
the war. It was here that Mailer wrote The Naked
and the Dead while Miller worked below. On Sep-
tember 7, 1944, the Millers had a daughter, JANE
MILLER; in October, his first short story, “Ditchy,”
was published in Mayfair Magazine, and in Novem-
ber, Miller had his first Broadway play produced.

In his search for a producer, Miller attracted
the attention of Joseph Fields, a writer of musical
comedies, who wanted to be involved with some-
thing more serious. Fields had read Miller’s latest
play, The Man Who Had All the Luck, which Miller
had adapted from his novel that had been rejected.
Liking the play immensely, Fields acquired the
backing from Herbert Harris to direct it on Broad-
way. At this point, Miller’s luck ran out; the play
closed after only six performances (which included
two previews), despite winning the Theatre Guild
National Award. The play tracks the rise of pros-
perous businessman David Beeves, who simply
cannot accept his good life and is led to consider
suicide (in the novel, he actually committed sui-
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cide). The play had been poorly produced and was
summarily dismissed by critics. Discouraged by
the way The Man Who Had All the Luck had been
received, Miller considered abandoning playwriting
for good although he was continuing to find success
as a radio dramatist. Turning back to fiction, he
spent six weeks writing Focus (1945), a controver-
sial novel that explored issues of U.S. anti-Semi-
tism. It sold more than 900,000 copies in hardback
alone and was widely exported and translated. It
was the first substantial income that Miller earned
from his writing and included money for the film
rights, although it was not filmed until 1962. It was
also an early example of American literature openly
tackling such a topic.

Miller had been writing episodes for the CBS
radio series The Doctor Fights since June 1944 and
would continue to do so for a year. One, starring
Robert Montgomery, included a scene in which an
American pilot’s legs are amputated by a Japanese
pilot as he floats down on a parachute. The play’s
focus is on the plight of the amputee as he later
recovers in hospital, and Miller had to argue to
keep his bleakly realistic depiction intact. Other
radio work included his 1945 adaptation of Jane
Austen’s Pride and Prejudice to fit a one-hour for-
mat for Theatre Guild of the Air. Miller’s version
incorporates several jokes and owes more to Miller
than to Austen. An adaptation of Ferenc Molnar’s
The Guardsman was also aired, and there were
more wartime sagas, including The Philippines Never
Surrendered, about a brave school superintendent
on the island of Mindanao, and Bernadine, I Love
You, that relates how a lonely soldier is helped by
the Red Cross to contact his wife. Grandpa and the
Statue was broadcast on Cavalcade of America and
explored the symbolism of the Statue of Liberty,
with Charles Laughton playing the grandpa.

In 1946, Miller successfully adapted George
Abbott and John C. Holm’s Three Men on a Horse
for radio and published a short story about the
impact of battle injuries on war veterans, “The
Plaster Masks” in Encore: A Continuing Anthol-
ogy. He further showed his political involvement
at about this time with the short agitprop You're
Next and an article in New Masses magazine that
debated the significance of the poet EZRA POUND’s

Arthur Miller as a young aspiring playwright. Courtesy
Billy Rose Theatre Collection, The New York Public Library for
the Performing Arts, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations.

pro-fascist stance. He also returned to work on a
full-length play about success, as well as GUILT AND
RESPONSIBILITY, a play that revolved around another
controversial issue: war profiteering. It was a topic
upon which he had brushed in his radio work, but
it would now take center stage.

Miller spent a number of years developing All
My Sons, honing it to perfection. The story about
a father who gets away with selling faulty aircraft
parts to the air force but ultimately pays the price
as his sons turn against him was presented in a real-
istic style as a purposeful crowd pleaser. By 1947,
it was ready. Miller’s agency had been bought out
by MCA, and KATHERINE BROWN was assigned to
represent Miller; it was a good match, and they
worked together for the next 40 years. She offered
his new script to several producers, and the Theatre
Guild was interested but noncommittal. Attracted
by two men who had been the leading lights of the
GROUP THEATER and were still gaining in reputa-
tion, on Miller’s suggestion Brown sent the play to
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HAROLD CLURMAN and ELiA KaZAN. They accepted
the play immediately, bringing Walter Fried on
board to help produce, and it was decided that
Kazan would direct. This time, there would be no
early closure; indeed, the play ran for 328 perfor-
mances. Championed by the New York Times the-
ater critic BROOKS ATKINSON, who welcomed such
a serious work in a theater that he saw as growing
too socially trivial, All My Sons won solid reviews,
some major AWARDS, and professional recognition
for Miller as a playwright. He was interviewed for
the first time for a New York Times article by John
K. Hutchens, a sure indication that the public now
knew his name.

Shortly after this success, Miller worked for
a week at a Queens beer-box factory assembling
boxes for minimum wage, as both an act of contri-
tion and to keep in touch with real people. The
play had provided Miller with sufficient funds to
purchase an old farmhouse in ROXBURY, CONNECTI-
CUT, to use as a vacation home, as well as 31 Grace
Court, an elegant terrace in Brooklyn Heights, for
the family’s main residence. He was even able to
afford a maid to help out around the new home.
Grace Court was a duplex and came with sitting
tenants in the lower section, the Davenports. After
a time, Miller tired of being a compulsory landlord,
and so he and his family looked for a single-fam-
ily dwelling. They moved into a picturesque for-
mer coach house at 151 Willow Street, where they
would live together until Miller left them for MARI-
LYN MONROE.

Still at Grace Court, however, the couple
increased their family with ROBERT MILLER, born
on May 31, 1947. Although Miller’s main focus
was on becoming a known playwright, he contin-
ued to be politically active and aware during this
period, being involved in several antifascist and
pro-communist activities. His name appeared in
an advertisement in the Daily Worker protesting
the treatment of German antifascist refugees, and
he auctioned off his manuscript of All My Sons to
raise funds for the progressive Citizens of America.
He also continued to write other material, includ-
ing the radio play The Story of Gus for the OWI
Domestic Radio Bureau as part of an unproduced
series that depicted the lives of merchant marines;

a short story about a couple who have their house
burgled, “It Takes a Thief,” that was published in
Collier’s; an article for The New York Times on
“Subsidized Theatre;” and a piece for Jewish Life
titled “Concerning Jews Who Write.”

After All My Sons, Miller felt that the RED Hook
shipping area of Brooklyn might offer him some-
thing new on which to write, but trying to gain the
confidence of the longshoremen who worked there
was next to impossible. Miller became intrigued by
the story of Pete Panto, who had tried to lead a
rank-and-file revolt against bosses who were pos-
sibly Mafia and certainly corrupt. Panto had van-
ished, was presumed dead, and seemed a heroic
figure to Miller—someone who defied evil and was
destroyed in the attempt—the very stuff of TRAG-
EDY. Befriended by a local lawyer, VINCENT LONGHI,
Miller gained a knowledgeable guide to the area,
and the two traveled to Europe together where
Miller could get a better sense of the Italian back-
ground from which many of the Red Hook inhabit-
ants came. He would later try to tell Panto’s story in
The Hook, a film that he never had the chance to
make, but his inquiries also gave him the material to
create A View from the Bridge in 1955. All My Sons
remained in the public eye with a Universal film
production starring Edward G. Robinson and Burt
Lancaster released in 1948, but Chester Erskine’s
screenplay had changed the mood of the play, turn-
ing it into a film noir with an upbeat ending in
which Kate urges Chris and Ann to live. Miller
would often find his plays intrinsically transformed
by such adaptations, making it no wonder that he
was so wary of Hollywood.

After the success of All My Sons, Miller felt free
to create something more adventurous, hopefully,
something never before seen on stage. He wanted
to do something that would convey to his audience
a sense of the simultaneity that he felt existed in
people’s lives, to give audiences a sense of what
went on in a person’s head as his life played out
around him. Seeing tension as the very stuff of
drama, Miller tried to recreate in a play what he
saw as the contradictory forces that operate on
people—past against present, society against indi-
vidual, greed against ethics. Though as yet unsure
of his topic, he had the idea of a form that would
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help to convey these contradictions by being “both
infinitely compressed and expansive and leisurely,
the story itself both strange and homely.” Finding
himself unable to get the play started in his Brook-
lyn home, he went to the Connecticut countryside
and, on the property he had bought there, built
himself a small studio in which to work. He recalls
writing the first act in two days and then taking a
more leisurely six weeks to complete the play.

KERMIT BLOOMGARDEN was keen to be involved
with the new Miller play, and it was agreed to bring
him on board to coproduce with Walter Fried;
Kazan would again direct, and JO MIELZINER would
create the challenging set and lighting design. After
a brief, highly successful tryout in Philadelphia,
Death of a Salesman, a play about the life and death
of salesman Willy Loman, premiered on February
10, 1949, at the Morosco Theater in New York. It
starred LEE ]J. COBB and MILDRED DUNNOCK, and
the enthusiastic reviews by such eminent critics
as the New York Times’s Brooks Atkinson swiftly
made Death of a Salesman the “must-see” play of
the season. The response was tremendous: Miller
won a string of major awards, including the Pulitzer
Prize, the New York Drama Critics Circle Award,
the Theater Club Award, and a Tony. The play was
soon performed throughout the United States and
Europe, the published script became a best seller,
and it is the only play ever to be a Book-of-the
Month Club selection. At times comic, yet also
poetic, tragic, and with a realistic veneer that made
it easy to involve any audience, Death of a Sales-
man was a new type of serious play that merged
the forms of REALISM and EXPRESSIONISM to suggest
new directions and possibilities for all of Ameri-
can drama. The play’s tremendous success also put
Miller on a firm financial basis for life.

Trying to defend his controversial designation
of the play as a tragedy, Miller published “Tragedy
and the Common Man,” and “Arthur Miller on the
Nature of Tragedy” in the New York Times. Miller
produced many such essays during his career that
expounded his views on theater, politics, history,
and social theory and that indicated his desire to be
more than a playwright, someone who might shape
the direction of U.S. drama, if not the United States
itself. Many of these essays would be collected into

two volumes: Theater Essays of Arthur Miller (1978;
expanded in 1996) and Echoes Down the Cor-
ridor (2000). Miller also attended the controver-
sial pro-Soviet Cultural and Scientific Conference
for World Peace at the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel to
chair an arts panel with fellow playwright Clifford
Odets and composer Dmitri Shostakovich, just one
of such actions that would encourage the HOUSE
UN-AMERICAN ACTIVITIES COMMITTEE (HUAC) to
investigate both him and Odets.

After Death of a Salesman, Miller worked on his
screenplay for The Hook, his story about waterfront
corruption. He planned for Kazan to direct, the
two having become close while working together.
Knowing from the start that it would be difficult to
get backing for such a controversial film, especially
given the growing paranoia of the times, Miller
refused to compromise. His screenplay did what
he saw as the socially responsible thing—trying to
expose the corruption that he had discovered on
the waterfront two years earlier. Unfortunately, he
was entering an era when social responsibility was
being conflated with COMMUNISM and when studios
felt it too dangerous to back such projects.

HUAGC, set up in 1938, had been behind the
closing of the Federal Theater Project, which Miller
had joined for a short time. However, there was not
the right political and cultural climate in the United
States to allow HUAC to become really powerful
until the 1950s. A number of people in the theater,
such as Miller’s friend Elia Kazan and fellow play-
wright Clifford Odets, during the next few years
would admit to having had socialist sympathies to
HUAC in acts of public contrition, and would name
others of similar sympathies, thus putting those oth-
ers under intense scrutiny. This act of naming was
seen as an act of betrayal by those to whom the fin-
ger was now pointed, especially when it led to those
people becoming blacklisted and no longer able to
work; Kazan’s and Miller’s friendship fell apart for
several years after Kazan took the stand in 1952.

Meanwhile, in 1950, actors FREDRIC MARCH and
his wife Florence Eldridge saw themselves losing
work because they were suspected of being commu-
nists. In response, they decided to stage Ibsen’s play
An Enemy of the People, in which they saw the lead
characters’ situation as resembling their own: All
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are accused by a mob hysteria that views them as a
threat to the well-being of the larger society. March
and the prospective director Robert Lewis asked
Miller if he would write a new adaptation, which
he willingly did, working from a literal translation
of the Norwegian. He condensed the five-act play
into three and cut many of the more ponderous
speeches. Given the climate of the times, the pro-
duction was not a great success, closing after only
36 performances, and the press accused Miller of
creating anti-U.S. propaganda.

Miller was never actually blacklisted and was
able to work in the theater during this time, but he
did lose two potential film contracts, and there was
some active campaigning by patriotic groups, such
as the American Legion and the Catholic War Vet-
erans, against his plays. Miller responded by speak-
ing out publicly against HUAC's influence and for
artistic freedom, although he found it impossible
to convince newspapers to print anything written
directly against Senator Joseph McCarthy, chief
perpetrator of this “witch hunt.” Meanwhile, Miller
was strongly suspected of holding communist sym-
pathies and was being daily observed by the Fed-
eral Bureau of Investigation (FBI). Although never
at the center of the situation, Miller was affected,
and more importantly, he realized just how far the
United States as a nation was being affected by this
growing atmosphere of distrust. When Miller was
finally subpoenaed, he refused to cooperate, seeing
the whole thing as an unnecessary and cruel exer-
cise. He was cited for contempt.

In 1951, Miller first met Marilyn Monroe, while
in Hollywood with Kazan to check out the film
production of Death of a Salesman and to promote
his screenplay, The Hook. The film starred Fredric
March, who had turned down the original stage
role. In his autobiography, Miller relates his first
impression of Monroe as being pretty much what
the world saw—the “quintessential dumb blonde”
who was “ludicrously provocative.” However,
after a few brief, casual meetings, he began to see
her differently. Drawn not only by what he saw
as her great physical beauty but also by her sur-
prising freshness and idealism, he could not get
Monroe out of his mind, although he was still mar-
ried to Slattery and a father of two. His mounting

celebrity and the pressures of a writing career had
been putting an immense strain on his marriage for
some time, and meeting Monroe was, perhaps, the
final straw. Miller was attracted to both Monroe’s
intense sexuality and her vulnerability, and she to
his strength and sense of certainty. Monroe seemed
to hope that Miller would be able to protect her
from the hostile world that she saw around her.
This was, ultimately, a task at which he failed and
about which he writes compassionately in his auto-
biography. But for the time being, Miller resisted
Monroe’s charms and returned to his wife. His con-
fession of temptation to Slattery put a further strain
on their relationship.

The year 1951 saw another short story pub-
lished. “Monte Sant’ Angelo” tells a tale of cultural
recognition and connection, as an American Jew
explores an Italian township in the hope of find-
ing some relatives, despite his family having been
decimated by the HOLOCAUST. This was no doubt
partly inspired by his 1948 trip with Longhi, but
it was also evidence of Miller’s continuing fasci-
nation with the concepts of identity and commu-
nity. Meanwhile, under the influence of HUAC,
Hollywood was unhappy with Miller’s disturbing
depictions of the United States. Plans to produce
The Hook were shelved, and the American Legion
threatened to picket the film of Death of a Salesman.
To soothe opposition, the production company,
Columbia, offered to show Death of a Salesman
accompanied by a film short that supported U.S.
businessmen and explained how Loman was not a
typical salesman. Miller objected and threatened to
sue Columbia if they did this. The film was released
in December 1951 on its own but was not a great
success. This is possibly due to the fact that people
were wary at this time of accepting anything critical
of U.S. values. Setting these problems aside, Miller
turned his attention to an idea that had been form-
ing in his mind for his next play, The Crucible. The
play would draw a clear parallel between the U.S.
anticommunist paranoia of the 1950s and the 1692
SALEM WITCH TRAILS, exposing both to be mali-
ciously motivated with ritualistic, public denuncia-
tions of innocent people.

Miller spent much of 1952 researching witch
trials at the Historical Society in Salem, Massachu-
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setts. Thus he ensured that the play would have an
accurate historical basis that could also guard him
against accusations of creating a flimsy social satire.
The play premiered in 1953 in New York City in
a production by JED HARRIS that Miller saw as too
cold and stylized, and it was greeted by a mixture
of praise, suspicion, and contempt for its evident
parallels to HUAC’s witch hunts. It was not until
two years later, when a better production appeared,
performed Off-Broadway at the Martinique Hotel
that critics proclaimed it a “great” play. This time
it ran for nearly two years. The Crucible, with its
clear message of resistance against tyranny, has
since grown to be Miller’s most widely produced
work. Miller had tried to fix up the premiere of The
Crucible after Jed Harris had left the production,
but got his first chance to direct one of his own
plays from the start in 1953, when he was asked to
work on a production of All My Sons for the Arden,
Delaware, summer theatre.

Invited in 1954 to attend the Belgian premiere
of The Crucible, Miller was unable to attend as
the United States refused to renew his passport,
seeing him as a dangerous dissident. That same
year, both the Canadian CBC and the U.S.’s NBC
produced toned-down radio versions of Death of
a Salesman. The adaptations by Alan Savage and
Robert Cenedella, respectively, severely cut the
play to eradicate most of its social themes, quite
likely a reaction to an uneasy social atmosphere as
much as obeisance to the demands of entertain-
ment. The CBC version focused on the drama as
a family play, while the NBC version stripped away
all of the characters’ complexity and introduced it
as a simplistic melodrama. It was clear that Miller’s
social themes had become suspect after his evident
anti-McCarthy stance in The Crucible.

Meanwhile, in 1954, Monroe divorced her hus-
band, baseball star Joe DiMaggio, to become once
again free. She and Miller had been corresponding
since their initial meeting, but in 1955, she moved
to New York, not just to see him but also to obtain
some distance from Hollywood, the scene of her
recent divorce, and try to break into stage work.
Making friends with Miller’s friend Rosten gave her
a useful cover for seeing Miller. Kazan had intro-
duced her to the ACTORS STUDIO and its leading

lights LEE STRASBERG and PAULA STRASBERG, and
through the Strasbergs, the couple finally met up
again. Miller gave up resisting, and he and Mon-
roe embarked upon an affair. That same year, city
officials were pressured to withdraw permission for
Miller, on suspicion that he might be a Communist,
to make a documentary that he had been putting
together about juvenile delinquency in New York.
Three years later, when HUAC'’s influence was
on the wane, Esquire magazine published Miller’s
“Bridge to a Savage World,” which was the film
treatment of this unproduced documentary.

The year 1955 also saw two new plays, the one-
act version of A View from the Bridge, about a man
who reports on two illegal immigrants to keep one
away from his niece, and A Memory of Two Mon-
days, a nostalgic piece about a group of people
working in an auto-parts warehouse. These were
played together at the Coronet Theatre in a double
bill, using the same cast for each play. It only ran for
a disappointing 149 performances. Kermit Bloom-
garden had brought in ROBERT WHITEHEAD to help
him produce. To try to explain the relevance of
the type of theater he was attempting, Miller wrote
the essay “On Social Plays,” to be published along-
side the plays. He also published the essays “The
American Theater,” in which he speaks strongly
against the restrictiveness of Broadway, and “A Boy
Grew in Brooklyn,” an account of his childhood;
both appeared in Holiday magazine. By October,
Slattery had heard enough in the media about her
husband’s ongoing affair with Monroe, and Miller
moved out to live at the Chelsea Hotel.

In 1956, Miller spent six weeks in Reno estab-
lishing the residency requirement for a Nevada
divorce from Slattery. There he wrote the short
story “The Misfits,” that would appear in Esquire
magazine the following year. While in Reno, he was
also subpoenaed to appear before HUAC. In Time-
bends: A Life, Miller relates how Francis E. Wal-
ter, the chairman of the HUAC before which he
had been summoned, reportedly offered to waive
Miller’s appearance before the committee if Miller
would allow Walter to be photographed shaking
hands with Monroe. Miller rejected the offer. At
his hearing, he stood on principle, refusing to name
names, and was given a period to change his mind
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before being cited for contempt. Meantime, he was
awarded an uncontested divorce and married Mon-
roe on June 28; she even converted to Judaism
for her new husband. The media were fascinated
by what they deemed an unlikely match between
intellect and beauty. Slattery took Willow Street,
and Miller kept the Roxbury house; there was also
a sizable settlement based on a percentage of his
income until she remarried, which she never did.
Although the University of Michigan awarded
him an honorary doctorate in 1956, Miller did not
receive the same approbation from HUAC which,
on his subsequent refusal to change his mind, cited
him for contempt, a charge he would now have
to defend in court. He was nevertheless allowed
a temporary passport to travel to GREAT BRITAIN
with his new wife, who was to film The Prince and
the Showgirl there with the British actor Laurence
Olivier. The decision was also made to sell the
Roxbury house and to look for another property in
the same area that he and his new wife could make
their own. While in England, Miller revised A View
from the Bridge into two acts for Peter Brook to pro-
duce in London, and the resulting production fared
better than its earlier counterpart. He was also
working on a lengthy introduction for a collected
edition of his works that would become a strik-
ing theatrical commentary. In the Tulane Drama
Review, scholar Tom Driver would call this “one
of the major documents of American theater,” and
Miller would dedicate the 1957 volume “To Mari-
lyn.” On his return to the United States, Miller was
scheduled to defend the charge of contempt and to
face a possible prison sentence if found guilty.
After a 10-day trial, during which Miller’s lawyer
insisted that HUAC was after Miller only to recover
the limelight because of his connection to Monroe
and during which he attacked the relevancy of the
questions that Miller had been asked to answer,
Miller was found guilty and given a $500 fine and
a suspended jail sentence. If he had been subpoe-
naed in HUAC's earlier years, the sentence might
have been harsher, but by 1957 the public was
beginning to grow bored with the repetition of the
committee’s proceedings. Rather than accept this
conviction, Miller appealed. In 1958, the convic-
tion was overturned by the U.S. Court of Appeals

on the grounds that the questions that he had been
asked to answer served no legislative purpose, but
Miller still had to pay the $40,000 in costs. That
same year, Miller was elected to the National Insti-
tute of Arts and Letters and the following year was
awarded their Gold Medal for Drama.

After bouncing around between several city
apartments and a rented retreat in Amagansett,
Long Island, in 1958, the couple found a suitable
property at 323 Tophet Road, not too far from the
old Roxbury place. Monroe had wanted to rebuild
and hired famed architect Frank Lloyd Wright
to draw up plans, but Miller preferred simply to
renovate the old farmhouse. He did, however, at
Monroe’s insistence, buy up much of the surround-
ing land to create a nicely secluded estate of 340
acres. Here, they set up home, with Monroe cook-
ing and cleaning in between film work. However,
this period was to prove difficult for Miller. Apart
from the troubles with HUAC that had made pro-
ducers a little wary of Miller, his second marriage
was not going well. They had moments of marital
bliss, but Monroe’s drinking and dependency on
drugs, problematic before their marriage, were not
improving. Miller felt impelled to help his wife face
her work commitments but discovered that this
was to be a full-time task. Also, Monroe, eager for a
child, suffered a series of miscarriages.

Distracted by personal problems Miller lost
touch with his audience and faced a creative slump.
Although he continued to publish the occasional
short story, including “I Don’t Need You Anymore,”
“Please Don’t Kill Anything,” and “The Prophecy,”
as well as some important essays, including “The
Family in Modern Drama” and “The Playwright
and the Atomic World” (which was later retitled
“1956 and All This”), he produced no new drama
for several years. The public was forced to be con-
tent with several film productions of past plays, and
these were all produced abroad. They included two
British television productions, Death of a Salesman,
and The Crucible; two French films, The Crucible,
retitled The Witches of Salem, with a screenplay by
JEAN-PAUL SARTRE, and A View from a Bridge with
a screenplay by Norman Rosten; and a Canadian
production of The Crucible. The United States was
only host to an operatic adaptation, The Crucible:
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An Opera in Four Acts by Robert Ward and Ber-
nard Stambler, produced, presented, and recorded
with New York City Opera performers.

Unable to understand the self-involved and self-
indulgent mood of the country, Miller felt unin-
spired and unwilling to write drama. He disliked
the trendy ABSURDISM of such writers as SAMUEL
BECKETT, seeing it as too nihilistic. The central
work that emerged from this period was the result
of an attempt to help his wife. Marilyn was growing
frustrated by the insipid roles that she was being
given, so Miller adapted his short story about a
struggling group of cowboys, “The Misfits,” into a
screenplay, vastly expanding what had been the
minor role of Roslyn to give his wife a serious role.
John Huston agreed to direct, and an all-star cast
with CLARK GABLE, Montgomery Clift, and ELI
WALLACH backed up Monroe. However, due to her
growing insecurities, the filming in Nevada dur-
ing 1960 was close to a disaster, and the finished
movie opened in 1961 to tepid reviews. Miller
revisited this experience in his 2004 play, Finish-
ing the Picture. Prior to The Misfits, Monroe had
been contracted to appear in the romantic comedy
Let’s Make Love and had persuaded her husband
to rework its screenplay to improve her role. Her
costar was Yves Montand, and there were increas-
ing rumors of an affair between him and Monroe.
Miller’s marriage was on the rocks even before they
headed to Nevada.

In 1961, Miller and Monroe agreed to divorce
after a short separation. Miller had grown increas-
ingly weary of his wife’s insecurity, mood swings,
and dependency on drugs and alcohol. Feeling
shut out by her personal assistant, Paula Strasberg,
Miller saw that his wife was in trouble, but he felt
powerless to help her and could no longer watch
her destroy herself. That same year, his mother
died at age 70. Monroe attended the funeral, just
as she would stay friendly with Miller’s father in
his remaining years, even taking him with her to
meet the president. During the filming of The Mis-
fits, Miller and Monroe had both met INGEBORG
MORATH, a professional photographer, when she
was taking rehearsal photographs. Monroe had
liked her for her sensitivity and kindness, but Miller
also recognized her evident strength and indepen-

dence; meeting again months later, after his sepa-
ration from Monroe, Miller and Morath became
friends.

On February 17, 1962, Miller married Morath,
whose stable nature he found far preferable to the
roller-coaster relationship he had had with Monroe.
On hearing of Monroe’s death six months later,
Miller was stunned. Monroe still seemed so vivid to
him that he could not, at first, believe that she was
dead. He did not attend her funeral, not wanting
to become part of the publicity circus that would
surround such an event, but privately mourned the
premature death of a woman whom he still partly
loved. In the fall, he and his new wife had their first
child, Daniel Miller. It became evident shortly after
that Daniel suffered from a severe case of Down
syndrome, and like so many couples in that posi-
tion in the 1960s, it was decided that Daniel would
be best cared for in a facility. They enrolled him at
Southbury Training School, which would be close
enough to visit. Miller always kept this personal
catastrophe very private, and Daniel lived into his
early forties.

The publication in 1962 of an essay about New
York street gangs, “The Bored and the Violent”; a
short story “Glimpse at a Jockey,” about problems
in the life of a New York jockey; as well as a televi-
sion presentation of Focus with James Whitemore
were Miller’s output for that year, but America still
awaited a new play. Miller had been working on one
piece for several years, referred to in notes as The
Third Play, and parts of this had now evolved into
After the Fall, which Miller had close to final shape
in 1961. Whitehead and Kazan were heading up
the Repertory Theater of Lincoln Center and had
asked Miller in 1960 for a new play to inaugurate
the expected 1963 opening; while delays pushed
back that opening date to the following year, Miller
would keep his play on hold. A 1962 visit with
Morath to the Mauthausen concentration camp
had provided further ideas for the drama. Morath
often traveled as part of her job as photographer,
and Miller who, previous to marrying her, had only
left America on rare occasions now began to travel
abroad quite frequently.

By 1963, Miller and Morath had made the Rox-
bury house their main residence, although they also
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permanently rented suite 614 at the Chelsea Hotel
so that Miller could more easily visit his older
children. This also gave them both a place from
which they could work when in town. That year,
the couple also was relieved to have a healthy baby
girl, REBECCA MILLER, born on August 7. Miller
published his one and only children’s book, Jane’s
Blanket, which was dedicated to his first daughter
Jane who was nearing age 20. It was possibly an
attempt by Miller to let his firstborn know that she
was still dear to him as he gained a new daughter;
Jane had been affected the most by his first divorce.
The book itself can also be read as a metaphoric
lesson for how Miller desires his first daughter to
view their relationship—with the central blanket
representing the father, whose importance in his
daughter’s life naturally slackens over time as she
takes on other interests and grows beyond her need
for parental support. Jane would marry the sculptor
Tom Doyle three years later.

After the Fall finally opened at the Repertory
Theater in January 1964. Conveying the psycho-
logical drama taking place in the head of Quentin
as he tries to place his life, loves, and fears into
perspective, many critics chose to read Quentin
as a surrogate for Miller himself, especially given
the presentation of Quentin’s three wives who
seemed remarkably close to those of Miller. It was
the similarity between Maggie and Monroe that
raised the most response. Although Maggie is a
singer rather than an actress, she has many of
Monroe’s well-known mannerisms and traits and
the same personal background. She was also por-
trayed as promiscuous, temperamental, and self-
deceiving. The play drew fierce disapproval from
many critics for what they felt was a vindictive
portrayal of Monroe. Miller, throughout, refused
to accept that Maggie’s character in After the Fall
was strictly based on Monroe, and in a article that
was typical of his stance, “With Respect to Her
Agony—DBut with Love,” he asked critics to judge
the play by its artistic merits rather than as a piece
of autobiography.

In February 1964, partly as an escape from the
media backlash, the couple traveled to Europe for
Morath to visit family, and while there, Miller cov-
ered the war-crimes trial of a group of former Aus-

chwitz guards in Frankfurt, Germany, for the New
York Herald Tribune. When the producer Robert
Whitehead asked Miller for another play for later
that year, he swiftly wrote Incident at Vichy, inspired
by his recent trip. The play depicted the roundup
of Jews in Vichy France during World War II. Less
controversial than After the Fall, which ran for 208
performances given its reputation, Vichy managed
99 performances but met mixed reviews. The verac-
ity of events in this play was also questioned, and
again Miller pleaded dramatic license but to deaf
ears. Miller began to spend more time in Roxbury
building an extension, planting trees, and tending to
his property.

In 1965, while visiting Paris, Miller was asked
by David Carver, the secretary general of PEN,
an international organization of playwrights, poets,
essayists, and novelists that had formed after World
War I to combat censorship and nationalistic pres-
sures on writers, to become the organization’s
presidency. He had been chosen as a writer who
had admirers and followers in both the East and
the West. It was hoped that he could act as a
potential connecting force. He was also selected
because of his known commitment to liberal poli-
tics. Miller accepted, partly out of interest in being
given an official excuse to make contact with east-
ern European writers whose plight he found to be
particularly interesting. Miller attended his first
PEN conference in Blad, Yugoslavia, in 1965. In
1966, Miller lost his father on the same day that
he made his opening speech at the New York PEN
Congress.

In 1966, CBS aired the first American televi-
sion production of Death of a Salesman, starring
Lee J. Cobb and Mildred Dunnock from the origi-
nal production, and 17 million viewers saw the
play. However, his two-act A View From the Bridge
could not get a Broadway opening; it was directed
by ULu GROSBARD in an Off-Broadway theater.

Two short stories, published later on in 1966,
seem highly reflective of his life at this point. The
first, “Recognitions” (later revised as “Fame”),
apppeared in Esquire and tells about a rich and
famous Jewish playwright who is sick of insincere
adulation and wants people to see the real him over
the media image and to treat him more naturally.



Biography 17

In the second, “A Search for a Future,” published
in The Saturday Evening Post, a son learns from his
elderly father how to better appreciate life. Miller
also published the essay “Our Guilt For the World’s
Evil” in which he both defended Incident at Vichy
and propounded the theories of innocence, guilt,
and responsibility that are so central to his work.

In 1967, he produced a collection of short sto-
ries titled I Don’t Need You Anymore. Although
most of these had been published before and were
written during a 16-year period, in a brief introduc-
tion Miller explained how he saw them as interre-
lating to create a unified vision. Miller also visited
Moscow to persuade Soviet writers to join PEN and
the following year petitioned the Russian govern-
ment to lift their ban on the works of Aleksandr
Solzhenitsyn. A 1967 television production of The
Crucible on CBS with GEORGE C. SCOTT brought
that play a much wider audience and reaffirmed
Miller as a political playwright. In 1968, elected by
his Roxbury neighbors, he attended the Democratic
National Convention in Chicago as the Eugene
McCarthy delegate. In sympathy with McCar-
thy’s antiwar platform, he had made speeches on
his behalf and written articles for the press. He
related his experience at the convention, includ-
ing his reactions to the violence over the VIETNAM
WAR that he witnessed both inside and outside
the amphitheater, in “The Battle of Chicago” for
the New York Times. He would also attend the
1972 Democratic convention in Miami, again as an
elected delegate.

The Price premiered in New York in 1968, and,
with it, a return to more familiar Miller territory:
the division and connection between family mem-
bers. Miller had been working on this play since the
early 1950s. We watch as two brothers attempt to
sell off their deceased father’s furniture and come
to terms with each other. The production was a
troubled one, with Miller having to take over the
direction after the actors had fallen out with the
original director, Ulu Grosbard. Also, David Burns,
who was playing the role of the furniture dealer,
Solomon, was rushed to hospital with a serious ill-
ness and was replaced by his understudy, Harold
Gary, during the previews. But The Price had the
longest run of a Miller play for some time, lasting

for 429 performances. His publisher also sent him
a plaque to mark the one-millionth copy sold of
Death of a Salesman. Still, Miller would see his plays
largely misunderstood for some time to come as
he remained out of critical favor. There was even
a humiliating exchange that year in the columns
of the New York Times, debating his merits as a
playwright.

In 1969, he visited Czechoslovakia to show sup-
port for writers there and briefly met VACLAV HAVEL,
then a famous dissident writer but who later became
the democratically elected president of Czechoslova-
kia. Havel would be the inspiration for Sigmund in
Miller’s 1977 play The Archbishop’s Ceiling produced
by the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing
Arts in Washington, D.C., which depicts a group
of writers trying to survive against various threats of
suppression. That same year, Miller’s term as presi-
dent of PEN ended, but he continued to work with
the organization, becoming vice-president of the
U.S. section. He refused to allow his works to be
published in Greece in protest of the government’s
oppression of writers at that time. He also published
In Russia, an account of his 1967 trip to Russia and
an exploration of the Russian cultural conscious-
ness, for which Morath provided the photographs.
As a result of this book, coupled with Miller’s work
to free dissident writers, his works would be banned
in the Soviet Union the following year. Meanwhile,
expanding to the poetic genre, Harper’s published
Miller’s “Lines from California: Poem,” which
mocked the facile lives of Californians.

Although he has been accused of paying little
attention to events of this period, Miller was highly
vocal against the Vietnam War, as evidenced by
a 1969 op-ed piece in the New York Times, “Are
We Interested in Stopping the Killing?” that ques-
tioned United States’s involvement in Vietnam.
He had attended a 1965 “teach-in” at the Univer-
sity of Michigan to protest the war and had spoken
out at various antiwar demonstrations, even fly-
ing to Paris in an attempt to negotiate with the
Viet Cong. He also wrote a short play in the late
1960s, The Reason Why, which was performed in
1970 alongside a one-act version of Fame (based
on the story that had appeared in I Don’t Need You
Anymore) at the New Theater Workshop in New
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York. That same year, The Reason Why was filmed
on Miller’s own estate in Roxbury with Eli Wallach
and Robert Ryan. While symbolically referencing
the Vietnam War, it also explored the ways people
became inured to killing. Miller was involved in
politics on the local level too, offering his support
to a Roxbury high-school teacher who refused to
say the Pledge of Allegiance in her classroom.

In 1971, Miller was elected to the American
Academy of Arts and Letters and television pro-
ductions of both A Memory of Two Mondays and
The Price were aired. Throughout the 1970s, we
would see his continuing commitment to fellow
writers as he helped free the Brazilian playwright
Augusto Boal from prison, appeared on a panel
before the Senate Permanent Subcommittee on
Investigations to support the freedom of writers
throughout the world, and petitioned the Czech
government to halt arrests of dissident writers. His
essay “What's Wrong with This Picture?” that was
published in Esquire in 1974 was an urgent call
to recognize the conditions for artists in Czecho-
slovakia. His involvement also continued on the
home front with the PETER REILLY murder case that
would later fuel his short play Some Kind of Love
Story. Connecticut resident, Reilly, had been falsely
convicted of murdering his mother and in 1976
Miller hired a private detective to help uncover
evidence that would prove Reilly’s innocence. He
also put together a collection of anecdotes that he
published in 1977, titled In the Country. It depicts
the daily politics and life of rural Connecticut and
is illustrated with photographs by Morath.

Miller continued to experiment with new dra-
matic forms while U.S. critics remained unhappy
with his work. In 1974, he tried his hand at a full-
blown musical called Up From Paradise that was
presented by The University of Michigan Theatre
Program in Ann Arbor, Michigan. It was a revised
version of his 1972 rewrite of the Cain and Abel
story as a comic folk tale with serious undertones,
The Creation of the World and Other Business that
had briefly appeared at the Shubert Theatre in
New York. Neither met much success and both
closed after very brief runs. The Archbishop’s Ceiling
that premiered in Washington, D.C., for a limited
run in 1977 fared little better. Nothing seemed to

suit. Even the 1978 television production of the
comic Fame developed from his short story about
the tenuousness of reputation met a lukewarm
reception. Several short stories, a play sketch, and
a poem also saw publication, but Miller’s career
seemed to be on hold. After a trip to China in fall
1978, Miller produced Chinese Encounters the fol-
lowing year, his third book of reportage done in
collaboration with his wife.

Miller’s dramatic output in 1980 saw two full-
length works produced. The first, The American
Clock, was performed at the Spoleto Festival in
North Carolina then transferred to the Biltmore
Theatre in New York City, but it closed after a
mere 12 performances. With music and more than
a 50-character cast, it was envisaged as a moving
collage of U.S. life in the 1930s and an encomium
to the concept of U.S. DEMOCRACY. The premiere
production failed to catch the spirit of the play,
and it was not until PETER WOOD’s 1986 NATIONAL
THEATRE production in Great Britain that it really
came together and caught the audience’s imagina-
tion and approval. The second work was the Holo-
caust film Playing For Time, based on the memoirs
of FANIA FENELON, a French singer held at Aus-
chwitz. This was aired on CBS. The controver-
sial choice of VANESSA REDGRAVE, an outspoken
supporter of the Palestine Liberation Organization
(PLO), to play the Jewish Fénelon caused a greater
stir than the film itself, but Miller defended her
right to appear in the movie. He would later adapt
his screenplay for a theatrical production that was
performed briefly at the Studio Theatre in Wash-
ington D.C. in 1985 to little notice or acclaim. The
play would win better accolades the following year
when it was presented at the Edinburgh Festival in
Scotland.

Unperturbed, Miller traveled and continued to
work on a variety of projects. In 1981, he visited
Paris where productions of A View from the Bridge
and Incident at Vichy were running. He also traveled
to Venezuela, which, coupled with a trip the fol-
lowing year to Colombia, would give him much of
his material for Resurrection Blues (2002). He par-
ticipated in a 1982 antinuclear march. The 1980s
would see him produce two sets of intriguing one-
act plays, virtually ignored in the United States but
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well-received in Britain. In 1982, Elegy for a Lady
and Some Kind of Love Story were directed by Miller
and performed at the Long Wharf Theater in New
Haven, Connecticut, under the collective title of 2
by A.M.—changed to Two-Way Mirror for the Lon-
don premiere in 1989. In Elegy for a Lady, a man is
given advice and enlightenment from the propri-
etress of a boutique. In Some Kind of Love Story a
private detective interviews a possible witness in a
criminal case. This latter story would evolve into
the screenplay Everybody Wins at the end of the
decade. Produced in 1987, Danger: Memory! was
composed of the one-acts Clara and I Can’t Remem-
ber Anything. Clara shows a man’s reactions to the
vicious murder of his daughter; I Can’t Remember
Anything depicts the squabbling relationship of two
elderly friends. All four plays used minimalistic or
highly representational sets and made great use of
lighting, sound, and image to get their points across,
showing firm evidence of Miller’s constant explora-
tion of theatrical limits. In 1982, he also wrote a
short satirical play in support of Havel, called The
Havel Deal, in which a Communist proposes the
arrest of Western writers, as was occurring to writ-
ers in Czechoslovakia at that time.

In 1983, Miller accepted an invitation to go to
the China to direct Death of a Salesman at the BEI-
JING PEOPLE’S ART THEATER. On his return, Miller
published a journal of this landmark production,
Salesman in Beijing. While he was over there, the
Roxbury house was gutted by fire, and Miller lost
many of his books, although luckily most of his man-
uscripts had been stored in a nearby barn and were
unharmed. Rather than rebuild, Miller decided to
restore the ruined building.

Despite receiving the Kennedy Center Honors
for distinguished lifetime achievement in 1984 and
honorary degrees for him and his wife from the Uni-
versity of Hartford, during the 1980s Miller’s reputa-
tion at home remained limited. However, abroad,
it was soaring, especially in Britain. The 1986 Brit-
ish production of The Archbishop’s Ceiling, with a
revised script, was received very differently from its
U.S. counterpart. Successful London productions of
both The American Clock and A View from the Bridge
were mounted in 1986. Numerous other productions
of Miller’s work appeared in Britain throughout the

decade, including well-received premieres of his one-
acts, Danger: Memory! in 1988 and Two-Way Mirror
in 1989. To prove their appreciation of his stature,
in 1987, the UNIVERSITY OF EAST ANGLIA named
its center for American studies the Arthur Miller
Centre, under the direction of scholar CHRISTOPHER
BIGSBY. Arrangements were also made for his early
radio play The Golden Years to at last be produced;
it was aired on BBC Radio. In honor of Miller’s 75th
birthday in 1990, British director DAVID THACKER
mounted a celebration that included London reviv-
als of The Price and The Crucible.

On the political and social side, Miller contin-
ued writing letters of support for political causes
across the globe and spoke out against what he saw
as unnecessary restrictions or intolerance at home,
from mandated school prayer to immigration LAW.
In 1985, he traveled to Turkey for International
PEN with British playwright HAROLD PINTER, with
whom he had become friendly. The pair argued
with officials at the U.S. Embassy concerning U.S.
complicity in torture and were effectively asked to
leave. Miller also went as a delegate to a meeting of
Soviet and U.S. writers in Vilnius, Lithuania, where
he tried to persuade the Soviets to stop persecuting
writers. Miller was one of 15 writers and scientists
invited to the Soviet Union in 1987 to a conference
with Mikhail Gorbachev on Soviet policies. The
1986 monologue, I Think About You a Great Deal,
and a short untitled play (not produced until 2001)
in honor of Vaclav Havel’s receipt of the Erasmus
Prize while still in jail showed his continued support
for this political figure. As part of a 1988 musical
revue that commented on U.S. society called Urban
Blight, he wrote another monologue, Speech to the
Neighborhood Watch Committee, about the destruc-
tive effects of material possessions. The 1989 essays
“Conditions of Freedom,” published to accompany
a new edition of The Archbishop’s Ceiling and The
American Clock, and “Again They Drink from the
Cup of Suspicion” in the New York Times were both
keen social analyses that gave insight into the plays
they covered.

Although the people of the United States did
not appreciate Miller’s new works, they still revered
his old, as evidenced by both the amazing success of
DusTIN HOFFMAN’s 1984 stage production of Death
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of a Salesman, which made more than $3 million in
ticket receipts within three days of opening, and the
subsequent televised version that aired on CBS in
1985 to an audience of 25 million. There was also a
television production of All My Sons on PBS Ameri-
can Playhouse in 1987. Still, Miller’s 1987 autobiog-
raphy, Timebends: A Life seemed better received in
Great Britain than in the United States, one British
critic calling it “autobiography as art.” However,
it was still chosen as a Book-of-the-Month Club
popular selection. Trying to explain why he felt
that Miller was better received on British shores in
Bigsby’s Arthur Miller and Company, critic Michael
Billington suggested that it was because Miller dis-
played a European dramatists’ tendency “to ask
daunting questions rather than provide [the] com-
forting answers” that American audiences and crit-
ics seemed to prefer. Miller became more vocal
than ever against the dominance of Broadway and
the difficulties of producing serious drama in the
United States.

Although well past retirement age, in the 1990s
Miller did not slacken. His next full-length play,
The Ride down Mt. Morgan, would premiere in Lon-
don in 1991. The choice of London was partly a
reflection of Miller’s growing despair about being
given unfair press in the United States but also
because he was particularly keen to have MICHAEL
BLAKEMORE direct. The Ride down Mt. Morgan, about
one man’s ego and the troubles that he causes in
his desire for complete autonomy, was later revised
and presented in 1996 to full houses at the WiL-
LIAMSTOWN THEATRE FESTIVAL, Massachusetts,
although its planned transfer to New York did
not take place until 1998 at the Public Theatre. It
was not played on Broadway until 2000. Still, the
United States was not neglected, and Miller con-
tinued to be engaged at home in theatrical, social,
and political arenas.

In 1990, Everybody Wins, the film based on Some
Kind of Love Story, was released, with Nick Nolte and
Debra Winger, and a television production of Miller’s
version of An Enemy of the People appeared on PBS’s
American Playhouse. In 1991, a single-scene version of
The Last Yankee was produced off-Broadway, with the
expanded two-scene version coming two years later.
The Last Yankee, set in a mental hospital, depicts the

pressures that face married couples in a postmod-
ern age of chaos and insecurity. The interchanges
between the play’s four characters create a masterly
quartet, which again was better received in Britain
when produced there in 1993. In 1992, a novella
Homely Girl, A Life—an account of a Jewish wom-
an’s self-discovery—was published, and a film based
on the book would be made in 2001, titled Plain
Jane (the title of the British version of the book). It
was partly filmed at Miller’s Roxbury house, and the
playwright acted in a small role. Another important
essay, “About Theater Language,” accompanied the
1994 edition of The Last Yankee. A tongue-in-cheek
op-ed piece he wrote for the New York Times in 1992
called for the privatization of executions that could
then be held in sporting arenas to a paying audience
and prefigures the concept behind his 2002 play, Res-
urrection Blues.

By the 1990s, Miller’s academic reputation began
to rekindle in his home country. In 1992, the First
International Arthur Miller Conference was held at
Millersville University in Pennsylvania, and at the
Second International Arthur Miller Conference in
1995, the ARTHUR MILLER SOCIETY was founded.
This organization would go on to hold a series of
major conferences dedicated to his works at various
locations across the United States from California
to New York, soon becoming a regular event. They
would produce a biannual society newsletter that
in 2006 graduated into the Arthur Miller Journal.
There was also an Arthur Miller Symposium that
was held at University of Evansville, Indiana, in
1998 and a Symposium on Miller and the Holo-
caust held at Kean University, New Jersey, in 1999.
In 1993, Miller was awarded the National Medal of
the Arts by President Clinton.

Miller’s interest in 1994 returned to both the
Holocaust and the 1930s with another new play,
Broken Glass, that had moderately successful runs
on both Broadway and London stages. Many saw
this realistically rendered tale of a woman’s paralysis
and her husband’s inability to face his complicity in
this as a return to the eatlier style of Miller, albeit
somewhat stripped. The productivity continued.
In 1995, Miller’s screenplay for The Crucible was
filmed with Daniel Day-Lewis. Making it a fam-
ily get-together, Robert Miller was coproducer, and
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Rebecca Miller was on set as the production’s still
photographer. There, she grew friendly with Day-
Lewis who would become her husband. The Ryan
Interview was performed at the Ensemble Studio
One-Act Play Marathon in 1995. A television ver-
sion of Broken Glass broadcast in 1997 allowed that
play to reach a greater audience, and another film
version of Focus, starring William H. Macy, was
released in 2001.

The ethereal Mr. Peter’s Connections, a 1998 play
that was firmly experimental, with multiple time-
lines and blurring of reality, was somewhat reminis-
cent of After the Fall as a man’s past life is examined
and found wanting. This was part of a whole season
of Miller’s work presented by the SIGNATURE THE-
ATER. A series of successful high-profile revivals,
initiated by the Signature theater season, included
A View From the Bridge with Anthony LaPaglia, the
50th anniversary production of Death of a Salesman,
with BRIAN DENNEHY and ELIZABETH FRANZ, The
Price, The Crucible with Liam Neeson, The Ride
down Mt. Morgan, with Patrick Stewart, and The
Man Who Had All the Luck with Chris O’Donnell,
all produced in New York between 1998 and 2002.
An operatic version of A View from the Bridge by
William Bolcom, for which Miller wrote the aria
An Immigrant’s Lament, was also seen in 1999.

Toward the close of the century, various award-
giving foundations increasingly acknowledged
Miller. Although he was sadly overlooked for a
Nobel Prize, in the final decade of his life, Miller’s
tremendous body of work was recognized by the Wil-
liam Inge Festival Award for distinguished achieve-
ment in American theater, the Edward Albee Last
Frontier Playwright Award, the PEN/Laura Pels
Foundation Award to a master American dramatist,
the Lucille Lortel Award for Lifetime Achievement,
an NEH Fellowship, the John H. Finley Award for
Exemplary Service to New York City, and the Jeru-
salem Prize (for which he wrote the speech, “Why
Israel Must Choose Justice”); he was also named as
the Distinguished Inaugural Senior Fellow of the
American Academy in Berlin and awarded an hon-
orary doctorate from Oxford University. There were
also extensive tributes to Miller on his 80th and
85th birthdays in both Great Britain and the United
States. Many fellow playwrights, such as EDWARD

ALBEE, David Rabe, and Harold Pinter, voiced their
deep admiration of Miller.

The revised and expanded collection of Theater
Essays, edited by STEVEN CENTOLA and published
in 1996, is evidence of Miller’s extensive contribu-
tion to criticism of American drama; the 2000 essay
collection Echoes Down the Corridor emphasized his
thoughts on more social and political topics; so did
his monograph On Politics and the Art of Acting,
that was based on his Thomas Jefferson Lecture
for the NEA, which was published in 2001. On
the local level, Miller became involved in another
legal case; the appeal of a brain-damaged plaintiff,
Richard Lapointe, who had been convicted of rape
and murder but against whom the evidence was
suspect. Still traveling, even in his eighties, he went
to Cuba in 2001 with William Styron and others on
a visit that aimed to strengthen U.S. cultural links
with the island nation; he was able to meet with
FIDEL CASTRO, an encounter about which he wrote
two years later in “A Visit with Castro.”

Moving into the 21st century, Miller’s dramatic
work remained strikingly original and with an evi-
dent bias towards the comic. First was the satirical
Resurrection Blues (2002) that depicted a fictitious
Latin American country in which the local dictator
is planning to televise a crucifixion. This premiered
at the Guthrie Theater, Minneapolis, and then saw
productions at other regional theaters. Two short
stories “The Performance” and “The Bare Manu-
script” appeared in the New Yorker in 2002; the first
relates a 1936 meeting between a Jewish performer
and Hitler, and the second depicts a writer scribing
his latest work on a naked woman while reminisc-
ing about a past that rekindles his spousal passion.
In 2003, Esquire published the brief but evoca-
tive “Presence,” in which the central figure has an
epiphany after seeing a couple making love on the
beach. Miller also published a novella in Southwest
Rewview in 2004, which was titled The Turpentine
Sull. Set in Haiti, the piece attracted little notice.
The year 2004 also saw a Broadway revival of After
the Fall that still could only gain mixed reviews and
the premiere of his final play, ironically titled Finish-
ing the Picture, at the Goodman Theater, Chicago.
This was another comedy and was largely based on
Miller’s experiences filming The Misfits, in which he



22 Critical Companion to Arthur Miller

satirizes the various characters involved, from direc-
tor to acting coach to starlet.

After Morath had undergone chemotherapy for
lymphoma, the couple hoped she had it under con-
trol, but at the start of 2002, it came back aggres-
sively, and on January 30, his wife died. Kermit
Miller would also die on Miller’s own birthday the
following year. Miller’s health was beginning to fail;
in 1997, he had undergone retinal eye surgery to
correct his vision, and after Morath’s death, reports
circulated of hospitalization for ailments including
pneumonia, cancer, and a heart condition. The
2005 short story “Beavers” in Harper’s magazine
would be his final publication while alive. Before
impending nuptials to his new companion, painter
AGNES BARLEY, could occur, Miller died at age 89
of heart failure at his home in Roxbury on February
10, 56 years to the day that Death of a Salesman had
opened on Broadway. Barley, his sister Joan, and
daughter Rebecca and her family were at his bed-
side. Having been diagnosed as incurable earlier in
the week, he insisted on being taken to Roxbury to
die. At his death, at least three major film versions
of his works—A Ride Down Mt. Morgan, A View

from the Bridge, and The Man Who Had All the
Luck—were being planned, as well as the London
and New York premieres of Resurrection Blues. Not
all of these came to fruition, but there has since
been an upsurge in productions of Miller’s plays,
several new collections of essays and tributes, and
another, long-awaited collection of his short fic-
tion, Presence: Stories by Arthur Miller, published
in 2007.

Roxbury, Connecticut, announced May 7, 2005,
to be the town’s first official Arthur Miller Day.
Family and neighbors attended a gathering at the
local Town Hall, where a bust of Miller created
by Washington sculptor Philip Grausman was on
display. At the New York memorial service several
days later, family and friends read passages from
his work and spoke about his legacy. Playwrights
Tony Kushner and Edward Albee were particularly
outspoken, with Albee concluding, “Some writ-
ers matter and some do not. Some of our most
clever writers don’t matter. They teach us nothing,
and they do not render ourselves coherent. Arthur
Miller was a writer who mattered. A lot.” Miller’s
legacy continues in the works that he left behind.
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“About Theater
Language” (1994)

This essay originally appeared as an introduction
to a 1994 edition of The Last Yankee but has been
reprinted since in Arthur Miller Plays: Five (1995)
and in the revised edition of The Theater Essays of
Arthur Miller (1996). It provides the bedrock for
Miller’s “Notes on Realism” which covers much
of the same territory, describing the impact of
EUGENE O’NEILL, CLIFFORD ODETS, and TENNES-
SEE WILLIAMS on U.S. theater and their connec-
tion to REALISM. Both also discuss the language of
Sean O’Casey, J. M. Synge, and SAMUEL BECKETT.
Where this essay differs is that after Beckett’s influ-
ence has been covered, Miller goes on to describe
in some detail his intentions behind The Last Yan-
kee as “a comedy about a TRAGEDY.” He discusses
the play as an attempt to capture a sense of the
modern despair with life and to expose “the moral
and social myths feeding the disease.”

Miller explains how, in The Last Yankee, he
wanted to present authentic characters in a uni-
versal situation. Patricia Hamilton is trapped by
a “success mythology,” and Leroy’s transcend-
ing love suggests a way forward that offers hope.
Miller set the play in a mental institution rather
than in someone’s home, as he felt that it gave
his characters a wider social implication suggest-
ing that insanity has become the last refuge of
too many American citizens, and we are all, in
a sense, facing the possible restrictions of insti-
tutionalization in our insane quest for constant
satisfaction. His aim was to try “to make things
seen in their social context and simultaneously
felt as intimate testimony,” wanting his work
to be “absorbed rather than merely observed.”
The play’s ambivalent ending is intentional as
its “theme is hope rather than completion of
achievement, and hope is tentative always.”
Miller wanted the play to extend a plea for people
to stop needless competition. Widening his focus
at the close of the essay, he concludes in the same
way that he does in “Notes on Realism”—with a
call for a better balance in future plays between
feeling and thought.

After the Fall (1964)

Rather than the usual BROADWAY opening, the new
REPERTORY THEATER OF LINCOLN CENTER produced
Miller’s first play of the 1960s. ROBERT WHITEHEAD
and ELIA KAzAN, who were heading the project,
had asked him as far back as 1960 to provide the
inaugural play. He decided to give them After the
Fall, a play on which he had been working for some
time but had not yet completed to his satisfaction.
After his divorce from MARILYN MONROE, Miller
was able to find time to complete it and report-
edly had done so even before Monroe had died.
The play, however, would not be produced until
1964. The opening date had been 1963, but the
Vivian Beaumont Theatre that was being built for
the Repertory Theater was way behind schedule,
so they ended up building a temporary theater
in Washington Square Park to stage Miller’s first
play in eight years. The resulting production satis-
fied audiences more than the critics, who mostly
reacted with shock and scorn. It ran within a rotat-
ing repertory for 208 performances.

The issue of survivor guilt is central to After
the Fall, and the play’s direct connection to the
HOLOCAUST is inescapable. While working on the
play, Miller and INGE MORATH had visited Mau-
thausen concentration camp together. Miller felt
that he had witnessed at first hand people’s dan-
gerous and irresponsible drive to forget or pretend
innocence to deny GUILT AND RESPONSIBILITY. He
objected to such a reaction, believing instead that
we should each accept some responsibility for evil
in the world. In Timebends: A Life, Miller explains
that After the Fall “was about how we—nations and
individuals—destroy ourselves by denying that this
is precisely what we are doing.”

In the late 1950s Walter Wanger had suggested
to Miller that he write a screenplay for the French
novel The Fall by ALBERT CAMUS. Miller felt drawn
to Camus’s story in which the main character is
forced to question his own ability to judge, given
the knowledge that he himself had erred, but Miller
wanted to take this idea further and address ques-
tions that Camus does not face. In Camus’s novel,
the hero fails to help a suicidal girl and feels guilty.
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Miller wondered what would happen if the hero
actually tried to help but then realized that this
could achieve no good as such people could only
help themselves. Miller also wished to explore rea-
sons for which the hero might offer help, to assess
whether or not there could be selfish motives. The
play that he produced explores these issues, but
some critics felt that he did this on too personal a
level.

It seems impossible not to connect Quentin
and his two failed marriages, including one to a
superstar, with Miller. In Timebends: A Life, Miller
repeats his continued claim that the play was “nei-
ther more or less autobiographical than anything
else I had written for the stage,” but he saw most
critics refusing to look beyond the autobiographi-
cal elements on its initial showing. Centering on
the portrayal of Maggie as Monroe, critics were
scathing about Miller’s depiction of their icon as
a flawed human being. As theater scholar, Terry
Otten, insists, “No work of [Miller’s] has been
more maligned and disregarded by U.S. drama
critics,” and he concludes by suggesting that this
was “the drama that essentially drove Miller from
the American stage.” Throughout most of the fol-
lowing two decades, Miller had little success on
U.S. shores, although his respect and popularity
continued to grow in Europe and in other parts of
the world.

It is easy to compare the details of a play like
After the Fall with what we know of Miller’s own
biography (three wives from very similar back-
grounds, similar dealings with the HOUSE UN-
AMERICAN ACTIVITIES COMMITTEE [HUAC], and
almost identical family backgrounds and histories),
but it limits Quentin to only see him as Miller’s
alter ego. There is undeniably something of Mari-
lyn Monroe in Maggie as a type, but it is not strictly
a biographical portrait. When Miller began to write
the part of Maggie, Monroe was still alive, but she
died at about the time the play was being finished,
and she was still very much a public icon at the
time of its production. Miller is convinced that this
timing is what ruined the play’s reception—and it
certainly did not help that the director Elia Kazan
had the actress playing Maggie, Barbara Loden,
wear a blonde wig.

The following is a synopsis of the original play,
but After the Fall has enjoyed several revivals, for
which Miller rewrote the script. His revisions mostly
condense the second act—some critics felt that it
overwhelmed the first act—but the play has con-
tinued to provoke cautious reception even into the
21st century. Monroe’s specter seems still to haunt
the play, and both the 1984 Playhouse 91 produc-
tion with Frank Langella and the 2004 Broadway
revival with Peter Krause met mixed reviews, as
did the NATIONAL THEATRE's 1990 version in
GREAT BRITAIN, despite the director MICHAEL
BLAKEMORE's decision to cast black actress, Josette
Simon, as Maggie to help reduce the distraction of
the Monroe connection.

SYNOPSIS

Act One

The play begins in darkness, but as the light rises,
we see characters enter to take their places at vari-
ous levels on the stage. All of the play’s charac-
ters are connected to Quentin, the protagonist,
whose memory creates them and who enters last.
His creations seem to be communicating to him in
whispers ranging from anger to appeal, but as he
begins to speak, they fall still and silent. Quentin
addresses an unknown “Listener,” who appears to
exist just beyond the front of the stage.

Quentin insists that he has stopped by wher-
ever he is on a social visit to ask for advice on an
important decision that he faces. He tells the Lis-
tener how he quit his job as a lawyer the previous
year, shortly after his second wife Maggie died, and
that his mother died soon after. He speaks about
a woman, Holga, whom he recently met on a trip
to Germany and of whom has become fond. As he
mentions various characters and events in his life,
we see the relevant characters, some of whom are
already present in the background, stir on stage, or
appear in view.

Holga is about to arrive in America for a confer-
ence and will see him again. It is largely to assess
the possibilities of his future relationship with
Holga that Quentin now analyzes his past. After
two divorces and a series of unsatisfactory rela-
tionships with other people, Quentin is unsure if
he should be considering a third marriage, even
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Scene from the 1984 Playhouse 91 production of After the Fall, with Frank Langella as Quentin and Dianne Wiest
as Maggie. Photo by Peter Cunningham, courtesy Billy Rose Theatre Collection, The New York Public Library for the

Performing Arts, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations.

though he feels close to Holga. He remains hopeful
but uncertain if he should trust such a feeling when
his life has been filled with the despairing events
that he proceeds to reenact. His greatest fear is
that no one is actually present to help him judge his
life, and because of this, he is on his own. Quentin
relives scenes from his past, trying through these to
come to terms with who he is and to avoid what he
suspects may be an inevitable despair.

The first of his creations is Felice, a woman for
whom he acted as divorce lawyer and with whom
he subsequently had a brief affair, even though he
admits that he had no real affection for her. Felice
confesses how she went to bed with her husband
the night before her divorce, having felt a renewed
attraction from the dignified way that Quentin had
forced him to behave. We also briefly see Quen-
tin's first two wives, Louise and Maggie, as well

as Holga, to emphasize his obsession with female
relationships in his life. Felice claims that he helped
liberate her by making her realize that blame is
not always necessary, and she blesses him for that
knowledge.

Quentin begins to recall his mother’s funeral
as a precursor to assessing her influence on him
and how, shortly before this, he and his older
brother, Dan, had announced her death to their
father. Their father had been very dependent on
their mother and is recovering from an operation
in hospital, so Dan wants to delay telling him. Dan
idolizes his father, but Quentin feels otherwise and
rather bluntly announces that she is dead. Their
father is devastated and instantly claims blame for
all the trouble that he put her through in caring for
him. Quentin recalls having spread himself against
his hotel room wall in a crucifixion pose between
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two light fittings, but Maggie interrupts, calling him
a liar, and he stops.

While in Germany prior to his mother’s death,
Holga had shown Quentin a concentration
camp that deeply affected him, largely because
he was unsure how to react. Holga reads about
the horrors that went on in a Nazi torture cham-
ber, but Quentin asks her to come outside and
sit. Although not Jewish, Holga spent two years
during WORLD WAR II in a forced-labor camp.
She even had trouble entering the United States
because of this experience, as they felt that she
must have been either Jewish or a communist.
She tries to embrace Quentin, but he pushes her
away, making her feel embarrassed. She offers to
go, unsure of how he feels about her. She does not
care about marriage but would like a commitment
of some kind. He can neither commit himself nor
leave her, which leads him to consider the sur-
vivor guilt that affects them both—she from her
wartime experiences, he from his life experiences.
Holga had worked against Hitler, felt shame at
her country’s involvement, and has learned to live
with uncertainty; it is this quality that Quentin
most admires about her. He apologizes, and she
goes to pick flowers.

Quentin struggles to understand what the Holo-
caust means to him, seeing only despair in its pres-
ence. He recalls the way that his mother talked to
him as a boy, with a mixture of compliment and
criticism. He worries that he has been unable to
mourn his mother, Rose. She was a vibrant char-
acter who simultaneously admired and denigrated
her husband, resenting her lost opportunities in life
both before and after she met him. Although ini-
tially wealthy, Quentin’s father lost his money after
the WALL STREET CRASH, and although there was
little that he could have done, Rose bitterly blames
her husband. Trying to keep his business going,
he used up all of their financial reserves, and Rose
vindictively calls him a moron. Quentin returns to
Holga, trying to hide from this past by loving her,
but he feels guilty. She explains that since World
War II, no one is innocent and that people should
learn to live with this.

Holga explains how, toward the end of the war,
she had nearly despaired and committed suicide,

but a recurring dream saved her. She dreamed of
an idiot child who she now feels must have rep-
resented her life and from whom she initially ran
away but found that it always followed her. She
finally realized that she had to embrace it and did
so, despite her disgust, having come to the under-
standing that to get on with life, one must learn
to take the bad with the good and just keep going.
Hope is not innate but is something one creates.
Quentin is not yet ready to believe. He thinks of
his first wife, Louise, and their close friends, Elsie
and her husband Lou.

Quentin recalls how ridiculously idealistic he
felt when he first married. He remembers when
Elsie showed him her naked body while his friend
Lou was going over a legal brief for him outside.
Lou, a college teacher, was subpoenaed to appear
before HUAC and refused to testify, an experi-
ence that threatens to destroy his life and career.
He admires Quentin as a lawyer and asks him to
let Elsie read the brief, too. Elsie has persuaded
her husband not to publish a textbook on which
he has been working in case it further riles the
college against him. The college is already wary
of Lou’s involvement with HUAC. Their friend,
Mickey, spoke up for him in the past and saved his
job, but Lou feels very insecure. He confesses that
an earlier book that he had published deliberately
whitewashed the Russians (again at the insistence
of his wife) rather than having told the truth and
made the communists look bad. He now regrets
this decision, as it makes him feel vulnerable before
the HUAC committee, but Elsie is angry with him
for telling Quentin about this and contemptuously
derides his delicacy.

Wrapped up in his own worries about HUAC,
his career, and other concerns, Quentin has
neglected Louise, who is fed up being ignored and
plans to see a psychoanalyst to change her life.
They have scarcely talked in the past seven years,
and she questions the point of their continued
marriage. She offers him a chance to talk, but he
does not know how to respond and angers her fur-
ther. He returns to his mother, recalling her dis-
gust at his father’s illiteracy and supposed hopes
for Quentin, and he realizes that she had tried to
use him as an accomplice against his father. He
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wonders how much she is to blame for how he has
turned out.

Mickey arrives to speak to Quentin and offers
some advice about marriage, suggesting that he
pay Louise more attention. To Quentin’s horror,
HUAC has also subpoenaed Mickey. But unlike
Lou, Mickey wants to give them the names that
they demand, partly to keep his job secure and
partly because he feels that he had been fooled by
COMMUNISM and should speak against it. Mickey
has already testified once and plans to go back; he
asks Lou to join him, but he really wants permis-
sion to name him. Lou demands that Mickey not
name him as it would mean instant dismissal from
his teaching post, and he accuses Mickey of hav-
ing sold out. Mickey, in turn, accuses Lou of being
a hypocrite because of his earlier book and then
leaves as Elsie comforts Lou. Mickey senses that
Quentin, too, no longer wants to be his friend.

Louise wonders why Quentin became angry with
her at a party the previous night, and he implies that
it was because she was too talkative. He is reluc-
tantly defending Lou and is nervous about how this
will be taken. Louise’s psychoanalyst has improved
her confidence, and she is now more assertive,
which Quentin finds unsettling. He also carries
the guilt of an affair that his wife discovered and
holds against him. Despite their supposed efforts
to change, the marriage is falling apart, and Louise
has already threatened divorce. He asks her to take
some of the blame, and she calls him an idiot.

He finds refuge in the comparatively naive Mag-
gie, an attractive receptionist at his LAW offices.
He meets her at a bus stop, and she relates how
one man gave her a dog then another one took it
away, and they chat. A stranger tries to drag her off
on the pretense of helping her buy some records,
and Quentin feels drawn to protect her. Maggie
explains how most men treat her as a joke. She has
recently been having a reluctant affair with a mar-
ried judge, but he died. Talking about her days as a
hairdresser, she has Quentin feel her hair. Quentin
is charmed and warns her to be more careful. As
men begin to surround her, Quentin offers her a
taxi fare to get her safely away.

Feeling rejuvenated, Quentin makes advances to
Louise, who rebuffs him, mystified. He has missed

another parents’ meeting at his daughter’s school
and also an important meeting at work, and they
have been calling for him. The head of the law
firm, Max, is pressuring Quentin not to defend Lou
because it will make Quentin look as if he sup-
ports Communism. Quentin is unsure what to do.
Not knowing where he has been and suspecting
the worst, Louise is belligerent. He tells her about
meeting Maggie. This makes her angrier, and she
demands he sleep on the sofa. He worries about
what his daughter, Betty, will think.

Max telephones to announce that Lou has
jumped in front of a train and is dead. Quentin
feels bad because he had not wanted to defend Lou
and suspects that Lou knew that. Recognizing his
own betrayal, Quintin begins to see how people
allowed the Holocaust to happen—from relief that
someone else was being killed and not they. The
sound of Maggie dying follows this. Louise tries to
compliment Quentin on sticking by Lou, and they
try to find a meeting ground, but they fail. Quentin
tries to understand how and why people hurt one
another and the nature of truth as he prepares to
face Holga, who has arrived. As Quentin’s Listener
has to leave for a moment, Quentin hears Maggie
call as he lights a cigarette.

Act Two
Act two begins with Quentin lighting a cigarette
to indicate no passage of time. He watches Holga
arrive, but when his invisible Listener returns,
momentarily recalls Maggie in her wedding dress.
It is his relationship to Maggie with which he must
now deal before he can commit himself to Holga.
Felice and Mother appear as Quentin tries to under-
stand what has drawn women to him. Maggie calls
him on the phone; it has been four years since they
first met. Holga loves him but has had moments of
unhappiness and self-doubt, one of which he recalls
and likens to a time when Louise also voiced disap-
pointment with him. Yet, he remains attracted to
Holga’s insistence that he is not beholden to her.
Quentin’s mother recounts the promise that she
felt when she was pregnant with him. She insisted
that he go to college, which provoked an estrange-
ment between him and his father, who had wanted
him to stay home and help run the business. It is
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left to Dan to help out, and Quentin happily leaves
to pursue his own dreams with Dan’s encourage-
ment. The books that Dan promises to send him
lead Quentin to recall Maggie asking him what
to read. She has become a famous singer and has
invited Quentin to her home to offer him credit for
inspiring her. Although still married, he goes. She
is nervous but is pleased to see him and is eager to
keep him there, as she is desperate for a friend. He
is flattered and tries to uncover the motives behind
his responses to her.

Maggie is drinking. She unsuccessfully has tried
to speak to the man whom she thinks is her father
but who left when she was a baby. She gives snip-
pets of her life as a star and recounts how she pub-
licly stuck up for communists in Quentin’s honor.
She admires him for not laughing at her or trying
to sleep with her, but he admits to his Listener that
he has laughed behind her back and was only too
timid to try. She is scared to be alone, having night-
mares about her mother who once tried to smother
her. She blesses him as Felice once did, and he
compares his compassion toward Maggie to the way
his brother treated him. He again strikes his cruci-
fixion pose but gives it up in self-disgust.

Quentin recalls a time as a young child when
he felt betrayed by his mother because she went
on a vacation to Atlantic City without him. He
cannot mourn his mother or Maggie. He meets
Maggie again; she is in disguise so that fans will not
recognize her. They try to plan future meetings.
Both have busy schedules, but she offers herself to
him completely. He worries that others are taking
advantage of her, such as her agent to whom she is
leaving everything in her will. Maggie confesses to
having slept with a lot of men, which she has done
as an act of charity. Fans spot her and demand
autographs, asking her to dance and take off her
sweater, at which Quentin whisks her away. She
takes him to her apartment and seduces him.

As she takes off his shoes, he thinks about his
family and grows angry as he struggles to uncover
who he really is beneath the layers of deception.
He warns Maggie against people who use her, tell-
ing her that she is better than that, which makes
her admire him the more. She starts to undress,
and Quentin shifts to his defense of Reverend Har-

ley Barnes, who is being questioned before HUAC.
He is realizing that just saying no to evils like the
committee was not enough and that they should
have done more. Maggie rises, and it is implied
that Quentin stayed the night. He tries to decide
whether he really loved her or he just used her as
did the others. Soon after this, they marry, and
Quentin begins to help her with her career. He
seems in awe of her beauty at this point, though she
still seems insecure.

Maggie becomes jealous and more demanding.
Quentin, meanwhile, worries about finances but tries
to keep up with and accommodate her whims, both
personally and professionally. She wants to develop
as an artist but feels held back and is becoming vin-
dictive, complaining about musicians, and directors
with whom she works. She also wants more and
more attention from her husband, and he is finding
it onerous. She is drinking more heavily and miss-
ing engagements. She threatens to replace Quentin
with another lawyer, feeling that he is not doing
enough, and she complains about his mother. She
grows nasty, but recalling how betrayed his father
felt when he left, Quentin insists that he will stay
by her.

Quentin wants to walk to clear his head but
takes away Maggie’s pills before he goes, worried
that she might overdose as she has done before.
She insults him, suggesting that he is a closet
homosexual to drive him away. She is very drunk,
and he is angry, feeling that his love is being tested
to its limits. Figures from his past again intrude,
and he sees Lou committing suicide. He has saved
Maggie from suicide twice, but his patience is
wearing thin, and he wants her to take responsibil-
ity for her own life. She appears drunk again, alone
at their beach cottage. He returns from work and
says that he will sleep in the living room. He has
called a doctor to help her. She drinks more and
takes some pills. He plans to leave but instructs
the maid to call an ambulance if Maggie goes too
far. Maggie pleads with him to stay, offering him
the pill bottle, but he will not take it; he cannot
play her games anymore. He explains that he does
not have the limitless love of God and is leaving so
that she can no longer play the part of his victim
but must fend for herself.
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Quentin declares that they are equally to blame
for this and that both used the other, but Maggie
will not accept this and accuses him of lying. She
recalls finding a hurtful note that she had found in
which he wrote that the only one whom he would
ever love was his daughter. He says that he only
wrote this after she had turned on him, reminding
him of Louise, and he felt uncertain of her love.
She persuades him to lie beside her, asking him to
not argue, but he no longer trusts her. He demands
the pills; she swallows some more before he knocks
them away. Feeling that her action is threatening
him by trying to make him the cause, he starts to
throttle her in desperation.

Quentin recalls again locking himself in the
bathroom to worry his mother when she had gone
away without him. He begins to throttle his mother
and falls back in horror. Maggie accuses him of try-
ing to kill her, as he tries to help her up; then she
falls unconscious. He calls for an ambulance and
explains how she was saved on that occasion and
lived a while longer, although he confesses that a
part of him had wanted her to die to free him.
Knowing that love has limits and that there is some
evil in us all that makes us capable of murder, he is
fearful of committing to Holga, but he decides to
take the chance. Holga’s understanding that no one
is innocent and her continued hope despite people’s
flawed nature inspires him. He acknowledges all of
the people from his past; then he moves to greet
Holga and exits, taking his demons with him.

CRITICAL COMMENTARY

After the Fall is not a realistic play that tries to
emulate real life on stage but an expressionistic
piece that attempts to create the fluid memories
of its protagonist, Quentin, as he tries to evaluate
his life for an unseen Listener. The figure whom
Quentin addresses remains unknown throughout
the play as Miller leaves it to his audience to decide
whom it might be: Psychiatrist, priest, judge, old
friend, God, or even the audience itself. The break
between the acts comes when the Listener momen-
tarily has to leave, implying that without a witness,
Quentin is unable to proceed. His biggest fears are
that he is alone, that God is no longer listening,
and that with no one to hear his confession, he can

never be free of his guilt. Holga leads him to under-
stand that freeing yourself of guilt is unnecessary
and that it is better to embrace it and move on.

Because of its very visual structure, After the Fall
is easier to watch than to read, but if one considers
it more as a poetic libretto than a chronological
narrative, a libretto in which mood is a key factor
and in which various characters will interrupt to
speak key phrases that resonate at various points
in the action, After the Fall is easier to follow. One
central conceit is that of the idiot—a description
used by Quentin’s mother toward his father and by
both Louise and Maggie toward Quentin. It encap-
sulates an attitude of selfish dismissal, a refusal to
recognize a common humanity, and it is Holga who
teaches him to claim the idiot child, embracing it
just as she embraces Quentin and thereby accept-
ing its humanity, however flawed.

Miller was at this point more experienced as a
playwright than when he tried to depict the inside
of Willy Loman’s head in Death of a Salesman. In
one sense, this play shows the culmination of Mill-
er’s desire to find a form that could aptly convey
the mind of a single protagonist to the audience.
Throughout the play, to allow for a fluid movement
of the characters as they flit in and out of Quentin’s
memory, the open stage is kept predominantly bare
of furnishings, although Miller suggests that the
setting include three rising levels that are made to
look like sculptured lava, with ledges and contours
to accommodate the cast. These levels curve back
and forth across the stage in no fixed pattern but
with the dominating symbol of the “blasted stone
tower of a German concentration camp” at the top.
By this threatening tower, Miller wishes to convey
the continuing dark presence of the Holocaust in
the minds of the cast and the audience. It symbol-
izes the awful truth that Quentin seeks: that all
people are capable of evil either by committing it or
by passively allowing it to happen.

Throughout the play, Quentin relates various
events of his life to the beliefs and attitudes that
allowed the Holocaust to happen. He casts him-
self in the role of a survivor but one whose guilt is
evident as he accepts partial responsibility for all
of the failures of family, marriage, and friendship
in his past. The title evokes the biblical Fall when
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humanity lost its innocence and was forced to live
with the knowledge of good and evil; the play con-
siders how blame, responsibility, guilt, and betrayal
affect how we live our lives in such a world. The
“death of love” that Quentin ultimately faces is not
a denial of the possibility of love but a recognition
of the false idealization of love in which he had
believed and an acceptance of love’s limits, given
the limitations of a flawed humanity. Miller is less
interested in assigning blame, which he sees as ulti-
mately reductive, than in discovering a means of
forgiveness that can allow life to continue.

Quentin’s concern, especially in the first act of
the play, seems to be to locate his own identity, feel-
ing that it has become lost in the pressures that are
placed on him by others. He discovers that there is
a tension between how people see themselves and
how others see them and that division can come
between people and create destructive pressures in
any relationship—be it a friend, spouse, or parent.
Quentin traces the gradual breakdown of his first
marriage against the background of his relation-
ships with his family and his friends. He tries to
see himself as victim, even attempting to com-
pare himself to Christ, although Maggie refuses to
allow him that vanity. Quentin’s vision of himself
as a sacrificial figure is sheer escapism—a means
of avoiding responsibility rather than accepting
it—that must be broken if he is to uncover the
truth of who he is.

People from his past, mostly women, frequently
make brief appearances as Quentin decides which
life episode he should next analyze. This scatter-
shot approach also allows him to draw connections
between them, likening Maggie to Felice in their
joie de vive, Holga to Louise in their fear that he
has become uninterested, or Maggie to his mother
and Louise in their reactions to their husbands
(each being drawn to a declaration that their hus-
band is an idiot). By making connections, he begins
to uncover his place and influence in the web of
their lives and to gain a better sense of his own
identity. In act two, he finally focuses on what we
now realize is the most important event in his his-
tory—how he came to leave Maggie. All the other
relationships were being explored to prepare him to
confront this one and understand its nature.

Maggie is attracted to Quentin because she
thinks that he takes her seriously, which few men
have done. He feels guilty, as he does not think he
was ever as noble as she believed. Yet, he did try to
save her from being taken advantage of by others,
even as he felt himself taking advantage of her.
The excitement of their initial affair and marriage
soon palls, and their relationship becomes tense and
strained. Quentin is ashamed of Maggie’s sexually
free past and she becomes possessive and demand-
ing. Looking after her has become a full-time job,
and as her demands grow, he becomes more uncom-
fortable with their relationship. As a result, they
grow further apart. Turning to excessive alcohol
and drugs, Maggie becomes increasingly difficult, to
a point where Quentin no longer feels that he can
stay with her. He sees leaving Maggie as a betrayal
of the same kind as his weak support of his friend
Lou or as when his mother tricked him as a child
to go on holiday without him. He tries to get Mag-
gie to take responsibility for her own life, but she
refuses. She will end by killing herself, the ultimate
act of irresponsibility. Quentin remains unsure of
how much blame he should shoulder for this, but he
accepts that he was partly at fault.

Quentin’s final discovery is that no one can be
totally innocent, as we are all willing to betray oth-
ers to save ourselves when placed in such a posi-
tion. In this way, Quentin sees that blame for an
event like the Holocaust needs to be accepted by
everyone, however distant the event, for we are all
capable of acting as the Nazis did. While Quentin
recognizes that his brothers died in the camps, it
was also his brothers who built and operated them,
and he cannot acknowledge one connection with-
out the other. In the face of such knowledge, the
only remedy is not to give up hope; it is this aspect
of Holga’s personality that draws Quentin to her.
She has faced and accepted the war with its count-
less deaths and cruelties; Quentin’s challenge is to
accept the “death of love” that allowed him to aban-
don Maggie to her inevitable fate while recognizing
that his reaction was less monstrous than it was
human. People are all capable of being victims and
victimizers, sometimes almost simultaneously, and
the only way to move forward in life is to accept the
truth that we live in a fallen world in which some
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cruelty may be unavoidable. Taking a chance and
allowing himself to love again, as Quentin does to
the accompaniment of all of his demons, is his only
recourse. Just as Holga embraced her idiot child, at
the play’s close so, too, does Quentin embrace his
demons.

FIRST PERFORMANCE

After the Fall was first performed at the ANTA—
Washington Square Theatre, New York City, on
January 23, 1964, with the following cast:

Quentin: Jason Robards, Jr.
Felice: Zohra Lampert

Holga: Salome Jens

Dan: Michael Strong

Father: Paul Mann

Mother: Virginia Kaye

Nurses: Faye Dunaway, Diane Shalet
Maggie: Barbara Loden

Elsie: Patricia Roe

Lou: David ]. Stewart

Louise: Mariclare Costello
Mickey: Ralph Meeker

Man in Park: Stanley Beck
Carrie: Ruth Attaway

Lucas: Harold Scott

Chairman: David Wayne
Harley Barnes: Hal Holbrook
Porter: Jack Waltzer

Maggie’s Secretary: Crystal Field
Pianist: Scott Cunningham
Others: Clint Kimbrough, John Philip Law, Barry

Primus, James Greene

Directed by Elia Kazan

Set and lighting designed by JO MIELZINER

Music by David Amram

Produced by Robert Whitehead for the Reper-
tory Theater of Lincoln Center

It ran for 208 performances.

INITIAL REVIEWS

Early audiences responded well and attendance
had been so good that Miller wrote another play to
add to the company’s repertoire, Incident at Vichy.
But an unduly harsh response from critics, coupled
with the Repertory Theater project clearly com-

ing apart, eventually brought closure to After the
Fall. Most reviews, such as those by John McCarten
and Walter Kerr, refused to go beyond the figure
of Maggie as representing Marilyn Monroe and
condemned the play as discomforting and need-
lessly confessional. Theater scholar John Gassner
was also uneasy with the play’s private revelations
but at least commended Miller’s attempt to go
beyond realism and “restore to playwriting some of
the elbow-room it lost with the advent of realism.”
Others reviewers, including Tom Prideaux, praised
Miller’s courage in so openly exposing his private
life and felt that it was justified by the universal
relevance he gives to his experience. As Jonathan
Price suggested, “honesty impelled him to deal with
materials from his private life, but he has managed
to see them as public issues.”

Miller repeatedly insisted that the play was not
strict autobiography, as in his 1964 Life article,
“With Respect to Her Agony—DBut with Love,” in
which he unequivocally states that Maggie is not
Marilyn Monroe and asks audiences and critics to
view the play as a “dramatic statement of a hidden
process which underlies the destructiveness hang-
ing over this age.” LILLIAN HELLMAN’s mocking
parody, “Lillian Hellman Asks a Little Respect for
Her Agony: An Eminent Playwright Hallucinates
after a Fall Brought on by a Current Dramatic Hit,”
was a typical response to this claim. Most not only
insisted that Maggie had to be Monroe but also
that the portrait was an insult. Miller’s reputation
seemed to be ruined in U.S. theater for several
decades to follow. Monroe had become an icon
within the U.S. mindset, and while critics could
appreciate Miller’s revelation of the truths behind
other U.S. myths, they did not want their vision of
Monroe tarnished.

Norman Nadel had praised the play as “a power-
ful drama—one to arouse an audience and enrich a
season,” but much of that arousal turned out to be
negative. Robert Brustein wrote a lengthy scathing
review, calling the play “a spiritual striptease while
the band plays mea culpa” in “a three-and-one-half
hour breach of taste, a confessional of embarrassing
explicitness,” John Simon described it as “megalo-
mania combined with hypocrisy,” and Lee Baxan-
dell declared it “defective in its aesthetic and moral
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structure.” While Nathan Cohen saw the autobio-
graphical elements as irrelevant, he disliked the
play because he found its central protagonist too
“shallow and illogical.” But while critics like Henry
Popkin saw Miller as trying to absolve Quentin
(and also himself) of guilt—"“The others are guilty;
only Quentin is innocent”—others, including How-
ard Taubman, saw the opposite, viewing Quentin
as a character who bravely accepts responsibility for
his actions. Many, including John Chapman and
Richard Watts Jr., judged Jason Robards, Jr.’s, per-
formance of Quentin, as “monumental,” and “one
of his finest performances” and deserving of “high
praise,” even while they had reservations about the
play itself. While productions of After the Fall have
continued to meet mixed receptions, with the dis-
tance of passing time and as reactions to Monroe
have calmed, scholars are beginning to reevaluate
it as one of Miller’s better works and certainly a
major theatrical experiment.

SCHOLARSHIP

The initial scholarly response to After the Fall was
generally as dismissive as that of the critics, but
early champions of the play were Robert A. Martin,
Dennis Welland, and William R. Brashear, who all
wrote defenses that asked for the piece to be given
greater respect, pointing out its universal aspects
over the specific and underlining its social message
regarding the nature of love and humanity’s quest
for understanding. Opinions have continued to be
strongly divided on several of the play’s aspects,
including whether or not it should be read autobio-
graphically, whether the characters are negative or
positive representations, whether or not the play’s
structure and technique are successful, and what
Miller’s aim was in writing the play. Most acknowl-
edge that whether they liked it or not, the play
marked a decided shift in Miller’s focus, as Otten
describes, “from the devastating forces of society to
the dark passages of the human psyche.”

In discussing the play’s structure and technique,
Edward Murray views it as defective in its construc-
tion and annoyingly repetitive, while Arthur Ganz
feels the structure is “striking and unconventional”
but weakened by inconsistency. Other scholars
have responded with similar ambivalence, includ-

ing Allan Lewis, who describes it as “sensitive, and
compelling, and incomplete,” and Welland, who
insists that the play, “for all its faults, merits respect
greater than is sometimes accorded it” but feels
that it lacks a convincing theatricality. However,
Welland does praise the concept and thoughtful
insights of the piece, declaring it to be the “most
humane of all of Miller’s plays up to this point.”

Several scholars have chosen to sidestep the
autobiographical arguments and explore the liter-
ary ones instead, such as the connection between
Miller and Camus, with the most recent being Derek
Parker Royal. Others, including Susan Sontag, C. .
Gianakaris, Baldev Rathod, Peter Buitenhuis, Alan
Casty, and Paul T. Nolan, have variously consid-
ered the play’s connections to John Osbourne’s
Inadmissible Evidence, Shakespeare’s King Lear and
Measure for Measure, TENNESSEE WILLIAMS's The
Glass Menagerie, SAUL BELLOW’s Herzog and Peter
Shaffer’s Equus. All of these studies contain useful
insights. Irving Jacobson also has compared Quen-
tin to figures as diverse as Hitler and Christ, and
John S. Stinson views both Quentin and Maggie as
Christlike redeemers. In a detailed analysis of the
play in his 2005 study of Miller, Christopher Bigsby
considers both the play’s relationship to Camus and
the unproduced screenplay that Miller wrote which
lies in archives at the HARRY RANSOM RESEARCH
CENTER.

Those scholars who find the autobiographi-
cal elements inescapable are torn between view-
ing Miller’s insistence that all are guilty as a trick
to excuse himself for his past mistakes and the
death of Monroe or as a brave self-examination
in which Quentin is found guilty and faces that
burden squarely. David Savran condemns the play
as “a self-serving construction designed by Miller
to quell the gossip surrounding one of the most
public marriages of the 1950s and to clear his name
of responsibility for Monroe’s suicide,” while Mar-
tin Gottfried suggests that the play was Miller’s
attempt to stay honest and to expose his own
“moral inadequacy.” Welland’s insightful insistence
that the play is less about blame than about forgive-
ness points to the latter response as being the more
productive, and Brenda Murphy extends this rea-
soning. Otten’s study of the play describes After the
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Fall as “one of [Miller’s] most powerful works” and
points out that “Miller centers less on exposing the
source of guilt than on its ongoing consequences,”
asking us to view the play ironically as he feels

Miller intended.

CHARACTERS

Dan Unlike Quentin, and very like Miller’s own
brother, KERMIT MILLER, Dan always idolized their
father and was prepared to give up any chance of
an education or career for the good of the fam-
ily. A scholar at heart, he generously sacrifices his
own dreams, even sending his books to Quentin
whom he encourages to go to college and not to
worry about the family. Quentin takes a more self-
ish route and so despises his brother for seeming
the better man.

Elsie Elsie plays the role of a sexual temptress.
She contrasts to a woman like Felice by allowing
us to see that Quentin does not always respond
to feminine wiles and can say no. Quentin recalls
her attempted seduction when she showed her-
self naked to him; this to him was proof that all
women are untrustworthy, for he is a friend of
her husband Lou and to sleep with her would
be a betrayal of Lou by them both. Elsie could
be the tempting Eve to his innocent Adam, but
his innocence is a pose, even though he refuses
this temptation. Quentin also sees in Elsie’s domi-
nance over Lou, whom she calls a “moral idiot,” a
reflection of the way his mother treated and inter-
nally despised his father. Yet, like the marriage
of his parents, there are moments of tenderness
and affection between Elsie and Lou. Lou, like
Quentin’s father, is portrayed as a well-meaning
but weak man whose sense of wholeness is depen-
dent on his wife’s good feeling.

Father (Ike) Very like Miller’s father ISIDORE
MILLER, although virtually illiterate, Ike has built
up a prosperous business and generously shares
his wealth with the extended family. However,
he loses his capital when the stocks crash, and he
uses up what little they have left by trying to keep
his business afloat. He cannot forgive Quentin for
leaving the family to go to college and pursue a

career of his own; he expected Quentin to stay
home and help as his brother Dan did. Though
his father’s dependency on his wife despite her, at
times, caustic treatment of him is often suggested,
and although he appears devastated at the news of
her death, Quentin points out that his father nev-
ertheless continues his life without her. He, too, is
a survivor, but at the time, Quentin saw this as yet
another betrayal.

Felice Felice idolizes Quentin, having had a brief
affair with him after he had been her divorce law-
yer. Although Quentin admits that he never loved
her, he did help Felice rebuild confidence in herself
after a messy divorce and to see herself as a desir-
able woman again. Quentin describes himself as a
mirror in which Felice “saw herself as . . . glorious.”
However, he decides that he probably took more
than he gave and feels guilt over their affair. What
he taught her about there being no one to blame is
a fairly shallow philosophy and one that she uses
to justify a nose job and to begin a hedonistic exis-
tence. Quentin will come to see the vacuity of such
a philosophy with its misleading suggestion of per-
fect innocence.

Holga Holga is the complete opposite of Maggie,
which is a major part of her attraction for Quentin.
Similar to Miller’s third wife, Inge Morath, also a
European with unpleasant memories of the war,
Holga’s greatest strength—one that Quentin strives
to emulate—is that of self-knowledge: She is unde-
manding and independent even while she offers to
make a serious commitment to their relationship if
he accepts. She was horrified to recognize what the
Nazis were doing in their death camps, especially as
many in her own family were German officers, and
she joined a vain conspiracy to try and assassinate
Hitler. Her fellow conspirators kept her involve-
ment a secret; still she spent two years in a forced-
labor camp, no doubt because of her lack of support
for the Nazis. However, Holga does not see herself
as any better than those who stayed free, and she
accepts partial blame for what the German nation
did to the Jews.

Despite knowledge that many of her compa-
triots allowed the Holocaust to happen and even
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facilitated the deaths, Holga cannot entirely con-
demn them, recognizing the harsh reality behind
the passivity or involvement of most. Like Mag-
gie, she also considered suicide but thought too
much of herself to go through with it; she realized
that suicide is only an admission of hopelessness
and that she is a figure who refuses to give up
hope. It is her steadfastness that allows Quentin to
recognize the possibilities of future commitment,
despite one’s past betrayals. Under her tutelage, he
embraces his “idiot child,” accepting the negative
side of his nature as a part of a human whole for
which he will be responsible, even as he may strive
to lessen its influence.

Lou and Mickey Quentin’s friends, Lou and
Mickey, are used to show the two extremes of res-
ponse to HUAC. Each has his counterpart among
Miller’s friends. While Lou refuses to comply and
offer any names, Mickey tells all to expose commu-
nist dogma and keep his job. Lou is partially based
on Lours UNTERMEYER, who lost his position on a
television show when suspected of being a com-
munist and went into seclusion. Mickey is reminis-
cent of Kazan, who testified before HUAC, which
action led to his estrangement from Miller for a
number of years until they began to work together
again on this play.

Unlike Untermeyer, Lou loses everything and is
ultimately destroyed as he gives up hope and throws
himself in front of a train. To assuage his own guilt,
Mickey tries to justify what he has done but loses
many friends in the process. Each is given a chance
to explain his decisions, and Quentin refuses to
take sides for each has good reasons for following
the course of action he takes. Quentin continues
to help others, such as Reverend Harley Barnes, to
refuse to name names but is never himself called
to testify as Miller was. Quentin also comes to the
realization that just refusing to name names had
not been enough, just like those who refused to be
involved with the Holocaust, as they still allowed
the evil to happen.

Even Lou, who can be admired for not naming
names before HUAC, is also capable of a betrayal,
for which he feels guilt. In the past, he had writ-
ten a book about Russia and whitewashed several

details so as not to show the Russians in a bad
light. He now wants to correct these lies but has
not the courage to put this into print, especially
given the pressure that his wife exerts to keep him
silent so that he might keep his job the longer.
Although Quentin egotistically views his friend’s
suicide as a brave gesture to save Quentin from
having to ruin his reputation by defending Lou in
court, it more likely indicates Lou’s loss of faith in
himself, given that neither wife nor friends truly
support him any longer.

Louise Louise was Quentin’s first wife and in
some ways was like Miller’s first wife, MARY SLAT-
TERY. While Miller had two children by Slattery,
Louise and Quentin just have the single daughter,
Betty. The play depicts the lengthy breakdown of
their relationship as Quentin first begins to take
Louise for granted and then, when she becomes
more independent, realizes how little they have
left in common. All that remains to their marriage
are suspicions, accusations, and guilt. A year after
they married, Quentin had confessed to meeting a
woman with whom he had wanted to sleep, mean-
ing it as a compliment because he had resisted, but
Louise was angry. Their marriage is filled with such
miscommunications.

Although depicted as cold and self-centered
through Quentin’s eyes, Louise is also shown to
be an intelligent woman who comes to realize that
she no longer has any place in her husband’s list
of priorities. She reaches a stage when she sensibly
decides to take charge of her life, no longer waiting
for Quentin to fix everything. Since he believes
in the sanctity of marriage and because they have
a daughter together, he tries to resuscitate their
marriage, but his efforts are neither consistent nor
totally sincere. Their eventual divorce seems inevi-
table to both sides.

Maggie As life with Louise begins to pall, Quen-
tin finds excitement in the arms of Maggie, a former
receptionist at his law firm who becomes a famous
singer after being inspired to try a new career by
Quentin’s caring behavior. She seems a magnet for
both men and abuse, but he is seduced by her ini-
tial warm-hearted innocence. She mistakes Quen-
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tin’s reticence to sleep with her as respect, and just
as with Felice, he becomes a mirror in which she
can see a more positive vision of herself. But it is
a vision based on a lie because Quentin saw her
no differently than the other men; he was just too
timid to act on his attraction. Maggie offers Quen-
tin the chance to be needed that Louise has long
since refused him and an active sex life in which
Louise has no interest (even making him sleep on
the sofa). Ironically, with Maggie, it will come to be
Quentin who decides to sleep in the living room as
their relationship inevitably falls apart.

Maggie exudes what Miller has called a tyranny
of innocence; her dependency on others and their
opinions is so extreme that she has no real concept
of self, becoming whatever plaything men demand
to make them happy. When the boys ask her to strip
and dance, she willingly obliges without a thought.
She seems to be the ultimate victim and places her-
self firmly in that role. Quentin tries to teach her
self-respect, but it is a lesson that she seems inca-
pable of learning, having learned rejection from an
early age from an abandoning father and abusive
mother. Utterly naive about her own attraction
and the way men use her, she draws Quentin into
an embrace that ultimately threatens to stifle. Her
depiction can be seen as a compassionate render-
ing of an emotionally insecure woman whose needs
outweigh her demands. To counter critics who see
Maggie as a negative depiction of Monroe, play-
wright David Rabe insists that the portrait “treats
her with more dignity than anybody else has ever
treated her in her career or life.”

Promiscuous and self-destructive, Maggie’s in-
creasing use of alcohol and drugs alienates her even
from those who want to help. She has made a num-
ber of suicide attempts to gain attention, but finally
Quentin refuses to help her, insisting that she take
responsibility for her own life. He also begs for her
to admit that she is partly responsible for the break-
down of their relationship. She refuses on both
counts and kills herself, leaving Quentin with the
burden of guilt that this is something that he might
have prevented had he been a stronger man, yet
with also the understanding that his relief at being
free is all too human a reaction. Although a famous
singer rather than a movie star, it is hard not to see

Monroe behind this portrait, even though some of
the details are not exact.

Mother (Rose) Quentin’s mother, Rose, (partly
based on Miller’s own mother AUGUSTA MILLER), like
Felice and for a time Maggie, idolized and blessed
Quentin, although she was also not above manip-
ulating him for her own ends. Rose is convinced
that her younger son is destined for greatness and
simultaneously corrects him as she constantly holds
him above his brother, who generously bears no
resentment. Feeling that she has a special bond with
Quentin, she “seduces” him to act as an accomplice
in her battles against her husband, continuously
forcing him to take her side and subtly to denigrate
his father whom she cannot forgive for losing the
family fortune. Quentin’s realization of this manipu-
lation sours his memories of her and leaves him
unable to mourn.

Despite her professed love for him, Quentin sees
Rose’s capacity for betrayal, as when she went away
on holiday without him to be free of a demanding
child, which made him feel tricked and abandoned.
She is similarly ambivalent about her husband: She
suggests that she could have done much better, and
so she denigrates him; in the next sentence, she
asserts that he is a great man. For all her antago-
nism, their marriage lasts up to her heart attack on
the way home from the hospital where her husband
is having an operation. It is a death that upsets her
husband but concerns Quentin mainly because he
cannot mourn.

Quentin  In some ways, Quentin is the only
character whom we can assess as he creates the
play, and each of the other characters only exist
in the way that they relate to him. Felice, Elsie,
Louise, Maggie, Holga, and Mother (Rose) are the
main women in Quentin’s life. Each one is differ-
ent in terms of herself, how Quentin views her,
and how she treats Quentin. Each represents a
subtly different type of relationship even while all
relate to one another. Quentin uses past experi-
ences to analyze his own character by trying to
understand what lay behind the things that he
said and did and how he responded to events. Just
as he felt caught between his parent’s arguments,
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Quentin feels caught between friends and opts out
of becoming deeply involved with either, protect-
ing himself by staying apart—but in doing this, he
has lost the sense of who he really is.

Working up to his third marriage, Quentin’s life
appears to have been a series of betrayals and let-
downs. Initially, he enjoys casting himself as vic-
tim in his relationships, claiming that women have
injured him and seeing himself as having suffered
for others in a Christlike fashion—a pose that he
quite literally tries to adopt at times to the anger
of his victims. It is a pose that he too will come
to see is false. His growing honesty about his past
betrayals allows him to become more sympathetic
as he attempts to face the truth and accept respon-
sibility for past actions. Quentin tends to detach
himself from people when things become too prob-
lematic, which has led to a series of failed relation-
ships. For his relationship with Holga to work, he
must now find strength to commit and to fight his
tendency to hang back from responsibility. Miller
allows Quentin to be very human with the same
kind of flaws, doubts, and uncertainties that many
of us face. In this way, if Quentin can find hope, as
he finally does, then Miller is letting us know that
there is hope for us all.

Quentin is a lawyer and treats his life as if it were
a law case that he is investigating. In many ways, he
is his own “Listener,” as the play could be seen as an
interior monologue in which Quentin judges him-
self, acting as prosecution and defense. He sees his
relationship with his mother as being at the heart of
his trouble with other women, as he still resents her
betrayals—going on holiday without him and using
him in her battle against his father—and, therefore,
expects all women ultimately to act in the same
hurtful way. But Quentin must learn to accept his
own share of the blame, which he does by the play’s
close, and ironically having found himself guilty
rather than innocent, he leaves the stage with the
hope of a brighter future with Holga.

MOVIE AND TELEVISION ADAPTATIONS
In 1967, Paramount Pictures bought the film rights
to After the Fall although Miller stipulated that they
were not to refer to Monroe in any of their publicity.
Miller wrote a screenplay in which he took out the

character of Holga, reduced the role of the parents,
and centralized attention on Maggie, who was now
a film star. However, this project never material-
ized. Directed by Gilbert Cates, After the Fall was
eventually made for television and aired on NBC
on December 10, 1974, starring Christopher Plum-
mer and Faye Dunaway (who had played the minor
role of one of the nurses in the original production).
Miller reworked some of the scenes for this version,
emphases were changed, and the overall structure
of the play was tightened, but John O’Connor of the
New York Times still reviewed it as “an egotistical
abomination” (91), despite feeling that it was an
improvement upon the original stage production.
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All My Sons (1947)

Miller wrote the play All My Sons over several
years, wanting to perfect it prior to performance
rather than suffer the ignominy of another BROAD-
WAY failure as The Man Who Had All the Luck
had been. Miller had recently been assigned a new
agent KATHERINE BROWN, who offered the play to
Herman Shumlin, producer and director of LILLIAN
HELLMAN’s plays, who was looking for a good social
drama. Shumlin claimed he could not understand
it, and turned it down. She tried the THEATRE
GUILD who were interested, but reluctant to com-
mit. Miller suggested they offer it to HAROLD CLUR-
MAN and ELIA KAZAN who had come to fame with
the GROUP THEATER; Clurman accepted immedi-
ately and Kazan was chosen to direct.

The play has often been viewed as a work heav-
ily influenced by the social plays of HENRIK IBSEN in
terms of its classic structure, the way it allows the
past to encroach on the present, and its adherence
to REALISM. Miller admits this influence. He had
experimented with form and style in most of his
previous plays and had little success; this time he
was determined to write a realistic play that would
be widely accepted in a theatrical climate almost
exclusively devoted to realism.

Miller’s mother-in law, Julia Slattery, had told
him about a young girl in Ohio who turned her
father into the FBI for having manufactured faulty
aircraft parts during the war. The timely idea of a
play about a war-profiteer grew from that piece of
gossip, but the characters and complex relation-
ships we see are pure Miller. Although some com-
plained that the play’s subject was unpatriotic and
that U.S. manufacturers would not have acted like

Joe Keller, reports of the dealings of the Wright
Corporation with the army at that time, with their
falsified tests and reports, their refusal to destroy
defective material, and the court sending several
of the company’s officers to jail, suggested other-
wise. But the play’s focus on a particular family
and the relationship between a father with his two
sons—a dynamic that Miller continued to explore
throughout his career—makes it more than politi-
cal commentary. All My Sons opened at the Coro-
net Theatre in New York City at the beginning of
1947 while the experience of the recently fought
WORLD WAR II was still fresh in people’s minds.

The play’s working title had been The Sign of
The Archer, directing us to the date of the son
Larry’s death under the sign of Sagittarius and the
horoscope on which the Keller's neighbor, Frank
Lubey, is working. This emphasizes the key role
that Miller sees Larry playing despite Larry’s hav-
ing died two years before the play even begins;
this also underscores Miller’s perception of how the
past continually influences the present; it finally
highlights Miller’s interest in fate and how that
applies to the action of the play. Keller may have
avoided legal punishment, but there are moral laws
that he has broken with his criminal act, laws that
appear to be judged by a higher court. Another
working title had been Morning, Noon, and Night,
which reflects the play’s close adherence to the
Greek conception of the three unities, which insist
that a drama should take place at a single location
within a 24 hour period. The play had a lengthy
run, won both the Donaldson and the New York
Drama Critics Circle Awards, and put Miller on
the map of American theater.

SYNOPSIS

Act One

The Kellers’ backyard is hedged in, offering no
escape for its inhabitants. To one side is the stump
of a broken apple tree that becomes increasingly
significant as the play progresses. It is a fairly opulent
yard, and whoever owns it is a financial success; that
man is Joe Keller. Keller is a businessman whose
business has taken over his life—even on a Sunday
morning, he cannot separate himself from commerce
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as he reads the want ads in the paper while sitting in
his yard. A neighbor, Dr. Jim Bayliss, sits with him,
and they make small talk. Another neighbor, Frank
Lubey, joins them, and Keller offers him a section
of the paper. Frank comments on the tree that was
blown down the previous night during high winds.
He points out the tree’s connection to Keller’s son
Larry for whom it was planted as a memorial. Larry,
we learn, has been missing in action for three years
and Frank, at Keller’s wife’s request, is preparing a
horoscope to see if the day Larry went missing was
a favorable day on which nothing truly bad could
have happened to him. Kate Keller wants to believe
that her son is still alive, even while everyone else
has accepted that he is dead.

Jim Bayliss asks Frank if he has seen his young
son, Tommy, who has run off with his thermometer.
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When Frank suggests that Tommy might have the
makings of a doctor, Jim strenuously objects, sug-
gesting that the life of a doctor holds no rewards.
Jim asks where Ann is, and Keller tells them that
she is asleep in the house because she arrived late
the night before. Ann, we will learn, is the daugh-
ter of Keller’s old neighbor and business partner,
Steve Deever, in whose house Jim and his family
now live. Jim’s wife, Sue, comes to tell her husband
that he is needed by a patient. It is clear that Jim
is unhappy with his job as a doctor and that Sue
is unhappy with her husband; she is jealous of his
female patients and disappointed by the modest
amount of money that he makes.

Frank’s wife, Lydia, calls to Frank to come home
and fix the toaster. These people happily come and
go, showing how Keller is popular and accepted

e F.

Scene from the 1990 L.A. Center Theatre production of All My Sons, with Gregory Wagrowski, Julie Fulton, and Bill
Pullman. Courtesy Billy Rose Theatre Collection, The New York Public Library for the Performing Arts, Astor, Lenox and

Tilden Foundations.
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by his neighbors. Lydia also asks after Ann, and
we learn that Ann used to be Larry’s girlfriend.
Lydia is one of Ann’s contemporaries and points
out how, while she is married with three children,
Ann remains single and alone. Chris Keller comes
out, and Frank calls Lydia home. Chris looks like
his father, but it is clear that he is more educated—
he reads the book section of the paper. Keller tries
to talk to him about the tree and is worried how
his wife will react. A neighbor’s son, Bert, arrives
to play. Keller plays an imaginary game with the
local children, in which he makes them his deputy
police officers and pretends to have a jail in his
cellar—highly ironic for a man who we will learn
has broken the LAW but avoided punishment. Bert
reports on what the local children have been doing
and asks to see the jail. Keller tells him that this is
not allowed but reminds him that he has a gun, so
he really must be a lawman. Bert tells Keller about
a dirty word that Tommy has said but is too embar-
rassed to repeat it, so Keller sends him off to look
for more suspicious happenings.

Chris and Keller discuss the broken tree. Chris
saw his mother Kate outside late last night and
heard her cry when the tree broke. They are both
worried about how the broken tree will affect
Kate. She is the only person who still acts as if she
believes that Larry is alive, and they have never
contradicted her belief, although Chris is uncer-
tain that this has been the right thing to do. Chris
now needs her to accept Larry’s death because he
wants to marry Ann, something he could not do if
Larry were still alive. Keller refuses to help Chris
deal with his mother. He would prefer it if Chris
would forget about Ann and not shake things up,
but Chris refuses. He has not asked Ann yet, but
he is determined that she is the girl for him. He
provokes his father into agreeing to help by threat-
ening to move away and leave the family business.
Unlike his father, Chris hates the business; this
scares Keller, who feels that he has sacrificed much
to keep the business going for his sons.

Kate enters to tease Keller about throwing out
a sack of potatoes, thinking that they were gar-
bage. She complains of a headache and talks about
Larry, recounting a dream that she had in which
Larry was falling and she could not save him. The

tree breaking has clearly upset her, and she sees its
breaking as a bad omen. Chris finds it impossible
to turn the conversation toward his plans for Ann
because Kate insists that Larry is alive and that Ann
is keeping herself free because she is waiting for
Larry. When Chris tries to make her face the truth
of Larry’s death, she refuses to listen and sends him
away to get aspirin. But Kate knows the score; as
soon as Chris leaves she tells her husband that they
must stop Ann from marrying Chris and start act-
ing as if they all believe Larry is alive. Keller refuses
to take sides, despite Kate’s mounting anger. In
revenge, when Bert returns, Kate sends him pack-
ing, ordering Keller to stop playing the jail game
as it is tempting fate. These two obviously share a
guilty secret despite Keller’s assumed innocence.
Chris brings Ann with him, and when he com-
pliments her appearance, his mother suggests that
she has put on weight. Ann looks to see how the
place has changed in the three years that she has
been gone. Jim Bayliss comes over to say hello but
must soon return home because another patient has
called. Ann is shocked to see Kate acting as though
Larry will return for she has accepted Larry’s death
and moved on. Chris and Keller joke around to
break the tension. Ann tells them that when her
father has served his sentence, her mother plans to
take him back. Since Kate keeps asking Ann about
Larry, Ann bluntly tells her that she is no longer
waiting. Kate, however, is not ready to give up.
When Frank comes to say hello and ask after
her family, it is clear that Ann is uncomfortable
talking about her father. Her brother George is now
a lawyer. Ann asks if the neighborhood still talks
about her father’s case, and Keller says not. He
explains how his jail game with the local children
grew out of their confusion over what had actu-
ally happened. The group recalls the case that got
Steve sent to jail, a case for which Keller was also
indicted but was later exonerated. Keller bluffed
it out, and the neighbors soon forgave him, but
Steve was found guilty and is seen as a murderer
for selling cracked cylinder heads to the air force,
causing 21 planes to crash. Keller is proud of the
way in which he beat the charges and rebuilt his
business. He insists that Steve should come back
to this town to live rather than hide away when he
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gets out. Ann cannot understand why Keller holds
no grudge against Steve, as she, George, and even
Chris hate and utterly reject him.

Ann suggests that Larry could have flown a
plane with one of those faulty parts. Kate tries to
shut them all up, but they ignore her; she leaves in
exasperation. Keller insists on explaining that the
parts had gone to a model of plane that Larry never
flew. Keller defends Steve (and, surreptitiously,
also himself) by explaining how the parts came to
be shipped in the first place. Their company was
under pressure to produce and could not afford to
lose a day’s production, so the hairline cracks were
covered up. Keller insists that if he could have
gone into work that day, he would have junked the
parts, but Steve had not been able to make that
call because he was too fearful of the consequences.
Keller’s explanation of Steve’s behavior seems so
convincing that it can almost be believed to be
true, partly because Keller himself seems to believe
it. He wants Ann to forgive her father so that he
might find absolution for himself. He insists that
there was no evil intent, but this does not matter
to Ann or Chris: They both see the end effect as
overriding intent and refuse to excuse or forgive
the man whom they see as guilty. Keller suggests
that they go out to eat and leaves to make the
reservation.

Ann and Chris are left alone to discuss their rela-
tionship. Chris admits his love, and Ann is relieved
to hear him finally say it because she loves him too.
Chris, however, feels awkward, largely because of
his war experiences. He saw many men die, but he
survived and now feels guilty of taking advantage
of his survival. Ann tries to persuade him that he
has earned what he has and that he should accept
it. They kiss but are interrupted as Keller comes to
tell Ann that she has a phone call from her brother
George. They decide to wait until after dinner to
tell Kate that they plan to marry. Keller is nervous
about why George might be calling and why he
should be visiting his father after having ignored
him for so long. He even suspects that Ann might
only be there to find out some information on him.
He insists that Chris take his company without
shame, and Chris agrees, although he feels a little
unnerved as to why his father is saying all of this

now. Ann’s conversation with George is audible;
George is clearly upset and is planning to come to
see them. While Chris takes Ann for a drive, Kate
and Keller worry about what George has learned
from his father.

Act Two

Act two begins later that evening as the family
waits for George and prepares to go to dinner. Chris
clears away the tree, and his mother tries to win
him to her side, suggesting that he needs to protect
his parents. Chris is unconcerned and unsuspicious.
Ann chats with Sue Bayliss, who comes looking for
her husband. Jim has gone to fetch George from the
station. More is told about the Baylisses’ unhappy
marriage as Sue complains about Jim’s relation-
ship with the Kellers. Inspired by Chris’s idealism,
Jim wants to do medical research, but Sue insists
that he remain as a higher-paid doctor. Because
of his family responsibilities, he capitulates, but he
resents both his work and his wife. Sue sees Chris
as a hypocrite who lives off his father’s business
and lets Ann know that although the community
has forgiven Keller, they believe that he was guilty.
He is only admired for being smart enough to beat
the charges. This raises the issue of whether or
not Chris knows the truth or whether he really
believes his father to be innocent. Chris returns to
ask Sue, who is a nurse, to help calm his mother
down because she seems agitated. Ann is shocked
at what Sue has told her and shares this with Chris,
wanting to know if he is keeping any secrets. Chris
insists that he could not accept his father if he sus-
pected anything, which satisfies Ann and prepares
the audience for Chris’s eventual rejection of his
father when he uncovers the truth.

Keller plans to bribe George into complicity by
offering to set him up in town as a lawyer; he even
tells Ann that he is prepared to offer Steve a job,
which horrifies Ann and Chris. Keller is nervous
about his future relationship with Chris and wants
the children to forgive Steve so that they will go
easier on him if they learn the truth. Lydia comes
over to fix Kate’s hair for their outing, and Keller
takes her in with him. Jim arrives looking worried,;
he has kept George in his car and suggests that
Ann and Chris take him somewhere else to sort
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things out. Ann nearly accedes, but Chris refuses to
avoid a confrontation as it implies guilt. He insists
that George join them.

George enters in a belligerent state and seems
unsure of how to behave to either his sister or
Chris. They introduce him to Sue, and he is fairly
blunt with her when she invites him over to her
house, saying that he prefers her house the way it
was when he lived there. Jim takes her home, and
Chris tries to be friendly as they catch up on what
each has done since the war. George is wearing his
father’s hat and seems troubled by his recent meet-
ing with his father. His father has told him that
when the faulty parts were coming off the line, he
had called for Keller, but he been told Keller had
the flu and could not come in. When he spoke to
him later on the phone, Keller had said to cover up
the cracks and that he would take responsibility,
but in court, Keller denied the phone call and let
Steve take full blame. George tells all this to Chris,
but Chris refuses to believe it, and the two argue
the feasibility of the case.

George had believed Keller’s story of what hap-
pened because Chris had and because he admired
Chris. This is the first time that he has talked to his
father about it, and now he can no longer believe
in Keller’s innocence. George wants to take Ann
away as he does not want her marrying into such
a family. He insists that Chris must have known
the truth all along, and he will prove it by talking
to Keller, but Chris asks George not to make a fuss
as his mother is not well. Ann supports this. How-
ever, Kate joins them before they can get George to
leave. She begins to mother George, deflating his
anger and breaking the tension. Lydia runs on to
greet George, obviously an old girlfriend, but when
he left to fight in the war, she went with Frank
instead. Kate tells George that they want him to
move back and that she will find him a nice girl. As
the mood lightens, Keller enters.

George greets Keller politely, and Keller asks
after his father, telling George that he would wel-
come Steve back. George points out that his father
hates Keller. Keller reminds George of previous
times when Steve has not accepted fault after a
mistake and tried to blame others, in an effort to
convince George not to trust anything that his

father might have told him. George is convinced
by his argument, and the atmosphere lightens as
he decides to join them for dinner, until Kate lets
slip that Keller has not been out sick for 15 years.
George picks up on this as Keller's whole defense
had been that he was not at work the day that the
parts were shipped because he was laid up with
flu—it becomes clear that he had purposely stayed
home to avoid blame. Tempers are held in check
while Frank comes by to report on Larry’s horo-
scope. He has discovered that the day Larry died
was a favorable day on which only good things
could have happened to him. Chris is irritated by
this as he feels that it gives his mother false hope
about his brother. George suggests that he and his
sister both leave at once. Kate is delighted at the
idea that Ann might leave and has already packed
her bags, but Ann refuses to leave unless Chris tells
her to go. She escorts George to his taxi.

To Kate’s horror, Chris insists that he plans to
marry Ann and that Larry is dead. As Keller tries
to support his son, Kate turns on him, physically
striking him in her frustration. Kate declares that
they have to believe that Larry is alive because if he
was dead, then his own father killed him. Chris sees
the implication of Keller’s guilt in this and finally
accepts the truth: His father knew about the faulty
parts. Chris turns on his father who breaks down
and confesses, trying to justify what he did—but his
excuses seem feeble next to the moral implications
of the act. Trying to convince Chris that he did it
for him, thinking that this will make it all right, just
angers Chris further. Chris attacks his father calling
him worse than an animal before he stumbles away
in distress with his father calling after him.

Act Three

The final act is brief, taking place in the early hours
of the morning as Kate sits up waiting for Chris’s
return and Ann waits inside her room. Jim keeps
Kate company and asks her what has happened. He
confesses that he had realized a long time ago that
Keller was guilty but is sure Chris had not known.
Kate thinks that Chris must have known on some
level, so she is surprised that he has taken it so
badly. Jim believes that this discovery will change
Chris, forcing him to lose his idealism. He wishes
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that it could be otherwise because Jim finds that the
belief that some ideals cannot be compromised is
uplifting, but he cannot believe that Chris will turn
in his own father. He recalls a time when he had
rebelled and run off to pursue medical research, but
when Sue came and cried, he returned and became
a general practitioner to support her. When Keller
enters, Jim offers to go and look for Chris.

Keller is on edge and does not know what to do.
They wonder how much Ann has worked out and
why she is still there. Keller asks his wife for advice,
and Kate suggests that he offer to turn himself in
to gain Chris’s forgiveness, assuring him that Chris
would never allow him to go to jail. Keller dislikes
this idea, as he still does not feel he has done any-
thing wrong—he did what he did for his family and
believes that this justifies it. Even Kate knows that
there are some things bigger than the family, but
Keller insists that if there really are, then he will
put a bullet in his head. They wonder what Chris
is thinking and if his war experiences have changed
him. Keller insists that Larry would not have acted
this way, and Kate tries to calm him.

Ann enters and tells the Kellers that she will not
try to reopen the case. They must, however, admit
in front of Chris that Larry is dead so that he will
stay with her because she cannot stand to be alone
any longer. Kate refuses, despite Ann telling them
that she has firm proof. Protectively sending Keller
into the house, Ann reluctantly shows Kate a letter
that she received from Larry; the letter’s contents
cause Kate to break down. Chris returns. He has
decided to leave and start a new life alone; having
lived off his father’s money and blinded himself to
the truth, he feels compromised. He will not allow
Ann to go with him. Ann will not accept this,
insisting that he needs to sacrifice his father so that
he and she can be together. Chris refuses, excus-
ing his father as having simply followed the “dog
eat dog” law of the land and, therefore, not being
responsible. Ann calls to Kate to help her get Chris
to turn in his father, but Kate refuses. At this point,
Keller returns, and he and Chris have their final
confrontation.

Keller tries to persuade Chris to stay—offering
to give their money away and even to go to jail,
despite his lack of guilt. Chris cannot turn him in

but feels the loss of the idealized picture that he
has held for so long of his father. Ann forces the
situation by giving Chris Larry’s letter before Kate
can stop her. This rekindles Chris’s idealistic fury
against Keller as he reads how Larry committed
suicide out of shame for his father’s actions. The
letter also drives Keller to accept his guilt and to
recognize the responsibility to others that he has up
until now ignored: “Sure, [Larry] was my son. But
I think to him they were all my sons. And I guess
they were.” Chris is determined to take him to jail.
Keller seems ready to go, entering the house to get
his jacket. But while Kate tries to dissuade Chris,
they hear a gunshot. Keller has taken his own life,
and Kate and Chris are left distraught, holding one
another in their grief.

CRITICAL COMMENTARY

Miller utilizes a Greek tragic format in All My Sons
that hinges upon issues of fate. Keller is fated to
die, partly because of who he is and partly because
of the world in which he lives. The Greeks believed
in a world controlled by fates that were directed by
the gods, but Miller prefers to believe that people’s
characters have the biggest influence in determin-
ing their fate. Failure, in Miller’s eyes, should not
be blamed on an indefinable hostile fate or social
system but on individuals who refuse to accept their
responsibilities and connection to fellow human
beings. It is the flaws that exist in Keller’s charac-
ter that ensure his defeat rather than any divine
authority. Keller knowingly shipped out faulty air-
craft parts that may have caused numerous deaths.
To try to save his business, he has knowingly put
others at risk. Because he refuses to accept respon-
sibility for his actions, his guilt drives him toward
the destruction of his relationship with both the
sons whom he so wanted to have follow in his foot-
steps, and finally, of himself.

Once Keller committed the crime, his fate was
sealed, and it would only be a matter of time before
the “birds come home to roost,” as Miller likes to
put it. Ann’s arrival is the catalyst for the truth
to come out, especially as she carries with her the
ultimate proof of Keller’s moral guilt: Larry’s letter.
From the moment of Ann’s arrival, tension starts to
mount in the Keller household. The reading of the
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letter is no less a climax for Keller than Oedipus’s
discovery that he too has killed one of his own
blood and becomes as equally self-destructive.

Keller chose to ignore his responsibilities to any-
one outside of his immediate family, including his
friend and partner Steve Deever and the pilots fly-
ing the planes to which his faulty parts were sup-
plied. For Keller, his belief in family first and the
power of bluff have been instilled in him by the
approval of his society, but that does not make
him right. He stubbornly refuses to see the bigger
picture until the very end when he is confronted
with evidence of his son’s suicide. Larry had killed
himself because he had seen the wider implications
of his father’s actions from the start and felt too
ashamed to live. Keller finally sees this when he
admits to Chris that all the pilots killed by his faulty
parts were in a sense his sons and that he should
have treated them with the same regard.

Keller is exonerated by the flawed U.S. legal sys-
tem for the crime that he committed and allows his
partner to take full blame. Deever was not wholly
innocent as he agreed to cover up the cracks, so we
never perceive his punishment as unfair or feel any
real sympathy for him; yet, Keller must also pay for
his actions, if not not in a legal sense then certainly
in a moral one. Miller’s image of the Keller house
as a prison—Keller jokes with the local children
that he has a jail in his basement—only serves to
suggest where Keller should rightfully be. Yet, in
another sense, he truly is in a prison, a restrictive
prison of denial in which he has to constantly con-
ceal the truth. The timeless quality of the Keller
house, which is observed by those who have not
seen it since the trial, indicates that this is a family
for which time has essentially stopped.

Even knowing Keller’s guilt as all of his neigh-
bors do, his community accepts and forgives him—
but his sons cannot. Keller’s defense is that he did
it for his sons so that he would have a thriving
business to hand to them. However, when we con-
sider the murderous indifference of his actions, we
realize that he is morally lax and deserves punish-
ment. George, a lawyer and therefore a representa-
tive of legal justice, manages to uncover the truth
but seems unable to pursue this realization toward
any legal action. He leaves it instead to Keller’s

own son, Chris. The moral punishment that Chris
forces home to Keller is the loss of his sons. Chris
finds his father guilty of social irresponsibility and
demands that he be sent to jail to pay legally for
his crime. Keller’s suicide can be read as either the
desperate response of a man who is left with no way
out or as a just act of self-immolation in recognition
of personal guilt.

Miller wrote this play with the intention to
shock and promote discussion. Its small-town U.S.
location, found to be fraught with corruption, is
indicative of the extent to which Miller felt that the
moral turpitude of America had spread. Although
it contains many universal lessons, the play is also
a very timely one. Written and set in 1947, All
My Sons, with its tale of a family torn apart by
secrets and lies, portrays many discordances that
arose within U.S. families during the 1940s. The
decade began amid the throes of a destructive
international conflict and saw the development of
even more destructive, domestic conflicts within
the family itself.

The GREAT DEPRESSION of the 1930s had seri-
ously undermined the prestige of many fathers in
taking away from them the role of provider. Follow-
ing on the heels of the Depression, World War II
accentuated these familial difficulties. Fathers and
sons were dislocated from their homes by the draft,
some never returning. Those who returned either
found that the world had changed in their absence
or felt a need to change it in the light of their expe-
riences. Their efforts met great resistance, but the
mood of change was in the air, however hard that
some chose to ignore it. Both change and resistance
would serve to deepen the gulf between father and
child; this is tellingly portrayed in Miller’s tale of
the Kellers.

World War II helped to drive an ideological
wedge between those who fought and those who
stayed home. Men like Chris and Larry Keller who
had gone to fight were changed by their experi-
ence; affected by the sacrifices that they saw their
comrades make, they developed a heightened sense
of social responsibility. This leads Larry to kill him-
self for shame at what his father has done and leads
Chris to set himself almost impossible idealistic
standards by which to live. Shaken by the horrors
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of World War II, society recognized the need for
change, but the soldiers who fought often held dif-
ferent views from those who stayed at home as to
how to initiate that change.

For those at home, such as the older genera-
tion of Kellers, a return to the prosperous twen-
ties, with its emphasis on work and individual
family units, offered greater security. But men like
Chris, who by their service had experienced a new
community-based society of mutual help where
one’s “family” was society itself, found themselves
at odds with such an introverted concept. This
socialist spirit, which had been growing in the
United States since the Depression, was at odds
with the selfish capitalistic spirit that had cap-
tured the country in its postwar economic boom.
But Chris, despite his newfound socialism, is still a
product of the more traditional generation and is
reluctant to throw away his old values. While he
dislikes his father’s CAPITALISM, he still loves and
admires his father, and he is confused as to what
he should do.

Like so many young men of the time, Chris
finds that he needs a strong father figure to allow
him to make sense of the changing world, a figure
who would remain unchanging and inviolate, from
whom he could derive stability for himself. Joe
Keller, like many fathers of his time, cannot pos-
sibly live up to such an ideal given that those same
social pressures affecting Chris are also affecting
him. Keller tries to offer Chris the only stability
that he knows in the form of his business, but
Chris is looking for a moral stability rather than
this material one. Keller, for all his faults, tries to
be the best father that he can be, given the con-
straints of the time and his own nature and beliefs
(themselves products of that time). But having
successfully tapped into the ever-flowing stream of
U.S. materialism and competitiveness that was so
prevalent in the 1940s, he is faced with offspring
who have formed value systems that are totally
alien to him.

Many of the play’s dominating symbols are
physically present on the stage. Most important is
Larry’s tree. Planted at the news that he was miss-
ing in action and broken down at the start of the
play, the tree shows how the Kellers’ false vision of

Larry will be broken down during the play as they
learn the truth about his death. The remainder
of the play’s setting is designed to emphasize the
restrictions under which this family lives: “The stage
is hedged on right and left by tall, closely planted pop-
lars which lend the yard a secluded atmosphere.” The
house “looks tight” as it exudes an aura of restriction
and privacy. We are in a time where as long as
you keep your dirty washing private, the neighbors
are unconcerned. This is shown by the neighbors’
evident knowledge of Keller’s guilt, yet continued
friendship with the man.

The names of Miller’s central characters are
also significant. It is not by chance that the name
Keller sounds like killer or the cellar in which Keller
metaphorically hides his guilt. Meanwhile, Chris
can be seen as a martyr, or even a christ as his
name suggests, but he is a christ who has lost faith
in his father and so is unable to raise his Lazarus
(Larry) from the dead. Chris’s character, in con-
flict as much within himself as against his father, is
summed up in his military epithet, “Mother McK-
eller.” He is both mother and killer; he has a desire
to protect and destroy almost simultaneously, and
this conflict finally burns him out.

FIRST PERFORMANCE

All My Sons previewed at the Colonial Theatre in
Boston and then opened at the Coronet Theatre
in New York City on January 29, 1947, with the

following cast:

Joe Keller: Ed Begley

Kate Keller: Beth Merrill

Chris Keller: ARTHUR KENNEDY
Ann Deever: Lois Wheeler
George Deever: Karl Malden
Dr. Jim Bayliss: John McGovern
Sue Bayliss: Peggy Meredith
Frank Lubey: Dudley Sadler
Lydia Lubey: Hope Cameron
Bert: Eugene Steiner

Directed by Elia Kazan

Set and lighting designed by MORDECAI GORELIK

Produced by Elia Kazan, Harold Clurman, and
Walter Fried

It ran for 328 performances.
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INITIAL REVIEWS

Reviews of the premiere of All My Sons were fairly
mixed, despite the standing ovation given the author
on opening night. But most of those who criticized
certain aspects of the play praised Elia Kazan’s direc-
tion and felt that Miller was a playwright of tal-
ent who was worth watching. As Ward Morehouse
exclaimed, “the Broadway theater has a new play-
wright of enormous promise.” Critics, including John
Gassner, observed the social and political ramifica-
tions of the play and considered its moral implica-
tions of personal and social responsibility, some even
accusing Miller of being a communist.

A number of critics, including John Lardner and
Joseph Wood Krutch, felt that the play was too
contrived and predictable. In a thoroughly negative
review, John Simon charged it with having “more
plot and circumstance than the theme requires.”
While Howard Barnes admitted that Miller dis-
played a sense of form and an obvious “acute feel-
ing for the theater,” he condemned the play for
what he saw as Miller’s failure “to superimpose a
classical tragic outline on subject matter which is,
at best, confused.” John Mason Brown reported
that the play fails due to a “false and unresolved
central theme.” Such critics were no doubt put off
by the play’s ambiguous ending and uncomfortable
with the darkness of Miller’s vision.

However, BROOKS ATKINSON, whose opinion as
the New York Times critic carried much weight, saw
the play as “fresh,” “exciting,” “honest,” “forceful,”
and “a piece of expert dramatic construction.” He
enjoyed the realistic dialogue and the vivid charac-
ters whom he felt had been plucked from “the run
of American society” but presented “as individuals
with hearts and minds of their own.” He was not
alone in such an assessment. Louis Kronenberger
may have found aspects of the play a little melodra-
matic, but on the whole, he found it to be a “com-
pelling play” by a playwright with strong dramatic,
humanistic, and moral sensibilities. William Beyer
described All My Sons as the “most moving and
provocative new play of the season.” Such praise
no doubt assisted in the decision to award the play
both the Donaldson Award and the New York
Drama Critics Circle Award that year, beating out
EUGENE O’NEILL’s The Iceman Cometh.

Miller felt that most people at the play’s pre-
miere had not really understood what he was trying
to do. Countering the complaints that the play was
overly plotted and contained implausible coinci-
dences, Miller suggested, especially in the shadow
of Greek masterpieces such as Sophocles’ Oedipus
plays, that coincidence is the very stuff of drama,
if not of life. He had purposefully modeled All My
Sons on such notions of TRAGEDY.

SCHOLARSHIP

In the Cambridge Companion to Arthur Miller, STE-
VEN CENTOLA suggests that All My Sons has a “res-
onance that transcends its contemporary society
and immediate situation,” in its depiction of the
effects of the human “impulse to betray and to deny
responsibility to others.” The play’s exploration of
guilt, responsibility, and the father—son relation-
ship, all staples within many of Miller’s subsequent
plays, is the most commonly critiqued. James Rob-
inson views the father—son conflict as having a par-
ticularly Jewish nature, Terry Otten offers a nicely
detailed reading of Kate Keller, and Susan Abbot-
son places the play in a sociohistorical context.

Other critics have considered the play’s tragic
possibilities. Qun Wang views All My Sons as a
tragedy in the same way that Death of a Salesman
and The Price are tragic—because of the confusion
that the characters face in trying to choose the
right way to live and the wrongheaded choices that
they make. Arthur Boggs, on the other hand, feels
that the play fails as a tragedy because none of the
characters arrive at a true recognition in the way,
for example, that Oedipus does.

Brenda Murphy summarizes the Ibsenesque
influence on All My Sons as the way Miller depicts
the past coming into the present, his representation
of the principle of causation, and the play’s insis-
tence on the “individual’s responsibility to society
even when that means the sacrifice of the claims of
family.” Albert Wertheim offers an interesting anal-
ysis and comparison of the play to Edward Mabley
and Leonard Min’s Temper the Wind (1946), and
Syed Mashkoor Ali compares it to Miller’s favorite
Shakespeare play, King Lear. Amar Nath Prasad
explores the play’s symbolism, while Stephen
Marino examines the play’s poetic language, espe-
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cially in terms of its religious allusions, to try to
resolve the debate concerning whether All My Sons
is a social drama or a family play, finally asserting
that it deliberately portrays a conflict between the
two. Paul Rosenfelt also includes this play in his
discussion of absent figures in drama.

Aside from production reviews and the general
volumes on Miller, there has not been a great deal
of specific scholarship printed on this play, and the
majority appears in Harold Bloom’s 1988 collection
of essays on All My Sons in his series Modern Critical
Interpretations. This volume offers a good sampling
of how the play has fared critically. Of the 12 criti-
cal essays contained therein, those by Sheila Huf-
tel and CHRISTOPHER BIGSBY concentrate on the
play’s Ibsenian connection, while those by Edward
Murray, Barry Gross, Orm Overland, and Leon-
ard Moss each find various faults with its structure
and language. For example, Murray finds the play
unconvincing and suggests that it fails to compre-
hend the complexity of human experience, while
Orm Overland argues that the play fails as real-
ism. Leonard Moss finds the play’s structure and
language unconvincing. Arvin R. Wells, Dennis
Welland, June Schlueter, and Centola meanwhile
defend both. Schlueter describes the play’s struc-
ture as organic, Welland views it as a well-crafted,
universal picture of the difficulties that people have
facing moral responsibilities, and Wells describes
it as a classic conflict between moral responsibility
and rigid idealism. Most are interested in the play’s
real or imagined universal impact and its author’s
apparent beliefs as reflected in the characters and
situations that he presents.

General consensus is that All My Sons is not
Miller’s best or most important play but that it
deserves recognition, as Centola explains in the
Cambridge Companion, for its display of an “extraor-
dinary skill in handling dramatic form” and because
it is Miller’s “first major theatrical achievement.”

CHARACTERS

Bayliss, Jim and Sue The neighbors offer inter-
esting contrasts to the Kellers and the Deevers,
just as their obvious regard for Keller, despite all of
them knowing what he did, gives us a taste of this
whole community’s sense of moral values. Dr. Jim

Bayliss has none of the solidity of Keller or sense
of satisfaction. Both he and his wife, Sue, feel that
they could have done better with their own lives as
well as with each other. The main problem is Jim’s
desire to become a medical researcher, a desire that
he has had to sacrifice for the needs of his family.
He tried once to pursue this dream, but when Sue
came and cried for him to return, his sense of guilt
brought him back to an existence that he despises
and that he sees as worthless, being at the beck
and call of rich patients who have little wrong with
them. Jim has compromised, but it is his sense of
responsibility that made him do so. Responsibil-
ity, however morally right, can be confining and
destructive, which is a lesson that both Keller and
Chris will ultimately learn.

Sue financed Jim through medical school and
now expects him to make a high salary as payback;
though jealous of any attention that Jim receives
from his female patients, she continually pressures
him to make more money. This echoes how Keller
says that he felt pressured to make money for his
family’s sake as much as for his own. Their son
Tommy Bayliss, an apparently wild child who steals
his father’s equipment and terrorizes the neighbor-
hood girls, shows how little control parents often
have over their children. This underlines the hope-
lessness of Keller’s desire that his children might
follow him.

Although Jim and Sue are relatively recent
neighbors, having moved into the Deevers’s old
house after they left, Jim has become close friends
with Chris, whom he admires deeply as a man of
principle. Seeing himself as too weak not to com-
promise, Jim lives vicariously through his friend’s
idealistic outlook. He sadly expects that Chris will
not be able to send his father to jail and will end up
compromising his idealism. But Chris stays true to
his principles, willing to sacrifice his own father for
moral justice, to show just how hard it has become
to be a man of principle in this society. We are
left to wonder which path is better: compromise or
idealism.

Bert A young child from the neighborhood, Bert
looks up to Keller, and his admiration may soften
our condemnation. After Keller returned from the
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penitentiary after his trial, the local children associ-
ated Keller with the legal system, and Keller builds
on their belief that he was a kind of detective. He
plays a game in which he deputizes them, has them
look for suspicious activities in the neighborhood,
and then report back to him. Given Bert’s enthu-
siasm for this, one wonders how prescient Miller
was in regard to the mindset of the informer, which
would become a major aspect of many lives during
the period of HUAC and the political witch hunts
of the 1950s.

Deever, Ann Ann, like Chris, is more cautious
than George or Larry, which may be why she and
Chris seem so suited. Also, like Chris, in her firm
rejection of her father (and her later request that
Chris too reject his father), she seems a fierce ideal-
ist. However, because of Larry’s letter, she knew
from the start of Keller’s guilt and yet kept quiet
until she saw no other alternative to getting what
she wanted, which compromises her idealism. This
is a compromise Chris, too, will have to make if he
is ever to be happy. He refuses, and by his reaction
to his father’s death, one supposes that he will live
a life of guilt thereafter.

Ann plans to marry into the family that des-
troyed her father because that unpleasantness is
overshadowed by her desperate desire not to be
alone. She plans to hold onto Chris whatever hap-
pens. Indicating her decision, she has told George
her design to marry Chris even before he has pro-
posed. Despite the suspicions of all three Kellers,
she is not interested in justice, but has come for
only one thing: a husband. To this end, she is pre-
pared to sacrifice her relationship with her entire
family, including her brother George. It is uncer-
tain by the end of the play whether she will suc-
ceed in holding on to Chris or not, as Kate, who
has been trying to keep them apart throughout the
play, seems to have reclaimed her son and holds
him tightly in her arms. Ann, however, as sug-
gested by her actions throughout the play, will not
give in without a fight.

Deever, George Like Chris, George has had his
outlook on the world changed by his war experi-
ences and seems to have that same rash streak that

no doubt led Larry to commit suicide. But George
has not the same ability to follow through with
what he starts, possibly a weakness inherited from
his father. Trying to gain Keller’s admission of guilt,
he frequently backs down and allows himself to be
calmed by the motherly attentions of Kate and to
be placated by Keller’s reasoning. Even when his
lawyer’s sharpness finally catches the Kellers in the
lie that determines their guilt, George does little
with his discovery, weakly declaring an intention
to leave and vainly trying to persuade his sister to
accompany him. He came to town as his father’s
avenger, even wearing Steve’s hat, but he effec-
tively leaves it to Chris to punish the man who put
his father into jail.

Deever, Steve Joe Keller’s old neighbor and busi-
ness partner, Steve Deever, is a shadowy figure
about whom we hear a lot but never see. Steve has
been estranged from his children since his incar-
ceration for allowing faulty parts to be sold to the
air force. He has not the stomach for suicide but
has almost vanished into his jail cell through the
total alienation that his children have displayed.
Steve has a weaker personality than Keller, and it
is hard to feel sympathy for him; he was complicit
in the crime for which he was jailed and had simply
hoped that he could escape blame, as Keller did, by
making someone else responsible.

Keller, Chris To some degree, Miller modeled
Chris on his brother Kermit. In his autobiography,
Miller tells of Kermit’s war experiences as an infan-
try captain who cared deeply for his men, carrying
one on his back for hours in freezing weather to a
first-aid station while his own feet were frozen and
gangrenous. In Timebends: A Life, Miller relates
what he saw as evidence of his brother’s “patho-
logical honesty.” This sounds very much like Chris,
who had been known as Mother McKeller to his
battalion.

We can infer from Chris’s attitude to Steve how
he will view his own father once he discovers his
guilt. His innocence toward his father’s crime is
strongly suspected, even by those who most admire
him, but his burning outrage when he is presented
proof suggests that it was a knowledge of which he
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may have been truly unaware. As a socialist, Chris
will condemn his own father for his callous refusal
to take responsibility for the deaths of numerous
pilots and will insist that “there’s a universe of peo-
ple outside and you’re responsible to it.” His father
thought that the family group took precedence, but
Chris honestly believes otherwise.

His friends and neighbors view Chris as a moral
idealist, which is a hard role to fulfill. There are
those, like Sue, who despise him for this, but oth-
ers look to him to determine how they should
behave—he inspires Jim to want to become a medi-
cal researcher, and the Deever children to believe
in Keller’s innocence and their own father’s guilt.
But Chris is unsure as to what he wants to do for
himself. The road of the idealist is never easy. He
feels torn between keeping his father happy by stay-
ing in the family business and refusing to be caught
up in the morally suspect world of commerce.

For all his idealism, Chris is not perfect. His insis-
tence that Kate face the truth of Larry’s death is a
purely selfish one, for he sees that as the only way
that she will accept his marriage to Ann. It is also
equally possible that he has known about his father’s
guilt and has suppressed that knowledge deliberately
to back away from any confrontation because he has
so much invested in his father’s supposed infallibil-
ity. To accept his father as flawed is to face his own
potential failings. He survived a war in which many
died, and that is something that troubles his moral
sensibility. Chris tries to take on a responsibility for
his fellow man against his father but, ironically, with-
out the support of his father, he finally crumbles and
returns to the safe inertia of his mother’s arms. His
brother Larry’s rebellion was better sustained in that
he died for something that he believed.

Keller, Joe Miller carefully gains our sympathy
for Keller before he reveals his crime. This is a
man who takes the time to play games with the
neighborhood children, an affable and simple man,
admired by his surviving idealistic son as well as the
neighbors who know exactly what he has done. His
human side is fully engaging. Yet, he is also a hard
businessman, one who may have indirectly mur-
dered 21 pilots and tricked someone else into taking
full responsibility, but there seem to be extenuating

circumstances. Even Chris admits that they live in
a “dog eat dog” world and that Keller did what he
did to keep his business afloat and provide for his
family. So in one sense, Keller is as much a victim
as a victimizer.

Joe Keller is a “man among men” because he
has made it in this society and that, to many, is
cause for respect and admiration. His desire to
pass his business on to his sons is rooted in love.
Keller’s regard for his sons is undeniable, and his
belief in the sanctity of fatherhood is clear as he
cries, “A father is a father.” This affirms his belief
that blood should always be put before outside
concerns. He tells Chris: “What the hell did I work
for? That’s only for you, Chris, the whole shooting
match is for you!” and he is eager to include Chris
in his business. This desire to bond with his son is,
in a sense, what frees him from moral responsibil-
ity and allows him to ship those faulty parts with a
clear conscience.

Keller also shows pride in the ability that he
has to pass on such a thriving business firm, and it
worries him deeply that Chris may not accept his
gift. Despite a lack of education, Keller has gained
ascendancy over many others: “I got so many lieu-
tenants, majors, and colonels that I'm ashamed to
ask someone to sweep the floor.” He revels in his
financial, and therefore, social superiority. Having
faced the accusations against him boldly, his bold-
ness won him the case. But he has been morally
misled by the mores of an unsavory society, a soci-
ety that Chris comes to describe as “the land of
the great big dogs.” Keller has been taught that it
is the winner who continues to play the game and
that society can turn a blind eye to moral concerns
so long as the production line keeps rolling—this
is the essence of capitalism. It is what he tries to
teach his son, but it is something that his son does
not want to hear. It is not until the end of the
play that Keller sees what his sons saw all along:
We have social responsibilities beyond the immedi-
ate family. Keller cannot survive the rejection of
his sons, and he literally ceases to exist once this
occurs—he commits suicide.

Keller, Kate (Mother) Kate is the real kingpin
of the Keller family. It is Kate whom everyone,
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including the neighbors, must serve to please, and
it is Kate to whom everyone turns for advice and
comfort. Yet, Kate is a woman who ignores realities
of which she disapproves, such as the likelihood of
Larry’s death and also Chris and Ann’s relation-
ship. She focuses instead on anything that she can
adapt toward her version of reality. Kate feels the
guilt of what her husband has done, and through-
out the play, she threatens to burst with the pres-
sure of keeping his dark secrets. Her insistence that
Larry is alive is intrinsic to her ability to continue
supporting Keller.

Miller’s opening description of Kate speaks vol-
umes: “A woman of uncontrolled inspirations and
an overwhelming capacity for love.” Uncontrolled
and overwhelming are the keys to her character—
there is something about her that refuses to be
dominated, and it will be she alone who stands firm
against the cataclysmic events of the play. She insists
on her son Larry’s continued existence because “if
he’s dead, your father killed him.” Even though the
faulty plane parts that Keller allowed to be shipped
could not have been used in Larry’s plane, Keller
did kill his son: Larry committed suicide because
of his father’s actions. Kate represses the very idea
of Larry’s death, for to acknowledge it would be to
reject her husband. Yet, she displays an underly-
ing antagonism toward her husband throughout the
play that is unsurprising in the light of her evident
adoration of Larry.

Kate has a dream in which she sees her son fall-
ing and in which she unsuccessfully tries to save
him. This tells us that she knows subconsciously
that Larry is dead, and because she envisions him
falling through the sky, she blames her husband
and his faulty aircraft parts for that death. Kate’s
anger with Keller shows most clearly when she actu-
ally smashes her husband across the face, but her
behavior toward him is cold for much of the play,
as she orders him about and tells him to be quiet.
Kate finally acts on her contempt for her husband,
though her disclosure may not be conscious, for it
is she who betrays Keller to both George and Chris
and brings the truth into the open.

It is reasonable to ask why Kate has kept quiet
for so long and has not acted sooner. Is it that,
unconsciously, she wants control? We see this

desire in her frequent attempts to dominate and
insist on everyone doing what she wants. Her
power is strong: She has everyone on edge, wonder-
ing what her reactions will be and trying to please
her. “What's Mother going to say?” Keller declares,
worrying about her reaction to the broken tree. We
should note the way in which she is mother even to
him, especially as his control gradually slips. Keller
has relinquished his power to Kate, for in keeping
his secret, his wife has control over him. As Keller
becomes more and more unable to control events,
he turns to Kate for advice, and she suggests a
course of action that will once more cover up the
truth. It is a deceit to pacify their son, for Keller
to pretend to offer to go to prison—an offer that
Chris, a man of principle, contrary to his mother’s
expectations, takes at face value and accepts with
devastating results.

Kate keeps control by refusing to face the truth
and by forcing others to do the same. Her refusal to
face Larry’s death has the others running in circles.
She also refuses to accept the rift between Chris
and his father and suggests that they use subterfuge
to cover it up. The knowledge of Larry’s suicide
totally destroys Keller’s ability to maintain any illu-
sion, and so he kills himself. But though she may
have lost her husband, Kate regains control of her
errant son as Chris turns to her, not to Ann, for
comfort. Chris had rebelled against his mother in
his decision to marry Ann and in his desire to face
the truth, but Kate now quiets him and suggests
that it would be better to forget. Chris turns himself
over to her, and she takes charge, which does not
bode well for the future.

Keller, Larry Larry has a palpable presence on
stage even though he has been dead for two years.
This palpability is partly achieved through the bro-
ken tree that is placed in Keller’s yard to symbolize
this presence but also through the memories of his
family and friends. Though he never flew the type
of plane for which Keller had sent the faulty parts,
his death symbolizes those of the 21 pilots who did.
Keller ironically tries to convince himself that Larry
would not have been as judgmental of his actions
as Chris, but of the two sons, Larry’s response was
eventually and in many ways the harsher. While
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Chris wants to hold his father legally accountable
and send him to jail, Larry insists on moral account-
ability by performing an action that will lead Keller
to kill himself. If we view Larry’s suicide as an act
of responsibility and atonement for the family guilt,
then so too might we view Keller’s.

Lubey, Frank and Lydia Frank and Lydia Lubey
are happy, partly because Frank has no idealistic
desires but is content to conform. Frank was just
old enough to avoid being drafted and unlike Chris,
Larry and George, whose lives were all deeply
affected by their war experiences, was able to stay
home and raise a family. In a sense, this has allowed
him to maintain a certain innocence. Frank Lubey
has the life that George might have had if he had
not gone to fight in the war, even down to being
married to George’s old girlfriend, Lydia. Sweet
though she seems, Lydia has clearly compromised
her own feelings in her desperation to get a husband
and have children. Rather than wait for George to
return from the war, she married the first man who
asked. We see in Ann’s actions an echo of that des-
peration, reminding us of something else brought
about by World War II; a shortage of husbands,

given the number of men who never returned.

MOVIE AND TELEVISION ADAPTATIONS

So far, there have been two film versions of this play.
The first, in 1948, was produced by Universal Pic-
tures and directed by Irving Reis. It was designed as
a star vehicle for Edward G. Robinson as Joe Keller
and Burt Lancaster as Chris, both of whom were
praised for their performances. Indeed, acknowl-
edgement of Miller’s authorship was minimal, and
the screenplay was written by Chester Erskine,
who wrote it as a film noir with political overtones.
Emphasis is firmly placed on both the relationship
between Chris and his father and Chris’s desire to
leave the nest; to this end, the neighbors’ charac-
terizations are simplified rather than used as foils
to the main characters. The film closes with Kate
urging both Chris and Ann to live, which offers a
more upbeat ending. Critics reacted to the film as
they had to the play; some negatively critiqued it as
too fabricated or simply unengaging, while others
lauded its serious social and moral commentary.

Iris Merlis produced the 1987 version for the
PBS American Playhouse series that was closer
to the original play but met with a similar mixed
reaction. John J. O’Connor called it “a good solid
revival” but felt that the final moments were too
melodramatic, while Ed Siegel suggested that it
“isn’t the best play you'll ever see, but its power and
force make it a welcome return.” It was directed
by Jack O’Brien and starred James Whitemore as
Keller, Aidan Quinn as Chris, Michael Learned as
Kate, and Joan Allen as Ann. The film was released
on MCA Home Video that same year.
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The American Clock (1980)

With its 21 songs and tunes and more than 50
characters, The American Clock is, in many ways,
one of Miller’s most ambitious plays. As with other
plays of this period, it went through several forms
before coalescing into what Miller felt was a satis-
factory production, most notably the one mounted
in GREAT BRITAIN in 1986 at the NATIONAL THE-
ATRE, directed by Peter Wood. It was first produced
under the direction of Dan Sullivan who previewed
it in New York and then ran it at the Spoleto Fes-
tival in South Carolina. But it officially opened six
months later at New York’s Biltmore Theatre with
a new director, Vivian Matalon. Swiftly closing,
Miller made substantial changes, adding important
new characters, including Arthur Robertson, Theo-
dore K. Quinn, and Banks; many of the songs; and
new scenes such as the Taylor farm auction, the
marathon dance, and the collage of soldiers at war.
It is this version, published in 1989, on which the
synopsis, the critical commentary, and the charac-
ters sections are based.

Miller describes the play as a mural in which
he tries to balance epic elements with intimate
psychological portraits to give a picture of both
a society and the individuals who make up that
society. The final version is an amalgam of Miller’s
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own memories of the period, with the Baum fam-
ily being based on his own, and episodes described
by reporter Studs Terkel in his oral history Hard
Times (1970).

For Miller, the GREAT DEPRESSION marks a point
in U.S. history when the United States realized
that it would need to recognize both society and
the individual to survive. Whereas many of Miller’s
earlier plays depicted the individual’s responsibility
within society, American Clock offers the obverse as
it explores society’s responsibility toward the indi-
vidual. Miller insists that although the Depression
is often depicted as an era of futility and slight
hope, he allows his play to end on an optimistic
note. He points out that optimism was not entirely
killed in the 1930s, being evidenced in the upbeat
songs, musicals, and comedies of the period. The
vaudevillian form of the final script conveys an
authentic sense of the Depression era, as vaudeville
was an up-and-coming genre of the period, reflect-
ing people’s comic response to the pressures around
them. It was, perhaps, rooted in the sense that
things could not possibly get worse, so they had to
get better. “Underneath it all, you see,” Miller tells
CHRISTOPHER BIGSBY, “you were stripped of all your
illusions, and there’s a certain perverse healthiness
in that ... And I suppose that way in the back of
your brain, you knew you were in America and that
somehow it was going to work out.”

SYNOPSIS

Act One

The play begins with a band playing “Million-Dol-
lar Baby” as a baseball pitcher tosses a ball, and
everyone joins in the song while Theodore Quinn
tap-dances with evident joy. The cast members sit
on stage and move easily in and out of scenes to
try and maintain a continuous flow of action, only
broken by the interval. Rose, Lee, and Moe Baum
take turns speaking to introduce the country’s firm
belief in never-ending prosperity in summer 1929.
Robertson offers the image of the country bowing
to a golden calf that is wrapped in the U.S. flag.
A bootblack, Clarence, tries to buy more stocks,
but Robertson warns him to sell. We are told that
Clarence does not take this advice and will lose
everything, just as the big financiers did.

Rose is playing her piano while her son Lee sings
“I Can’t Give You Anything But Love,” before
explaining how upset he was when she cut her hair.
Ignoring his distress, she insists that they sing “On
the Sunny Side of the Street.” While Moe buys
more stock on the phone, Rose gives their chauf-
feur Frank instructions and argues with her sister
Fanny concerning with whom their father should
live. Neither one really wants the burden and the
responsibility. Rose is also jealous of her mother-
in-law, upset that Moe bought them both the same
diamond bracelet. Moe seems so busy that he has
little time for his son, uncertain even how old he is
or when he last had a haircut.

Robertson advises a friend, Dr. Rosman, to sell
his stock and explains why learning that people
have stopped buying everyday items makes him
think that a crash is coming. He is worried how a
crash will affect the little people but uncertain how
he can help. Financiers Jesse Livermore and William
Durant sit in a speakeasy, listening to the owner
Tony tell them how Randolph Morgan jumped off a
building when he lost everyone’s money. Livermore
sees this action as noble, but Durant disagrees.
Morgan’s sister Diana joins them, looking for her
brother. She is anxious about events. Livermore is
confident that Rockefeller can turns things around,
but when he hears that Durant has just lost con-
trol of General Motors, he despairs. Durant faces it
bravely, but Livermore borrows money from Rob-
ertson and then kills himself. Not trusting banks,
Robertson keeps his money in his shoe. It is he who
tells Diana that her brother is dead.

Lee withdrew his savings to buy a new bicycle.
His mother sends him to the pawnshop with her
jewelry as his friend Joe stops by with a signed
photograph that he has received from Herbert
Hoover. Moe lets Frank know that he has been
taking advantage of Moe’s good nature and fires
him. The Baums have moved to BROOKLYN, and
Grandpa complains about the smallness of the
house. Grandpa mocks Moe’s insistence on trying
to pay back debts after going bankrupt. He com-
ments that Hitler will not last six months and that
the Germans are decent people. Lee returns with
news that the banks have closed, delighted that he
got his money out, but then his bicycle is stolen.
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Lee still thinks that the family has money to send
him to college.

In Iowa, a drought has punished farmers like
Henry Taylor, whose crops have failed. His farm
is up for compulsory auction because he could not
make payments, and his fellow farmers have come
to help. Judge Bradley insists that the auction pro-
ceed, but the farmers take over and force the auc-
tioneer to sell the farm for a single dollar so that
Taylor can have it back, even though he has no
money to run it. Banks, a black ex-soldier, tells
how the Depression hit farming communities and
forced many to take to the road just in search of
food. Banks relates how one fellow hobo, Callahan,
helped him, but most people whom he met were
out for themselves. He sings “How Long,” but that
changes into “The Joint is Jumpin’” with marathon
dancers crossing the stage. Taylor begs for work
and food at the Baums’ house. As he faints, they
give him water and a meal. Rose is even prepared
to let him stay in their basement, but Moe gives
him $1 and sends him along.

Quinn enters, dancing, and talks to Robert-
son. He has recently become president of General
Electric but is unhappy; he has begun to see how
unfairly such conglomerates operate, with secret
monopolies that crowd out the small businesses.
He wants more honest competition, seeing that as
the American way. Robertson thinks that he would
be foolish to resign because it will change nothing.
Interviewed by a reporter, Quinn relates his tale of
rags to riches, paying attention to the details—cal-
culating the optimum number of lamps for the best
profit, knowing his business down to the number
of bricks in the wall—and announces his intent to
resign and to begin a small business advisory. He
continues to dance, content in his renunciation of
the corporate world.

Lee has realized that there is no money for col-
lege and gets a job. His cousin, Sidney Margo-
lies, is trying to write a hit song. Sidney’s mother,
Fanny, tells him that he should court the landla-
dy’s daughter, Doris Gross, so that they can live
rent free. However, Sid and Doris discover that
they like each other. Moe walks Lee to work and
asks for a quarter to get downtown, which makes
Lee feel of use.

Act Two

Rose refuses to sell her piano and is feeling the
pressure. Lee has saved enough to go to university,
where his friends Joe, Ralph, and Rudy are graduat-
ing and are worried about their future: Joe advises
Lee to read Marx and plans to be a dentist; Ralph is
trained in aircraft design but will go into the minis-
try (until a war comes along and reinvigorates the
aircraft industry); and Rudy plans to sign on for fur-
ther courses rather than be unemployed. Lee wants
to go into journalism. After graduation, he travels
South to gain some experience. In Mississippi, he
sees a different world, even more destitute than the
North, despite tobacco companies and others mak-
ing money by exploiting workers.

Joe sells flowers on the subway for a living and
visits a prostitute, Isabel. He is worried about the
sense of intolerance in the air—it reminds him
of the German depression and how they began
using the Jews as scapegoats. He realizes that in
the United States, the poor are the scapegoats.
Joe reads communist literature while envisioning
a purer socialism that is based on love, but he is
utterly alone. Banks is still wandering, searching
for work. Rose loses her piano. Lee meets Isaac, a
black café owner down South, who is surviving the
Depression well; he trades for a $30 radio from the
local sheriff. On the radio, they hear Roosevelt try-
ing to buoy up the nation.

Doris and Sid argue and consider dating other
people but end closer than ever as they have fallen
in love. Unable to find work as a journalist, Lee
applies for a WPA job for which he first needs to
be on Relief. He can only be placed on Relief by
having his father pretend that he hates his son
and has thrown him out of the house. Robertson
suggests that the American spirit has not been bro-
ken because they built the Empire State Building
during this time. There is a mix of ethnicities at
the Welfare office, and they squabble and bemoan
the state of things. Irene persuades Grace to give
the remains of her baby’s bottle to feed the starv-
ing Matthew Bush who has collapsed. She lectures
them to consider the collective power of COMMU-
NISM, but Moe gives his dime to buy the man some
more milk rather than as dues to the Workers Alli-
ance. Still, Irene rallies them with a call to solidar-
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ity. Talking to the Welfare official, Moe bursts out
in anger at his son’s lack of belief in anything.

Joe commits suicide out of despair. Lee visits
Edie, a committed communist, who helps write
Superman comic strips, and they argue politics. He
does not see communism as the answer and has
become very cynical; annoyed, Edie asks him to
leave. Rose plays cards with her relatives as she lays
low to avoid the rent collector. They are in danger
of eviction but have still taken in a penniless sailor,
Stanislaus, who helps with chores. Rose keeps con-
trol in front of everyone but confesses that at times,
she locks herself in the bathroom and screams. She
struggles to maintain her sanity. Moe arrives home
to calm her, insisting that they will be all right.
Worried about Lee, they pray for the country as
someone pounds on the door.

With the advent of WORLD WAR II, jobs became
available. Banks reenlisted; Sidney went into secu-
rity. Many were killed in the fighting. Time tele-
scopes to include the Korean War and the VIETNAM
W AR, suggesting that war has become a constant—
a part of the capitalistic cycle. Sidney and Lee meet
by chance and reminisce about the 1930s. Sidney
still writes songs and is happy with Doris, but Moe
and Rose are dead. Lee tries to come to terms with
his mother’s contradictions and decides that she
had a life spirit that still inspires him. Rose goads
him and the cast into singing “Life Is Just a Bowl of
Cherries” as Quinn breaks into a soft-shoe dance.
While Robertson suggests that the war saved Amer-
ica, Quinn counters that it was really Roosevelt and
the return of belief.

CRITICAL COMMENTARY

Miller sees the Depression as a major landmark
in the U.S. sensibility as the time when Ameri-
cans were first forced to face up to the uncertainty
of their existence and were made to consider the
true meaning of DEMOCRACY. In Timebends: A Life,
Miller states his intention to make the play an
encomium to U.S. democracy, “At the play’s end

. we should feel, along with the textures of a
massive social and human TRAGEDY, a renewed
awareness of the American’s improvisational
strength, his almost subliminal faith that things
can and must be made to work out. In a word, the

feel of the energy of democracy. But,” he adds,
“the question of ultimate survival must remain
hanging in the air.”

Miller allows no scene breaks and presents us
with a fluid montage of constant action. The char-
acters often address the audience directly as if to
include them as part of the throng. The effect that
he wishes—and with the right direction and cast
achieves—is a collage of the American people, past
and present. They present an extended community
that is constantly shifting, changing, evolving, and
ultimately surviving before our eyes. They represent
the United States of America. To affirm this, Miller
begins by presenting onstage two quintessentially
U.S. pastimes—ijazz and baseball—with the band
playing “Million Dollar Baby” to emphasize the
U.S. obsession with wealth. Since the play begins in
the 1920s, when wealth abounded, everyone will-
ingly sings the song.

There are, importantly, aspects within the play,
despite its fluidity and constant shifts of mood,
time, and place, that remain fixed throughout.
Such aspects allow us to perceive the possibility of
constants that offer a sense of continuity and com-
forting permanence. The band remains on stage
from start to finish, the Baums are a central focus
of the play, and a key voice in both this opening
chorus and the closing one is Theodore Quinn, a
perfect representation of U.S. zeal and spirit.

Its joint narrators Arthur Robertson and Lee
Baum also unify the play. Lee, youthful and ini-
tially naive, attempts to make sense of events as
they unfold. Robertson, older and wiser, is a man
who has an intuitive understanding of events even
before they occur. Together, they analyze and
offer an interpretation of how the United States
survived the calamitous Depression and what les-
sons we can take from their survival for the future.
Both are importantly involved in the action as well.
They are not outside commentators so much as
involved participants, which gives their words a
greater credibility. As narrators, Lee and Robertson
will, on occasion, offer different interpretations of
past events. Miller wishes to ensure that we do not
uncritically accept either of their views but recog-
nize that each reads the past, as do we all, through
their own individual experiences and perspective.
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Through these narrators, Miller wonders why it was
that the Depression did not destroy the United
States for good. The answer he ends up with is that
the American capacity for belief saved the day.

Robertson’s opening biblical image of the coun-
try kneeling to a golden calf evokes a prophecy of
doom. We all know what happened to those origi-
nal, misguided idolaters: They paid a harsh price
for their faith in little but wealth. These people
too, are soon to suffer, as the WALL STREET CRASH
is imminent. The great flag of the United States, in
her red, white, and blue, once an emblem of liberty
and equality, is now denigrated as a wrap for the
golden calf, showing people who are obsessed with
notions of success and wealth above and beyond
any notion of democracy. Even the lowly shoeblack
Clarence has put all his savings into the almighty
stock market, refusing to accept that he could pos-
sibly lose despite Robertson’s timely advice for him
to sell. When the market crashes, Clarence will be
left with less than $50. By showing Clarence as an
investor, Miller shows how the crash had repercus-
sions at every social level.

It is, of course, not just the city people who suf-
fer. Due to weather conditions as punishing as the
stock market, we see the more tangible products of
farmers failing as much as the intangible dealings of
city financiers. Miller shows the Taylors’ farm being
put up for compulsory auction by its bank credi-
tors. In this way, both nature and city finance have
a destructive impact on a family. The neighbors,
threatened by similar treatment, rally around their
fellow farmer. By a show of physical force, the only
power that they retain without having any money
themselves is that they enforce a sale of Taylor’s
property for $1 and return it to him. It will be a
momentary victory for he has no money to run a
farm whether he owns it or not, and he will soon be
forced out onto the road to find a living.

Judge Bradley, who initiated the sale, declares
that the return of the farm to Taylor for $1 is sheer
theft and “a crime against every LAW of God and
man,” but Miller wants his audience to recognize the
unfairness of this. The judge insists that they all must
obey the legal system to ensure order. But where is
the order in having your livelihood sold off to the
highest bidder and your family home stripped away?

Henry Taylor is a decent family man who has had an
unavoidably fallow season. Judge Bradley may have
the law on his side, but every moral instinct and
law says that Taylor should be allowed to keep his
farm. To survive, these people are going to have
to rely on the support of their community, not the
law and not God. The initial reaction of many peo-
ple to the crash and the events that followed was,
unfortunately, to withdraw into their own private
little worlds, either through shame, guilt, or despair.
Miller has Irene sing “Tain’t Nobody’s Bizness” to
evoke this isolationist mood, a song that portrays a
miserable existence in which the singer insists on
complete privacy and detachment. However, such
isolation is unproductive.

In contrast to this, Miller shows the powerful
antidote of random acts of kindness, often given
by people who do not even know the recipient:
Brewster helping Taylor, Callaghan helping Banks,
the Baums helping Taylor. Such acts of kindness
are positive signs of connections being forged, even
though the majority seems to remain out only for
themselves. As a recipient of such kindness, Tay-
lor, for his part, is not lazy or expectant. Taylor is
prepared to work for his food and does not expect a
handout; he is uncomfortable asking the Baums for
even that much. His lack of greed is evident when
he only drinks half of the glass of water that they
give him.

Taylor is quite literally starving to death. It is
a level of poverty that can still shock the Baums,
who survive in comparative comfort. They feed
him, and Moe gives him $1, an ironic echo of
the amount for which Taylor’s farm was fruitlessly
rebought, but Moe refuses to allow him to sleep
in their basement. The dollar will do little last-
ing good and is as much a sop for the conscience
as a gesture of compassion. As Moe tells his son:
“Life is tough, what're you going to do?” However,
Lee, in his idealism, does not accept this as a valid
response and is unhappy with what he sees as his
father’s refusal of responsibility. But Moe’s phi-
losophy may be a necessary balance—he helps a
little but not to a point where he damages his own
prospects.

With his mix of characters at the Welfare office,
Miller allows us to see the idea of the United
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States’s “melting pot” philosophy, while pointing
out how little “melting” has taken place. Times
of trouble tend to set these various groups against
each other rather than to allow them to bond
together. A potential common ideology, such as
Communism, allows for some bonding, but it is a
solution that we know in hindsight will not hold.
It is also, as Lee knows from his close scrutiny of
the hatred between the strikers at the various car
plants, only offering a surface solution that does
not reach down very far.

The real antidote to the calamities of the Depres-
sion, and Miller’s suggestion of the only possible
thing in this world that can be inviolable, is love.
The Baums introduce it with Rose and Lee play-
ing and singing “I Can’t Give You Anything But
Love.” The song’s sentiments contrast well with
the opening scene of acquisitiveness, and it evokes
the possibility of people who are not obsessed with
things. And yet the Baums, too, have to learn this
lesson in the course of the play because, initially,
the whole family is distracted by acquisition. Their
Grandpa has also become a nuisance who has to be
shunted back and forth between the sisters rather
than embraced as an emblem of the families’ con-
nection. They waste their time in petty jealousies
and quarrels. Rose is jealous of her mother-in-law,
Moe enjoys nastily teasing his sister-in-law, and he
is so busy that he scarcely has time for his own son
(unaware of how old he is or when he had his last
haircut). They will learn, through the trials of the
Depression, how to become a closer and, in certain
ways, more fulfilled family unit.

Robertson introduces the clock image of the
play’s title: “There’s never been a society that
hasn’t had a clock running on it, and you can’t help
wondering—how long? How long will they stand
for this?” This recalls an earlier fragment that had
Banks hitting the road in an unsuccessful search for
work. He sings a couple of verses of the song “How
Long” to indicate his discontent; the song then
changes to “The Joint is Jumpin'” with a group
of weary marathon dancers dancing across the
stage. The implication is of a certain indomitable-
ness of spirit, despite wearing odds; these people
are exhausted but keep going against all reason-
able expectations. Robertson’s image sees time as

ticking away for everyone, to indicate that nothing
lasts forever and that all things must change. In
this constant change, hope can always be found if
sought, for despite the fact that change can be for
the worse, it is just as possible that it may be for
the better; indeed, change often holds both options
simultaneously. For example, although Moe feels
humiliated at being reduced to having to borrow a
quarter from his son, Lee is able to feel great pride
in being able to help his father. Though we see
the conditions for the play’s characters continue
to worsen, as long as they maintain the idea of an
American clock that will keep on ticking, regard-
less, they can retain hope.

Miller uses the three main Baums to illustrate
his perception of the major and different reactions
people had to the Depression: Moe responds prac-
tically, Lee ideologically, and Rose emotionally. In
combination, the three offer a comprehensive pic-
ture of the overwhelming impact of the Depression
on the American psyche and disposition; apart,
they allow us to explore personalized aspects of
the larger social changes that occurred during this
period. The country is saved, not just by the onset
of war as Robertson suggests, but also, as Quinn
adds, by a reaffirmation of belief in themselves,
partly engendered by President Roosevelt. Quinn
leads the final chorus with his soft-shoe dance, as
everybody sings together, including hopefully the
audience as well—providing a prime picture of an
America that is prepared to face, without despair,
every disaster.

FIRST PERFORMANCE

Initially directed by Dan Sullivan, The American
Clock first previewed at the Harold Clurman The-
atre in New York and then played on May 24, 1980,
at Spoleto’s Dockside Theater, Charleston, South
Carolina. Slightly altered and with a new director,
it opened at the Biltmore Theatre in New York, on
November 20, 1980, with the following cast:

Lee Baum: William Atherton

Moe Baum: John Randolph

Clarence, Waiter, Isaac

Jerome, and Piano Mowver: Donny Burks
Rose Baum: JOAN COPELAND
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Frank, Livermore, Stanislaus and Man in Welfare
Office: Ralph Drischell

Grandpa, and Kapush: Salem Ludwig

Fanny Margolies, and Myrna: Francine Beers

Clayton, Sidney Margolies, and Ralph: Robert
Harper

Durant, Sheriff, Toland, and Piano Mover: Alan
North

Tony, Henry Taylor, and Dugan: Edward Seamon

Waiter, Bicycle Thief, Rudy, Piano Mover, and
Ryan: Bill Smitrovich

Joe, and Matthew Bush: David Chandler

Doris Gross, Isabel, and Grace: Marilyn Caskey

Irene: Rosanna Carter

Jeanette Ramsey, Edie, Lucille, and Attendant:
Susan Sharkey

Directed by Vivian Matalon

Set by Karl Eigsti

Produced by Jack Garfein and Herbert Wasserman
Music by Robert Dennis

It ran for 12 performances (and 11 previews).

INITIAL REVIEWS

Critics were positive about the previews at the Clur-
man Theater and the subsequent Spoleto produc-
tion. Frank Rich had declared Miller “back on top
of his talent,” and the play “an endlessly mysteri-
ous personification of American fortitude,” but he
felt that the rewritten version directed by Vivian
Matalon was “smashed almost beyond recognition.”
Leo Sauvage agreed, saying that the Spoleto ver-
sion “had warmth, understanding and meaning”
but that the Biltmore one was ruined by “shoddy
sentimentality” and poor production. Reviewing the
Matalon version, Clive Barnes felt that it had great
potential but that “the scatter-shot image of the
play ... is almost impossible to handle on stage.”
Walter Kerr concluded “The feeling of the evening
is both impersonal and incomplete,” and Jack Kroll
felt that the play “never finds an effective dramatic
shape.” However, John Beaufort and Howard Kis-
sel remained impressed; Beaufort described actors
filling the stage “with a pulsing, occasionally furious
energy that makes their shared ordeal seem imme-
diate and relevant,” and Kissel called the play “a
collection of vignettes, simply, sharply etched, but

with the impact of monumental figures frozen in
time.” The play also drew some attention by having
Miller’s sister Joan play the part of Rose, based on
her own mother.

Miller had changed his original concept under
pressure from director and backers and was unhappy
with the Biltmore production, feeling that the stag-
ing was misguided and the overall production too
dour. He much preferred the later version, closer
to his original script, that tried out at the Mark
Taper Forum in 1984 and finally coalesced under
the guidance of Peter Wood in 1986. Reviewing
Wood'’s production, David Nathan declared that
the director “handles the complexities as if they did
not exist, moving fluently between public and pri-
vate worlds . . . exacting performances of simplic-
ity and truth and sometimes extraordinary grace
and musicality.” Christopher Edwards described it
as “brilliantly staged ... a touching, amusing and
cleverly wrought piece of theatre,” and after prais-
ing the play, Michael Coveney suggested that “we
may have to look at all [Miller’s] plays of the last
decade or so much more carefully.” The American
Clock was also one of the plays revived as part of
the SIGNATURE THEATER’s Miller season in 1998.

SCHOLARSHIP
As with most of Miller’s work from the 1980s, The

American Clock has garnered little critical attention
thus far. Gerard Weales’s article is predominantly
an assessment of the changes between the initial
production and the later revisions, explaining why
the revised version works so much better. Based on
his own direction of the play, Peter W. Ferran dis-
cusses his interpretations of character and format,
suggesting that it is unique among Miller’s work
in terms of its theatricality, especially in its use of
shifting narrators and vaudevillian aspects.

Critical books published since the 1990s tend
to include just summaries of the play and fairly
peremptory commentary, with little in-depth dis-
cussion. Notable exceptions are Dennis Welland,
Christopher Bigsby, and Terry Otten who each
tackle the play in greater depth. Both Welland and
Bigsby explore its structure, its autobiographical
elements, and its social commentary, while Otten
shows the ways in which the play “is both experi-
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mental and a reiteration of seminal Miller themes.”
However, Otten reads the play’s ending as more
pessimistic than is suggested in this commentary.

CHARACTERS

Banks Banks is one of the black characters in
the play. A World War I veteran, he has been
forced to become a hobo during the Depression
years after his family farm was ruined financially
and he describes such a life. A fellow hobo named
Callahan helped him once, but most of the people
he meets are out for themselves. When World War
II comes along, he is able to reenlist and begin life
anew but only by facing imminent death in war. His
characterization is deliberately vague to allow him,
in one sense, to represent all overlooked minority
American groups.

Baum, Lee Although Lee is factually autobio-
graphical, he does not operate as a mouthpiece for
Miller and is shown as a figure who is searching
for meaning. Lee is a young boy when the Depres-
sion hits, and it is in the wake of the eradication
of previously thought inviolable beliefs that he
must decide by what values he will live. Through-
out the play, he displays a keen awareness of his
responsibility to others. He knows, almost instinc-
tively, that the way in which Taylor is treated is “all
wrong.” Despite the fact that since the crash, even
college graduates cannot get jobs, Lee shows an
unrestrained ambition by still wanting to go to col-
lege, even when he realizes that his parents cannot
afford it. He proves his spirit by finding a job and
saving the necessary funds.

Growing up in a nation that has had the rug
pulled from under its feet and will remain unsure
of its footing for some time, Lee searches for an
ideology that will satisfy his sense of community. It
is not surprising that for a long time he finds it hard
have faith in anything. He explores the pros and
cons of the various ideologies that he sees vying
for control. He is made to realize, by his university
friends, that CAPITALISM will lead to war, as his
friends Ralph and Joe point out the relationship
between war and the country’s economics. Joe also
points him in the direction of Karl Marx, but Lee
is wary of Communism’s dogmatic side. He trav-

els south to broaden his knowledge but finds few
answers there among the anger and violence that
he witnesses. All social systems seem corrupt, and
so he hides in a cynicism that he finds to be safer
than believing and being disappointed. For this, the
idealistic Edie throws him out in disgust.

The charade that Lee plays at the Welfare office
with Moe begins humorously but brings out his
father’s distress at his son’s evident lack of faith in
anything. However, the sacrifice turns out to be
worthwhile as, through this work, Lee discovers
something in which he can believe. Lee’s WPA
project, to write a detailed U.S. history, is an impor-
tant one—it will remind Americans of their more
glorious past and place them in a time line that
can make it easier for them to hold on for a better
future. The United States becomes an ongoing pro-
cess rather than a dead end. It is through this that
Lee begins to have a sense of the thing in which he
should believe: the United States itself. It is a con-
cept that he finally understands through his vision
of his own mother and the “headful of life” that he
gains from thinking of all the contradictions for
which she stood.

Baum, Moe Based on Miller’s father, ISIDORE
MILLER, Moe Baum begins a wealthy and prosper-
ous business and has his own chauffeur, but like so
many others, he has overinvested in stocks. Moe is
an ordinary man who displays extraordinary cour-
age in the way that that he deals with his fall in for-
tune. He recognizes the importance of maintaining
a strong sense of self in the face of all that befalls
him and his family. He does this by struggling to
retain his dignity and honor—despite bankruptcy,
he continues to try to pay off his debts. His dis-
missal of the chauffeur, whom he has been allowing
to cheat him for years, is done firmly but without
malice. He offers some aid to the suffering commu-
nity that he sees around him—feeding the home-
less, handing over small sums of money to people
like Henry Taylor and Matthew Bush—without
allowing it to grow out of proportion to the family’s
means.

Miller describes Moe Baum in an interview with
Matthew Roudané as the opposite of Willy Loman:
“He does not have illusions. He is a realistic man
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and does not surrender to his own defeat.” Moe
remains a strong figure to the end as Miller explains
because he is able to “separate himself from his
condition” and “avoid self-destructive guilt.” What
is most important about Moe is his continual refusal
to buckle. He strives to provide for his family as
practically as possible—moving to a smaller apart-
ment, cutting back on everything but the necessi-
ties—and he does not hide behind feelings of guilt
or shame when things grow tough. Moe acknowl-
edges the real state in which society finds itself and
remains strong, even as he sees everything around
him collapsing and men like Joe killing themselves.
“We are going to be alright. . . . It can’t go on for-
ever,” he assures his wife. His final words in the
play display this refusal to give in: “I'm trying! God
Almighty, I am trying!”

Baum, Rose Based on the playwright’s mother,
AUGUSTA MILLER, Rose Baum finds it harder than
her husband to face the truth. She keeps pretend-
ing that things will pick up. Throughout the various
calamities that the Baums must face, Rose responds
less practically but far more imaginatively, and
events take a graver emotional toll on her. Rose
frequently tries to look on the bright side, point-
ing out how the crash has at least brought families,
such as theirs, closer together through sheer neces-
sity. Her efforts to keep happy, however, are moti-
vated by a refusal to admit their real poverty and
position, holding onto dreams of a past gentility to
survive. For Rose, her piano symbolizes her more
glorious past when she was a wealthy woman; it is
a past that she finds hard to let go. Through her
books and songs, she avoids truths and pretends
that everything is fine and “S’Wonderful,” pushing
money troubles aside with a carefully chosen lyric.
But eventually, the piano must be sold, which, for a
time, plunges her into despair.

An impending eviction, during which Rose feels
that she will be totally disconnected from any tan-
gible possessions, threatens to destroy Rose’s strug-
gling faith. She declares: “The next time I start
believing in anybody or anything I hope my tongue
is cut out!” Yet, despite her words, we must look
at her actions—she still helps other people, such
as Stanislaus, who is staying with them and work-

ing for his keep. Rose is not a fool; she can keep
track of a deck of cards just as she can keep track
of what is really happening to her and her family.
It is just that she ultimately insists on viewing these
events through the lens of her own optimism. Rose
survives by treading a very fine line between hope
and despair and managing to just about keep her
balance through her ability to live in contradictions,
as her son finally recognizes. Though she may occa-
sionally lock herself in the bathroom to vent her
despair and frustration, in front of others she tries to
preserve an attitude of control and hope. It is Rose’s
essential optimism and belief in life that allow her,
and the rest of America, to survive and to continue
to function. Rose sings out at the close of the play,
refusing to give in, and the rest of the cast join her.

Edie Edie works as a cartoonist, drawing Super-
man, and in the same way her whole world is built
upon well-meaning fantasy. She may be right when
she declares in Communism’s defense that “Every-
thing’s connected,” but she is shown to be, essen-
tially, too idealistic to be entirely credible.

Financiers (William Durant, Jesse Livermore, and
Randolph Morgan) At the news of the crash, many
financiers, such as Randolph Morgan, instantly com-
mitted suicide. Others, such as Jesse Livermore,
comfort themselves with empty optimism over the
possibility of men like John D. Rockefeller saving the
day. Livermore’s contrived idealism can even trans-
form Morgan’s cowardly suicide into “gallantry,” and
it is not surprising when we later learn that he ends
up taking the same path. He had believed in the
country’s economic prosperity so completely that
when he does finally face up to the fact of his own
ruin, he loses all faith and is unable to continue liv-
ing. William Durant has a clearer vision than Liver-
more; he knows that he is about to lose everything
and faces up to that fact straight away. He knows
that suicide is no answer and recognizes the illusion
of the wealth with which they have been living. He
will not fall prey to it again. When it is suggested
that he borrow money to stave off his inevitable fall,
he declines. His advice to young Diana Morgan,
Randolph’s sister, is to be strong and face the truth.
Durant may have lost General Motors, but he does,
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at least, survive, unlike Livermore. He ends his days
running a bowling alley in Ohio.

Grandpa (Charley) Grandpa is Rose Baum’s
father who lives with the family both before and
after the crash. He is based on Miller’s own grand-
father, LOUIS BARNETT, with whom he reluctantly
had to share a bedroom when he was Lee’s age.
Refusing at first to even acknowledge the fami-
ly’s loss of fortune, Grandpa selfishly insists that
they get a larger house. Grandpa’s reaction to the
Depression is the worst possible: He insists that
people are not connected and should only worry
about themselves, as he does. Miller makes it clear
that we are not to allow Grandpa any credibility.
Early in the play, we are shown how wrong his
views are when he insists that Hitler can only stay
in power for six months at most. We also witness
his unrealistic response to Taylor’s plight, suggest-
ing the man should simply borrow money to buy
his farm back. Grandpa is living in fierce denial of

the changing times, and what he says should not be
believed.

Irene Irene is a black woman who appears at cer-
tain points in the play. Her main performance is
not until the scene at the Relief office where she
espouses Communism as a sane response to the
times. Suggesting that Communism encourages a
much-needed solidarity in an era that is marked by
chaos and loss, she sees it as the best hope for true
equality in the United States. She is right that soli-
darity is the answer, but Miller makes us realize that
these people need not embrace communist dogma
to find this, as we see them come together to help
Matthew Bush out of human compassion. Though a
communist, it is really Irene’s knowledge and expe-
rience as a black woman that will help these people.
Irene offers her experience in survival, as someone
who has faced hardship all of her life, to her fellow
white Americans. She informs them that the way
to survival is to be part of a community in which
everyone willingly helps everyone else. In the result-
ing unity, each individual will find strength.

Isaac Isaac represents one aspect of the black
experience in the South and runs a small café. For

him, poverty is nothing new, and he needs little
readjustment to cope with the Depression; indeed,
the Depression has become a leveling force that
may allow him to get ahead of those who formerly
dominated. The town sheriff gives a $30 radio to
Isaac in return for a $10 chicken meal that he
needs to impress his relatives in the hopes of get-
ting a paying job.

Joe (Joey) Growing up alongside Lee, Joe shows
the more negative possibility of Lee’s future. Just as
Lee struggled to become a journalist, Joe struggled
to become a dentist. Once qualified, he does not
have the cash to begin to practice and is reduced
to selling flowers for his meager living. In frustra-
tion, he turns to Marxism for answers—and this
is the same Joe who, as a boy, had written to Her-
bert Hoover, the staunchly Republican president,
to wish him success. But communism is a system
that ultimately fails to sustain Joe, who later throws
himself under a train in despair. It is probable that
Miller based this character on Joe Feldman, an avid
Marxist student whom Miller had known at the
UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN.

Margolies Sidney, and Doris Gross While Lee
seems to have more gumption than his cousin Sid-
ney, who just sits around playing the piano and
dreaming of writing a hit song, appearances can
be deceptive. Sidney may stay at home, but he
pursues his dreams no less forcefully. It is through
him that we witness firsthand the dynamics of love.
His mother suggests that he date their landlady’s
daughter, Doris Gross, in the hopes of getting a free
apartment. Poverty changes the way relationships
work as people look for different things as a solu-
tion. The relationship between Sidney and Doris
begins out of necessity but swiftly blossoms into
true love as the couple becomes one of the few who
survive. Sidney prospers as a security guard and
even has some songs published. Although he never
composes the great hit for which he had hoped, he
is satisfied.

Quinn, Theodore K. Based on a friend and
neighbor of Miller’s from the 1950s, a one-time
vice president of General Electric who had been in
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charge of the Small Business Administration during
World War II, Theodore K. Quinn (Ted) has lived
the American dream. Miller’s character has risen to
the top as president of General Electric from lowly
origins, largely by being aware of the individual ele-
ments that make up the company as a whole—as
in his analysis of the bulbs and his knowing the
number of bricks in the wall. However, he now sees
that the perceived pinnacle of the American dream
is an empty goal; the massive conglomerate that is
GE is utterly soulless. A popular and carefree figure,
shown by Robertson’s introduction and Quinn’s own
song and dance, Quinn is able to find enjoyment in
these times, buoyed by his own faith in human-
ity. He represents Miller’s concept of responsibility
in the play by his insistence that the higher place
a person has in society, the bigger should be the
person’s responsibility to others. He decides to go
back to basics to assist the “little people” to survive
intact in a faceless corporate world. His desire to
help others is rooted in his belief in the importance
of U.S. individualism; it is these individuals whom
he wants to assist. Despite a lingering uncertainty as
to whether it is really so wise to be renouncing the
corporate world, he seems to be ultimately happier
once the decision has been made, as evidenced by
his final song and dance.

Robertson, Arthur A. Alongside Lee Baum,
Arthur A. Robertson acts as a narrator, who is both
a part of the events and able to comment on them
to the audience. Robertson is another financier but
one who is able to face reality and to act to save his
fortune. At the start of the play, he warns people
whom he knows of an impending market crash,
even though he has no firm proof and only a hunch
that it will occur. He is always connected to the
truth—it is noticeably he who tells Diana that her
brother has killed himself. He has recognized, as so
many have failed to, that “the market represents
nothing but a state of mind” and can be changed
as swiftly as a person’s mind; it is not the reliable
fortress that men like Livermore had convinced
themselves that it must be. Robertson is also an
optimist, reading the erection of the Empire State
building during this period as a sign that Americans
refused to give in to the Depression.

Robertson is a good model of behavior as he is
aware of the consequences of his actions on oth-
ers and tries to make responsible choices. He is
reluctant to cash in the rest of his securities in
case it starts a slide in market prices that could
harm “widows and old people.” He, like his friend
Quinn, displays a concern for the “little people,”
even though he is unsure how to help. To make
a public announcement regarding his views, as he
considers doing, may warn the “little people,” but it
could also make matters worse by ensuring a crash
that he is not sure is certain to occur (even though
it turns out that he was right); therefore, he decides
to sell out quietly so as not to rock the boat.

MOVIE AND TELEVISION ADAPTATIONS

Michael Brandman produced a film version of this
play for TNT cable network in 1993. Directed
by Bob Clark, it starred Mary McDonell, Dar-
ren McGavin, David Strathairn, Jim Dale, Loren
Dean, and REBECCA MILLER as Edie. It was adapted
by Frank Galati who made a number of changes,
even down to altering characters’ names; thus
the Baums are now the Baumlers, Arthur Robert-
son becomes Arthur Huntington, Henry Taylor
is Wynn Taylor, and Diana Morgan—in a vastly
expanded role in which she becomes a prostitute
and has a brief affair with Huntington to add a
love interest—is renamed Diana Mosely. This last
change was presumably to distance her from the
real life counterpart on which Miller had origi-
nally based the character. While Miller intended
the play to have an immediate resonance with the
1980s in which it was produced, Galati treats it
as a piece of nostalgia, underlined by his deci-
sion to conflate several characters with older ver-
sions of themselves, including Arthur Huntington,
Lee Baumler, Wynn Taylor and Doris Gross, each
looking back.

Galati effectively eviscerates the play. While he
includes many of Miller’s longer episodes, he leaves
out most of the songs, linking episodes and several
characters. This version has no Banks, Joe, Ralph,
Stanislaus, or Matthew Bush, all of whom add
nuances to the original design. It also omits all ref-
erences to the impending war or any other armed
conflict, and reduces Quinn’s important role to an
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opening dance. The form of Miller’s play is lost in
what becomes more of a straighforward history les-
son about the Depression, backed by numerous still
photographs from that period. The central Baumler
family also have less nuance as many of their scenes
have been severely cut and their characterizations
simplified.

The use of newsreel stills and snippets of popu-
lar music from the time created a sense of period,
but television critic Walter Goodman reported
that it never made “a stimulating connection . . .
between viewers and anyone on screen,” and he
found its scattered approach too bewildering to
follow. In trying to simplify its form, Galati had
ironically made it less focused. Matt Roush viewed
it in this fashion and accused the film of “mean-
dering on a broad social canvas,” even while Ray
Loynd felt this was a “rare example of a major
playwright’s work finding its more natural form on
the TV screen.” Clearly Loynd had never seen the
original play.
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66 “The American Theater”

“The American
Theater” (1955)

Weritten in 1954, this essay was originally published
in Holiday magazine in 1955, and later reprinted in
The Theater Essays of Arthur Miller (1978) and sev-
eral other anthologies. “The American Theater” is
one of Miller’s earliest assertions of the attraction
and limitations of the BROADWAY system. Told in
a fairly jocular tone, it describes what he sees as
the state of the U.S. theater in the 1950s and con-
cludes with some reminiscences of the production
of Death of a Salesman. With “practically no excep-
tions,” he begins, “the new American plays origi-
nate on Broadway. . .. [ wish they didn’t, but they
do.” Acknowledging the breadth of theatrical inter-
est, aware that serious drama is not for everyone,
he does not undervalue the lighter fare of musicals
and light comedy but speaks of the glamour of the
theatrical profession at every level. However, he
insists that the difference between “Show Business”
and the “Theater” needs consideration. Theater, in
his opinion “happens at the moment to be in a bad
way,” and he bemoans what he suspects may be a
“vanishing institute.” In part, this essay is Miller’s
argument against allowing this to happen.

Mocking the media impression of theater that
he sees as unnecessarily trivializing and distract-
ing in its tabloid emphasis on glamour and gossip,
Miller asserts that there is a “real theater” that is
being overlooked. Real theater, Miller wants his
reader to realize, is something far more important
than the “carnival image” most media coverage
suggests because of its ability to inspire and uplift.
Miller goes on to describe the way in which a per-
son might respond to a theatrical experience as
opposed to movies or television. The most impor-
tant difference is the way in which a good play
allows a viewer to feel as though he or she is a part
of the occasion rather than an onlooker, making
for a more visceral experience that Miller equates
to attending a church service.

After commenting on the numerical decline of
theaters at that time, Miller goes on to describe
the difficulties and attraction of the acting profes-
sion and the changes he sees that took place in

the theater since the days of flamboyant producers
such as David Belasco and John Golden. While
objecting to a self-preoccupation, which he sees as
endemic to both actors and Broadway in general,
Miller seems nostalgic for the era of stars that at
least had the merit of emphasizing the importance
of the theatrical institution. He recognizes how the
decline of the theatrical impresario to the rise of
the businessman producer has helped undercut the
place of theater in people’s lives. Bemoaning how
the onset of movies has caused theater to lose its
place in the heart of the common people, Miller
clearly objects to the view of theater as catering
only to a small elite. But while television and the
movies can replace the population’s need for enter-
taining melodramatic fare, theater, he insists, still
has sufficient vitality to attract ordinary people and
can offer them deeper rewards.

Miller light-heartedly describes the current pro-
cess of putting on a play in the United States, with
its ups and downs, from finding backing though
auditions and rehearsals to final production. He
includes accounts of how both MILDRED DUNNOCK
and LEE ]J. COBB, initially seen as unsuitable for
their roles, came to play Linda Loman and Willy
Loman. Being involved with the creative produc-
tion of a new play, Miller concludes, is for him
one of the most fulfilling and exciting experiences
that he has known. He recalls moments during the
production of Death of a Salesman that speak to the
true glamour of the theater—its ability to speak
to the ages and attain a kind of immortality in
that. Theater, for Miller, can do something that he
feels movies cannot, “move us one step closer to a
better understanding of ourselves,” and so is fully
worth preserving.

The Archbishop’s
Ceiling (1977)

Miller has said that although he now sees The
Archbishop’s Ceiling as a 1980s play in the way that
it responds to such events as Glasnost and the ways
in which individuals and society are disconnecting,
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its roots lie in the transitional mood of the 1970s
during which it was written. This was the period
when the idealism of the 1960s disintegrated to
be replaced by a society in which market economy
values and the concept of power as separate from
humankind took over from the idea of a humanity
that was both connected and empowered.

Fraught by setbacks, The Archbishop’s Ceiling
was initially scheduled for a New Haven opening,
but being unready, it was held back until an April
1977 production at the Kennedy Center in Wash-
ington for a four-week run. It met with overwhelm-
ingly negative criticism, so plans were scrapped
for a New York production, and Miller did exten-
sive rewrites during the next few years. The play
reopened in GREAT BRITAIN, directed by Paul
Unwin, at the Bristol Old Vic in 1985, followed by
a Royal Shakespeare Company production directed
by Nick Hamm the following year.

The lapse in time between the disastrous pre-
miere and these later, more successful British pro-
ductions allowed Miller to return to an earlier script
that he had preferred and to rewrite scenes that
had not been working. He eradicated the charac-
ter of Maya’s former husband Martin, simplified
Maya’s character, took out some confusing stage
business, and centered all scenes within the single
claustrophobic set (where previously he had used
the kind of scene changes that he had used in
Death of a Salesman to indicate characters meeting
elsewhere). Audiences now got the sense that the
play was about something more than Eastern dis-
sidents; it was also a reflection of life in the West,
as well as a treatise on the nature of art, power,
and how reality could be perceived. The following
synopsis is based on the revised stage version that

Miller published in 1989.

SYNOPSIS

Act One

The time and place of the play is purposefully indis-
tinct, taking place “some time ago” at the “former
residence of the archbishop” in an unnamed Euro-
pean capital. We can only suppose that we are
dealing with events that may have taken place in
politically torn Prague in the 1970s. The ceiling of
the room is ornately decorated, though grimed, and

the furnishings are a mix of old and new to show
the place as the product of more than one period
and influence.

U.S. writer Adrian is visiting old friends, escap-
ing from a boring symposium in Paris. While wait-
ing, he casually examines the room, lifting up lamps
and cushions, alerting the audience that all is not
as it appears. Maya enters with coffee, and the two
make small talk. We learn that Maya admires Vogue
magazine and has had a drinking problem that she
is trying to control. This is Marcus’s place, although
Maya and he broke up some months back. Marcus is
in London promoting the last of his books, which has
just been translated into English. Adrian lives with
Ruth back in the United States, has recently aban-
doned a book that he had been working on for two
years, and dined the previous evening with Sigmund
and Otto and their wives, whom Maya also knows.

Adrian and Maya had an affair in the past, and
he seems interested in renewing this, pointing out
that he and Ruth are not married. Ruth had become
suicidally depressed but is now on drugs and is feel-
ing better. However, she now seems somewhat soul-
less and is working for a magazine a little like Vogue.
Adrian wonders if the lives of Hamlet or Socrates
would have been the same if they had had recourse
to curative medicines. Adrian is concerned with
people’s relationship to power, especially in coun-
tries with oppressive governments, and how that
affects the art which they produce. They discuss
writers, and Adrian confesses his desire to write
about Maya and her country. Maya is skeptical as
to how Adrian would be able to understand enough
to do this truthfully. He questions her about Mar-
cus, whom he has been told is collaborating with
the government even though they jailed him in the
past. Maya is upset at his suspicion that she and
Marcus deliberately compromise writers to betray
them, and Adrian apologizes.

Adrian was shocked that police officers were
watching him in the restaurant with Sigmund, but
Maya points out Sigmund would be used to this
and was being deliberately provocative by dining
in public. She is worried that Sigmund may get
himself arrested, and Adrian blurts out where Sig-
mund has hidden his latest manuscript. Maya fol-
lows him into the corridor, where presumably there
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are no microphones, and criticizes him for giving
such information and insists that he announce that
he has taken the manuscript and sent it abroad.
He obeys, stunned by the possibility that micro-
phones could be hidden in the main room. Adrian
is arranging a rendezvous with Maya when Marcus
enters with a young lady. He tells them that Sig-
mund is downstairs and suggests that they throw
a party.

Marcus gives Maya new shoes which he has
brought back and sends her to fetch some food,
making sure that Adrian does not go with her. He
introduces Irina, a pretty Danish girl who speaks
broken English. Sigmund arrives, and Marcus goes
into the bedroom to phone and invite more peo-
ple. Sigmund tells Adrian that the authorities have
taken his manuscript, but it was before Adrian had
said anything. Adrian warns Sigmund about micro-
phones, but he says he does not care. With gestures
and roundabout speech because of the possibility
they may be overheard, Adrian offers to smuggle the
book out. It turns out that this was the only copy.
Sigmund plans to ask Marcus for help, but Adrian
suggests that he should just leave the country. Sig-
mund refuses. Marcus asks to talk to Sigmund and
seems reticent when they insist that he talk to them
both in this room. Adrian threatens to go public if
the manuscript is not returned and to his surprise,
Marcus encourages him to emphasize this.

While drinking, they discuss the deteriorated
state of England and the United States. As Maya
returns, we hear men shouting; thugs have been
sent to call Sigmund a traitor. Upset to learn that
Sigmund has lost his manuscript, Maya berates
Adrian for thinking naively that these kinds of
things only happen here. Marcus insists that the
rumors of his being an agent are false, and Adrian
details his own lackluster resistance to the VIET-
NAM WAR. As Adrian tries to convince everyone to
go elsewhere to talk more freely, Marcus explains
that they are waiting for Alexandra, daughter of
the minister of the interior, whom he hopes will
help Sigmund. Sigmund beckons Adrian outside.

Sigmund believes that Alexandra will arrest
him, and Maya joins them to tell Sigmund to leave
the country. Sigmund asks Adrian to help him get
Marcus’s gun as he thinks that they will not arrest

an armed man. Adrian refuses, suggesting that they
ask Marcus for help. Sigmund, suspecting that Mar-
cus is jealous of his popularity, cannot ask but tells
Adrian that he may. Adrian calls Marcus out, who
confirms that the government wants Sigmund to
leave the country and may even return his manu-
script if he does. Adrian says that he has already
sent a manuscript out, but Marcus knows that this
is a lie. Maya implores Marcus to help, insisting that
the manuscript is worth it. They begin to return
inside as Maya and Marcus insist there is no proof
that microphones are there, but Sigmund gets the
gun, and Adrian demands that Marcus repeat what
he has said in the main room.

Act Two

Back in the main room, Marcus admits that the
government is planning a trial for Sigmund, and
a threatening secret policeman warned him to tell
Sigmund to leave. Learning that Adrian is think-
ing of writing a book about them, Marcus tries
to explain the differences between himself and
Sigmund. He is more willing to compromise, sees
himself as a practical realist, and believes that the
government is an improvement on what it once
was. He sees Sigmund’s idealistic writing as need-
lessly forcing the government to behave more ruth-
lessly than necessary, and it may ruin things for
everyone.

They wait for Alexandra and talk about mun-
dane everyday concerns for a moment to show how
lives go on. Adrian is amazed to learn that Mar-
cus was once in the U.S. Army and had edited
an underground literary magazine, having been the
first to publish Sigmund’s work. Maya, becoming
drunk, recalls the beauty of Sigmund’s early writ-
ing, and Irina goes to play the piano. Adrian con-
fesses his lack of understanding and his feelings of
having missed out on history’s big events, which
have made him seem rootless. Marcus tells about
how he went to the United States to lecture and
was arrested as a communist spy; then when he was
deported back to his own country, he was arrested
there as a U.S. spy.

Adrian suggests that they stand up and fight,
but Sigmund explains that different people fight in
different ways. Americans, he believes, keep hope
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alive through a gambling spirit, while his people do
it through telling lies and constantly acting as if in
a play. He then challenges Marcus about making
the whole trial scenario up, pointing out that to
arrest him could cause a stir the government would
rather avoid. Marcus, in turn, accuses Adrian of
being a reporter who is looking for an exposé. Mar-
cus tries to justify his actions further, pointing out
that their choices are limited. Maya grows angry
with Adrian for daring to judge them and their
country. The phone rings, and it is Alexandra for
Sigmund; the government has decided to return
his manuscript. They try to think of why, but Maya
insists that to seek a reason is pointless and that
Sigmund would be foolish to stay in the country.
He remains adamant; he cannot leave and so tries
to work out the government’s plan.

Sigmund once read a novel in which some-
one fired a gun using the piano. He tries this
out, and it works, which proves to him that writ-
ing contains some element of truth. He gives the
gun to Marcus, who is furious with what he sees
as Sigmund’s self-aggrandizing behavior. Adrian
takes Marcus’s side and pleads with Sigmund to
go, but Sigmund worries because he believes that
he would not be able to write if separated from his
homeland. Maya admits that her belief govern-
ment-planted microphones are there and that she
and Marcus will suffer if Sigmund does not leave,
but Sigmund will not weaken. As Marcus goes
to answer the door to Alexandra, Maya forgives
Sigmund and thanks him for his strength, as Irina
offers to play more music.

CRITICAL COMMENTARY
In The Archbishop’s Ceiling, Miller presents us with

a play in which reality is ever in question, partly to
explore what place morality might have in such a
world. Miller may set his play in eastern Europe,
but he uses this setting as a symbol for conditions
that he feels are universal. The basic premise of this
room being bugged is not paranoia but a reasonable
possibility, even within the United States after the
1983 Watergate scandal. The play’s setting rep-
resents a worldwide problem of surveillance and
censorship and one that goes beyond mere politics,
for Miller uses the political metaphor to address

deeper concerns regarding the function and nature
of reality, truth, compromise, and art.

Miller details a highly complex interior set,
intended not to be realistic but offered as a com-
plex, multilayered symbol. The thick walls and the
solidity of the room convey the idea of a trap of the
type in which many postmodern people feel them-
selves caught. The room is a reflection of the mood
of an age in its “weight and power, its contents
chaotic and sensuous.” The baroque decor has the
natural complexity that is necessary to mirror the
complexities of the contemporary people who now
inhabit it. Filled with items from the past, the way
that they are stacked implies that these things,
like the past, have ceased to have real meaning in
such a world. Yet, they remain a continuous and
haunting presence and possibility. The title ceil-
ing is given prominence by being first to be lit. Its
cherubim and the four winds that are blowing are
“darkened unevenly by soot and age.” Being from
an age when belief in the divine was easier and less
complex, they are now neglected, as religion has
been. This is, after all, a disused religious dwell-
ing. The sense of disrepair and neglect, despite the
former opulence of the place, depicts a society that
has been reduced from its former glory.

Who can one trust in such dark times? The diffi-
culty of trust between these characters is conveyed
effectively by more than their consistently cautious
speech. Frequently, Miller describes how one char-
acter will separate from the others to stare out to
the front to emphasize their feelings of isolation
even within this small group. He also emphasizes
the number of times that they speak without look-
ing at each other, indicating both a lack of con-
nection and the possibility of continued evasion. A
clear example of this behavior occurs when Adrian
“evades” Marcus’s eyes, being unable to answer his
question; Sigmund, unsure of them both, stares out
front. But without trust, how will people connect?

The characters in this play are doubly actors.
They play the parts that Miller has written, but
these characters themselves are all actors of
another kind, playing parts that they are constantly
devising for themselves or being coerced to play by
outside forces. The varied roles that the characters
play, Maya indicates, spring from either a desire to
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protect themselves or others, or from a desire for
political or personal gain. They are all aware that
everyone plays a part; Marcus even describes the
secret police officer who tells him to warn Sigmund
to leave as though he were “putting on an act.” It is
understandable that Sigmund begins to doubt the
police officer’s existence. The ideal seems to be to
be able to control your own role as Sigmund strives
to do, despite the damage that might cause.

Throughout the plot’s twists and turns, the
audience is consistently kept uncertain regarding
the actuality of the ceiling microphones, Marcus’s
allegiances and aims, what the government has
planned for Sigmund, and more. What we observe
is how people react when they have the feeling
that they might be under constant observation and
when they are faced with unending uncertainty.
It becomes more comforting to believe that the
microphones exist, for that allows them a role to
play. Disbelief would strip their lives of significance,
while belief offers them a sense of importance.
Thus, the microphones simultaneously become a
violation and confirmation of their existence. Ulti-
mately, it matters little if the bugs are in the ceiling
or not; it is sufficient that the characters believe
that they are, as it is that belief that directs their
behavior.

The play consistently provokes questions rather
than answer them, showing the indeterminacy
of life. One question is whether or not Marcus
admires Sigmund and is trying to help or Marcus
is jealous of Sigmund’s popularity and is ensuring
his downfall. Sigmund suspects jealousy, but that
may just reflect his own feelings of self-importance.
Both Maya and Adrian insist that Marcus admires
Sigmund and is willing to sacrifice himself to save
him; as Maya explains more than once, Marcus did
not have to return from London and could have
stayed there. We never learn for sure the literal
truth about Marcus, and Miller’s point may be that
both views are simultaneously valid. Marcus is a
complex human being and cannot be reduced to a
single interpretation.

In some ways, Sigmund’s persecution is partly
necessary to create his stature as a writer; as
Adrian suggests, his opposition provides him with
a distinct identity: “If they ignored him, he would

simply be another novelist.” We never learn what
the topic of Sigmund’s novel is, which emphasizes
that it is not the content that is important but the
existence of the work itself. Maya describes it as
telling “All we ever lived,” and later, it becomes
clear that it contains a central female character
based on Maya. In this light, Maya becomes a sym-
bol of the nation itself, with all of its insecurities,
fears, evasions, and hopes.

Sigmund sees the central difference between the
United States and his own country in the way they
each engender the hope that he feels is essential to
the survival of all. Americans find hope in taking
a gamble, as with a slot machine. Sigmund and his
countrymen are not gamblers, but they find hope in
telling lies, lies that are not really meant to deceive
but are part of an act: “We must lie, it is our only
freedom. To lie is our slot-machine—we know we
cannot win but it gives us the feeling of hope. . . .
Our country is now a theater, where no one is
permitted to walk out, and everyone is obliged to
applaud.” Now Sigmund is being asked to walk out,
but he refuses. He is as confused as the others
about what to believe, but he holds onto one truth
that he feels is certain—his patriotism. It is this
that grounds him and gives him the stability and
the stature the others seek.

Each character has created a world from his or
her personal perspective, formed by the lies that
each decides to accept and the realities that each
chooses to recognize. Thus, Sigmund sees tanks;
Maya and Marcus do not. Adrian sees society as
made up of isolated individuals, but Marcus can
only see a collective community in which individu-
ality is impossible. While each maintains his or her
own separate reality, each remains isolated. What
they need—and what Sigmund finally provides—is
a fiction on which they can agree. His popularity
is based on his ability to create memories for them
all: He is a kind of head liar whose art offers a
vision to provide them all with hope and belief. We
see this when Maya talks of his writing, recalling,
“A story full of colors, like a painting. ... It was
a miracle—such prose from a field of beets. That
morning—for half an hour—I believed Socialism.”
Sigmund uses the piano to fire the gun to assert
the potential truth of fiction and by this act takes
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control. He hands the gun to Marcus as he real-
izes that he does not need it to exert his power;
his strength lies in his integrity as a writer. In his
refusal to leave the country, he becomes a fixed
entity in a chaotic and constantly changing world
and becomes a beacon by which the others can be
guided and made to feel secure.

Sigmund needs his roots to be effective in the
world at large. He may be trapped in the nation
in which he lives, but it is also his home; he draws
strength from that, as much as the strength that
he draws from honest contact with other people.
Maya, finally, gives Sigmund what he wants—an
honest human response, uncluttered by lies and
deception—as she reaches out and touches his face
and accepts him with gratitude and understanding.
The music that Irina requests at the close seems to
mark the celebration of a triumph.

FIRST PERFORMANCE

The Archbishop’s Ceiling premiered at the Eisen-
hower Theater, Kennedy Center, in Washington,
D.C., on April 30, 1977, with the following cast:

Adrian: Tony Musante
Maya: Bibi Andersson
Marcus: Douglas Watson
Martin: Josef Sommer
Irina: Bara-Cristen Hansen
Sigmund: John Cullum

Directed by Arvin Brown

Set by David Jenkins

Produced by ROBERT WHITEHEAD, Roger L.
Stevens, and Konrad Matthaei

It ran for 30 performances.

INITIAL REVIEWS

Dennis Welland admires Miller’s commitment to
experimentation but suggests that the play’s “lack
of success in the [American] theatre may be attrib-
utable largely to his demanding too much of his
audience or perhaps expecting an audience more
sensitive in its response to tone, nuance, hint and
inference than is altogether reasonable.” Miller
himself felt that the play failed in the United States,
partly because so many Americans refused to see
its relevance to their own lives. Dissatisfied with

the casting and the theater space he was given,
Miller also felt the premiere production had been
botched.

The 1977 production met fierce disapproval
from William Glover and David Richardson. Rich-
ard Coe, wondering if Miller had been pressured
into putting it on before it was ready, suggested
that the play was in need of more work, being
long-winded and lacking in pace. R. H. Gardner
described it as “less a play than a polemic, though
what its argument is remains unclear,” and Ger-
ald Weales found the characters complex but ulti-
mately limited and the whole lacking in humanity.

The revised production offered in Great Brit-
ain nearly a decade later was better received,
although many critics remained dismayed by the
play’s deliberate indeterminacy and sense of rep-
etition. However, Michael Billington described the
Old Vic production as “a complex, gritty, intellec-
tually teasing play,” and John Peter declared that
“there’s nothing self-righteous or complacent about
this work: It is full of a gaunt and warm human-
ity.” Meanwhile, Jane Edwardes reviewed the Royal
Shakespeare production as “a powerful exploration
of a world in which morality no longer appears to
provide easy answers.”

SCHOLARSHIP

There has been very little scholarship on this play,
probably due to its poor reception and infrequent
performance. Although based on the premiere
production that included the character of Martin,
Gerald Weales’s review, though guarded, offers
useful commentary on the other characterizations,
and while Dennis Welland bemoans the play’s
apparent inaccessibility, he also offers some insight
into its presentation. Among the few early criti-
cal pieces that address The Archbishop’s Ceiling,
CHRISTOPHER BIGSBY’s “Afterword” directs us to
consider Miller’s concerns in the play beyond poli-
tics, with “life as theatre, with the coercive power
of private and public fictions, with the nature of
the real and with the necessity to reconstruct a
moral world in the ethical void left by the death
of God,” and his chapter on the play in his 2005
study of Miller offers a detailed analysis of the
play’s background and themes. June Schlueter also
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recognizes its complexity in her exploration of the
play’s commentary on truth and art.

More recent studies covering Miller’s works
have necessarily contained at least partial chapters
that have begun to consider the depths of the play.
These include Alice Griffin’s insightful, though
brief, consideration of its symbolism and Stephen
Marino’s longer analysis that explains how Miller
expresses the power of the state “and the way citi-
zens handle this power—in metaphors of angels
and alcohol.” There is also a timely reading of the
play from William Demastes as an exploration of
“cultural divisiveness ... in a world that has lost
moral control of its own destiny,” while George
Castellitto reads the play through a Bakhtinian
lens, pointing out the dialogic nature of the ver-
bal interactions between the characters, which is
caused by their suspicions of being bugged. Terry
Otten recognizes that Archbishop’s Ceiling marks
“a major shift in Miller’s evolving dramatic vision,”
being the first play that “confronts the full force
of postmodern cynicism,” while Andrew Sofer
explores it as an exploration of dramatic form, that
“undermines the ‘I’ and turns resistance into per-
formance,” and Susan Abbotson reads the play as
a lesson in responsibility and connection. STEVEN
CENTOLA wrote the only published journal article
thus far on this play, with his exploration of the
significance of Maya.

CHARACTERS

Irina Irina is a young Danish girl who is married
to the head of Danish programming at the BBC.
She may or may not be sleeping with Marcus or
being used by him to compromise other writers. She
seems an archetypal dumb blonde who only speaks
in broken English. In many ways, she represents the
Vogue image of women that Maya admires in her
evident distance from the rest of them, her inability
to express any clear sentiment or belief, and her
constant search for pleasure. She seems there as
little more than eye candy to boost Marcus’s image.
She is never involved in their discussion but is only
a pretty distraction.

Marcus Marcus is a writer with a checkered past.
During WORLD WAR II, he had gone to London to

escape the Nazis and signed up to serve for three
years in British military intelligence, returning to
his homeland after the war. Before COMMUNISM
took over his country, he had published a few
books to some acclaim and had been invited to the
United States to lecture at a university. While trav-
eling, a communist regime overran his country and
on arrival in the states, he was arrested as a com-
munist spy. Deported back home, he was arrested
by the communists as a U.S. spy and sent to a labor
camp for six years. He also had edited a literary
magazine that published poems of Auden and the
first writings of Sigmund until it had been closed
down by the government. He attends writer confer-
ences as a representative of his country, but Maya
and Sigmund insist that his writer’s spark has left
him. He makes his living by selling the rare books
that his father left him, for which business, the gov-
ernment allows him a passport to travel.

Marcus may or not be a government collabora-
tor. There are rumors that he brings writers to his
dwelling and seduces them with pretty women to
compromise them and force them to obey the gov-
ernment. He has lived with Maya for some time,
but they have recently parted, although she still
stays at his home when he is away. He has govern-
ment connections as he calls the daughter of the
minister of the interior to come to see Sigmund,
and it is to him that Sigmund goes for help, but
whether he has true influence or is just another
pawn is hard to judge. He was in London, where his
last novel was finally being released; there, he says,
he was accosted by a secret policeman who told
him that they would arrest and detain Sigmund
if he did not emigrate. He has come back to both
warn and help Sigmund or to ensure that he leaves,
as the government wants.

On Marcus’s entry, he immediately takes con-
trol and seems a figure of power, sending Maya on
an errand and stopping Adrian from going with
her. His accusations that Adrian is playing a dou-
ble game could be to keep everyone off guard and
himself at the helm. But his attitude and friendship
toward Sigmund are kept ambiguous throughout;
is he jealous of Sigmund’s popularity as a writer or
a devoted fan? Has he returned to save Sigmund
or to condemn him? Whether he puts self, art,
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or country first changes with whoever is making
the speech, and each possibility is credible. He
certainly seems to be living a privileged life in a
restrictive regime, which makes him suspicious,
but it could just be to create a good impression for
foreigners, as Sigmund suggests.

Marcus sees himself as a profound realist and
optimist who can find the good even in an oppres-
sive regime. He simply ignores the bad. The Marcus
of the past was a vital and vibrant figure, deserving
of great respect, but what remains is a pale and
impotent shadow of his former self. Once a promis-
ing writer, he now leads an increasingly trivial life
filled with wine, women, and song. He sees this as
a compromise and the only effective way to live in
a nation where even the political leaders have little
true freedom, but it is really an avoidance of respon-
sibility. By distancing himself from his struggles and
beliefs, he has distanced himself from that which
formerly gave his life meaning. He sees Sigmund,
with his insistence on their nation’s corruption and
his insistence for change, as an unrealistic and naive
idealist striving toward an unreachable goal.

Although Marcus seems to be in the driver’s seat
directing everybody else and checking his watch to
keep to some prescribed timetable, he is ultimately
unable to control them in the way that he wants.
Marcus began as idealistic a writer as Sigmund
is now, but during the years, he has turned into
a man more like Adrian, who allowed himself to
become disconnected from his beliefs and his coun-
try. Now, it seems most likely that Marcus only
looks out for himself and does not care whom he
hurts. Yet, Miller allows us to feel compassion for
him—given his past experiences, it is scant wonder
that Marcus has lost his sense of idealism. Sigmund
has yet to face such trials.

Martin In the 1977 script, Martin was Maya’s
former husband who is almost certainly a govern-
ment agent and plays the role of a listener. He has
access to Sigmund’s phone conversations and may,
if they do exist, control the ceiling microphones.
He manipulates the action through a series of well-
timed phone calls that suggest that someone is lis-
tening and keeping tabs. In rewrites, Miller erased
this character from the script, realizing that his

inclusion made the existence of listening devices
too certain.

Maya In the original script, Maya was a more
political figure, but here, she has shied away from
politics for some time and is content to write comic
anecdotes for her radio show and keep her head
down. She has lived with Marcus for some time and
has in the past also slept with Adrian (maybe even
at Marcus’s request). In the earlier version, it was
clear that she had also slept with Sigmund, but in
the finished script, this is less obvious—he certainly
admires her and has based the central character
in his latest book on her (as has Adrian), but he
seems more devoted to his wife, Elizabeth. Maya
has a deep admiration for Sigmund as a writer.

Her declaration that “everything in Vogue maga-
zine is true” while being clearly aware of the artistry
and artifice behind it says something regarding the
relationship between art and reality in the play. In
many ways, Vogue is a clear picture of the reality of
Western civilization in all of its gaudy sensuality
and opulence, at least in terms of how it is viewed
by many in the Eastern bloc. But it is a sensuality
and opulence without feeling that can never be
very satisfying. This reflects how Maya’s life has
become. She is possibly one of Marcus’s whores and
is quick to flirt with Adrian, even though she seems
to despise him once she gains the free speech of the
drunk. Maya claims that she is drawn to the Vogue
models’ “vacancy” because she feels that it must
make life far easier when one knows and feels noth-
ing. She tries to achieve that same vacancy in her
own life by drinking heavily. However, her human-
ity will insist on breaking through with thoughts
and feelings that she cannot effectively suppress.

Maya begins to drink as soon as Adrian asks about
conditions in her country, clearly a defensive action
to avoid thought on the matter. A large part of that
from which she is hiding is the hypocrisy of the men
in her life. Each seems to her, despite their denun-
ciation of success and power, to be longing for both.
Although Maya has switched off her idealism in a way
that Sigmund refuses to do, there remains a strong
bond between Maya and Sigmund, which may be
why he has chosen her as his muse. Each takes great
pleasure in the smaller things in life: a new haircut,
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good food and drink. Sigmund, however, seems to
be the stronger of the two, the one more willing to
stand by his beliefs. By the close, despite her efforts to
get him to leave and his decision to stay, she thanks
Sigmund for offering a ray of hope.

Ruth Ruth lives with Adrian in the United States
and is a troubling figure. She has been suicidal but
is now taking pills to hide from her depression.
She survives, but her life contains no self-aware-
ness—her own security rests on a refusal to face the
terrors of life. She refuses to even think of herself
anymore. She has “sold out” so far to the business
world she has no other life. It is most likely this that
most upsets Adrian as he no longer holds a central
position in her life. Instead of resisting “power” or
even recognizing it enough to fear it, she becomes a
part of it by embracing commercialism totally; she
has become the assistant to the managing editor of
a magazine—no doubt one like Vogue—now a part
of that vacant, commercial world that only knows
how to sell empty dreams to people who cannot
face reality. Full of renewed energy, it is expended
in swimming 50 laps a day rather than in doing
anything useful for the community.

Sigmund  Sigmund is a “heavy man” who com-
mands a “unique respect” from Maya, which gives
us a comforting sense of his solidity and character
as soon as he enters the room. He has little of
the confusing ambiguity that we find in Marcus.
Sigmund knows that one must keep human bonds
alive to stay connected to others in this political
chaos. It is because of this that he suggests to Mar-
cus at the height of one of their heated political
arguments that, instead, they talk to each other
about themselves. He does not just give Maya a
peck on the cheek as Marcus does but kisses her
palm—a gesture of intimacy and respect that shows
how connected to people Sigmund is. He and Maya
are constantly touching one another throughout
the play—not in a sexual way but in an evident
need for comfort and for a physical connection to
support the spiritual one. Sigmund likes people—he
warmly embraces Adrian on seeing him. Though he
has an ego, he does not allow it to blind him to the
feelings of others. In an essay on the play, Miller

suggests that out of all the characters, Sigmund is
“most alive” and the best writer because he has the
greatest sense of life.

When Adrian tells Sigmund that the room is
bugged, it is clear that Sigmund is neither surprised
nor does he particularly care. He openly declares
that his manuscript has been taken, found by the
government before Adrian had blurted its where-
abouts. The simple precariousness of art is under-
lined by the fact that this was the only copy of his
novel. Sigmund has come to try to get help from
Marcus in retrieving it, and one must wonder what
kind of compromise he may have to make to facili-
tate this. We discover that it is to leave his home-
land and that it is a compromise he stoutly refuses.

Sigmund has a clearer view than Adrian of
people’s humanity. He seems to understand Maya,
and he recognizes the complexity in Marcus that
Adrian keeps missing. He exudes a certain honesty,
unlike Adrian and Marcus whose motives are fre-
quently kept hidden. Sigmund lets his feelings be
known—it is this that led to his manuscript being
confiscated, as they knew it was finished because
he was openly so happy. He plays the microphone
game, guarding his speech when necessary, but his
reactions and feelings are honest ones. The comi-
cal gestures between himself and Adrian as they
covertly discuss Sigmund’s options draw us to like
Sigmund despite his bluntness and evident stub-
bornness; these gestures come across as more hon-
est than the evasions of the rest. Miller admits
that he based Sigmund on VAcLAv HAVEL, the
dissident writer who later became president of the
Czech Republic, a man whom he deeply admired
and whom he wished the audience also to respect.
Havel was noted for his humanistic administration
that became a model of DEMOCRACY in the Eastern
bloc. But there are also elements of Miller himself
in Sigmund, as the playwright who felt he was being
silenced in his native land though lionized abroad,
but who refused to leave.

Adrian bemoans the modern emphasis on com-
mercialism and entertainment over significant art.
However, he fails to realize that the artist’s job, if
he has something worth conveying, is neither to
embrace the commercialism and entertainment nor
to withdraw into a sterile artistic isolation. The
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artist needs to connect with his audience—albeit
a more difficult task in contemporary times—and
through this connection, he will have the necessary
impact, even though his message may take time to
reach larger numbers. Sigmund recognizes that art
must be grounded in something beyond the artist
himself and cannot exist in isolation. He grounds
his art in his feelings for his homeland, which is
why he feels unable to leave, even if staying endan-
gers his ability to continue writing. To leave would
silence Sigmund forever.

Wallach, Adrian Adrian represents the type
of uncommitted U.S. writer whom Miller most
despises. His liberalism is hypocritical, discredited
by his inability to understand the political situa-
tion or connect to other people, and his own self-
serving agenda. Adrian has hit a writer’s block and
has come for inspiration, mostly from Maya, a past
lover. He acts as though he would like to rekindle
this relationship—talking of his sexual tension and
visions of her inner thigh—but it soon becomes
evident that Adrian is a figure who has difficulty
committing. Throughout the play, he switches his
allegiance from character to character, never cer-
tain whom to support. He is largely here to stay
away from Ruth, a woman with whom he lives but
to whom he is unable to commit and with whom he
no longer feels comfortable, even as he declares that
he may still marry her. He is an irresponsible figure
who needs to learn how to connect properly with
others on a level of mutual understanding. Only
then will he gain any satisfaction from his relation-
ships—although it will be at an inevitable sacrifice
of some of the freedom that he is so loathe to lose.
Adrian’s inability to make connections applies to
more than people. What is happening to Sigmund
as a politically engaged artist is not unusual; art-
ists everywhere suffer from constrictions, whether
they are overtly government imposed or clouded in
economics and social taboos. Adrian is able to rec-
ognize the nightmare of living as Sigmund does but
refuses to see the similarities to his own country.
Because he had protested Vietnam and not suffered
for his actions, he feels that his country allowed
the freedom of speech Sigmund is denied. But the
Vietnam War lasted for more than eight years, and

his protests had little impact. Sigmund’s recent let-
ters to the European press and the United Nations
have had a far greater impact. Adrian’s stances
have less to do with personal belief than with what
good public relations are for an ambitious writer.
Sigmund’s actions and writing are both more per-
sonally motivated and less controlled—he is far less
able to compromise than a man like Adrian, who
has so few convictions.

Adrian is unable to see the humanity in the fig-
ures before him, as he is obsessed with their relation-
ship to power. This blinds him to any honest vision
of them as individuals; therefore, anything he might
attempt to write about them could only be a work
of fiction. As he becomes drawn into Sigmund’s
dilemma, he begins to learn and see more clearly
the doubleness of lives that are lived under constant
surveillance and uncertainty. But what he still fails
to recognize is that his own life holds the same kind
of doubleness, deception, and duplicity. Adrian is
obsessed with power and is excited by the glimpse of
power that he has been given in this room. It thrills
him that Maya may be a government agent and,
therefore, a figure of power, as well as justifying his
characterization of her in his abandoned novel. He
prefers his fictional Maya to the actual one and is
anxious to make Maya conform to the way that he
has written her—it is the way he exerts control over
people. He does not for a moment, however, stop
to consider the human possibilities of Maya or the
people he may be hurting by his irresponsible com-
ments and his arrogant attempts to play games with
the people who are looking on.

Adrian has always felt somewhat dislocated from
his society: “History came at us like a rumor. We
were never really there.” Though having served in
the U.S. Army, he was too young to be in Korea
and too old for Vietham and consequently feels
separated from the big political events of his era.
Lacking real social experience, largely because
of his own disengagement, he feels insubstantial
and rootless. It is partly this European country’s
sense of history that has drawn him to both write
about it and now visit. He is on a search for the
roots that he needs to give him a sense of security.
Adrian rejects the ambiguities that he encounters
as too discomfiting and insists on answers that he is
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unable to uncover; consequently, he is never able
to feel sure of his ground.

Adrian is momentarily coaxed from his personal
closed world when he connects with Sigmund and
offers to take his manuscript out of the country.
This is an act that would irrevocably involve him
in these people’s lives and burden him with great
responsibility. However, he is not forced to follow
through and remains in ignorance as he continues
to encourage Sigmund to leave his country. He
cannot understand Sigmund’s need to stay because
Adrian has separated art from life, and that is what
is essentially wrong with his writing.
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“Arthur Miller on The
Crucible” (1972)

This essay first appeared in 1972 in the magazine
Audience and was reprinted in the revised edition
of The Theater Essays of Arthur Miller (1996). It
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contains Miller’s response to JEAN PAUL SARTRE's
1957 film version of The Crucible, Les Sorciéres de
Salem (The Witches of Salem). While Miller asserts
that it is preferable to change things in a film ver-
sion and wise not to try to copy a play precisely,
he felt that some of the changes were unneces-
sary and that the work was “weakened and made
less actual, rather than more pointed, by Sartre’s
overly Marxist screenplay.” Sartre’s overemphasis
of class issues simplified the play’s conflict, even
making it less real as in the depiction that Salem’s
respectable people suffered as much as the poor.
For Miller, Sartre changed the play’s theme. “The
original play,” Miller insists, “stresses individual
conscience as the ultimate defense against a tyran-
nical authority, but conscience in the screenplay
is more an expression of rebellion against a class
oppressor than a transcendence of man over him-
self.” To this end, Sartre’s version becomes despir-
itualized as it becomes too pointedly politicized in
its desire to present us with heroic representatives
of COMMUNISM. The film’s different agenda makes
it less universally human than Miller’s original
play. Despite such complaints, Miller enjoyed the
film’s setting; applauded the acting, especially
the complexity of the Proctors’ marital relation-
ship and the threatening sexuality of Abigail; and
found Sartre’s version “a stimulating and even
gripping picture” and “a strong film in its own
right.” Pointing out that U.S. movie companies
had been too fearful of the “righteous Right” to
produce a film of his play themselves, he is grate-
ful that at least this “version” of his play exists
in celluloid.

“The Bare
Manuscript” (2002)

Published in New Yorker in 2002, the short story
“The Bare Manuscript” is a redemptive tale of a
writer’s discovery that the power that breathes life
into his work is love, as he rediscovers the love
that first drew him to his wife, Lena. Clement Zorn
rides on his early successes, having lost his origi-
nal passion about writing. His marriage of more

than 20 years never found its feet, and he has
sought solace in numerous sexual affairs. Were it
not for the charity of those who believe in his abil-
ity, who give him a house in which to live, or who
loan him holiday homes and cars, his life would be
impoverished.

The vision of a girl walking along the beach
inspires him to believe that if he could write on
the naked flesh of a woman, it would help him
surmount his writer’s block and restore something
elemental to his writing. His plan actually works as
he pens the story of how he first met his wife at the
beach up until his first betrayal; this memory, so
keenly recalled, rekindles both his passion for his
writing and for his wife.

The story begins as he is writing on the naked
back of Carol Mundt and moves back and forth
from that point. Mixing the exotic with the mun-
dane, Clement pauses while she goes to the bath-
room. His excitement as he writes is redolent of
having sex, and Miller forges a link between pen
and penis, although Clement views the woman as
unattractive: too tall, too assertive, and too unfem-
inine. Carol passively accepts her role, proud to
be used as his canvas, believing him to be a well-
known writer despite the shabbiness of his living
space. The situation inspires and liberates Clement
who has not written so effortlessly since his first
and most-acclaimed novel. As he writes, he recalls
scenes from his past.

More than 10 years ago, he began to have affairs,
finding that sex freed him to write a little. At about
the same time, Lena, having studied social psychol-
ogy at college, encouraged him to see a psychiatrist.
They talked about his father, an abusive discipli-
narian whose treatment gave him psychoses but
about whom he could never write. His first novel
had been a thinly disguised portrait of his mother.
He and Lena have lived a pleasant bohemian life
and survive through the national crises of their
era from blacklisting to the new conservatism, feel-
ing morally and intellectually superior, but with
no real direction or commitment, even to each
other. Understandably, their marriage has gradu-
ally become a sham, and Clement reflects on how
that occurred. Despite being lucky, his life has had
no real focus other than Lena, and she has become
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indistinct over the years. Lena is as frustrated as he
but unable to decide what to do.

Returning to their courting days, Clement
recalls vainly trying to persuade Lena to sleep
with him. He loves her, but she is uncertain and
noncommittal. Soon after, the couple visit Lena’s
mother, Mrs. Vanetzki. A widow whose her hus-
band went crazy by his change of circumstance
after emigrating to America, she has three chil-
dren, of whom college-educated Lena was her big-
gest hope, but Lena has no greater direction than
her siblings. Her sister Patsy is easygoing but con-
tent and quite willing to flaunt herself in front of
Clement. Brother Steve sleepwalks, but he has a
promising career as a technician. They joke about
Steve needing sexual release and tease Clement
about a sexual innocence that they assume, which
makes him feel inadequate. Declaring his love for
Lena, the mother warns him against marriage, as
her daughter is too mixed-up and his career as
a writer is less than likely to sustain them. They
agree that she is probably right.

Clement recounts his indirect advertisement
for a human canvas and discovery of Carol. As he
first begins to write on Carol, he ironically chooses
to write about the love that he felt on first meeting
Lena and how they were attracted. Once done,
he and Carol awkwardly transcribe the text to a
laptop. Feeling an intimacy, they shower together
and have sex. He offers her money, and when
she realizes that this will be the only time that
they do this, she accepts. As he reads through his
manuscript, Lena returns, and the anger that he
initially feels on seeing her turns to love in the
glow of his text.

Though one may wonder how much of Lena’s
courtship is based on Miller’s first wife MARY
SLATTERY, the central metaphor of the story—that
every effective manuscript is an act of love—is
what most strikes the reader. Clement uses his
too-long-buried love of Lena to revitalize his art,
and although he ends uncertain if he can con-
tinue, he has made the first step toward allowing
Lena a purpose and place in his life. The produc-
tion of this new work allows him to bare his soul,
reexamine his past, and rediscover direction in his
own life as well.

“The Battle of Chicago: From
the Delegates’ Side” (1968)

This essay first appeared in New York Times Maga-
zine in 1968 and was Miller’s report on serving as a
Eugene McCarthy delegate at the 1968 Democratic
convention in Chicago. It was reprinted in a pair
of essay collections about the Chicago riots in the
1960s but most recently in Echoes Down the Corridor
(2000). The essay details Miller’s experiences as a
delegate and his thoughts on the violence and lack
of communication that occurred both inside and
outside the International Amphitheater that hosted
the event, a violence that he sees as the “result of the
suppression, planned and executed, of any person or
viewpoint which conflicted with the president’s.”

Miller describes what he felt was a split between
professional politicians for whom any position is
expendable and those like McCarthy who took a
more moral stance. However, given the docility of
so many of the delegates, the former were allowed
to carry the day with slogans rather than anything
of substance. Although 80 percent of Democrats
were against the VIETNAM WAR, the delegates
were largely restricted from any real debate for fear
of fracturing the party, and majority views were
allowed no voice. Those like Miller who supported
McCarthy and refused to compromise on Vietnam
were frowned upon as foolishly trying to rock the
boat. Miller relates the inflammatory speech of
one Congressman who mocked the concern of the
nation’s youth and turned the issue into a gen-
erational conflict. Upset that despite an egalitar-
ian political system, the United States cannot do a
better job of debating real issues, Miller complains
about the way in which so many of the older gen-
eration simply refuse to listen to the young because
they are young. It is this narrow-minded propensity
that Miller feels broke the social compact of U.S.
liberty that led to the protestors outside being so
viciously attacked.

Asked by a young reporter how he can continue
to have faith in democratic policies, Miller argues,
what are the alternatives? Neither has a clear
answer, but Miller suggests that the problem is a
lack of strong leadership rather than that the party
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or process is worthless. Miller describes venturing
outside with several other delegates to show support
for the youths who have been beaten by the police.
The next day, he is part of a television discussion
and bemoans the fact that everyone erroneously
believed that it was being censored by the govern-
ment because of the suspicious political climate that
had been created by the way the party and the
media had restricted debate during the convention
and ignored the voices of the youths outside. Such
suppression, Miller concludes, is only a degree away
from the Soviet Union’s jailing their dissenters.

Battle of the Ovens (1942)

Broadcast by Du Pont as part of the Cavalcade of
America series on June 22, 1942, with Jean Her-
sholt in the lead role, the radio drama Battle of the
Owens offers itself as an exemplar of the worth of
American pluck and spirit and would seem a fairly
typical patriotic war play of the period. However,
it is interesting for both its Revolutionary War set-
ting, already considered in the earlier radio drama
Captain Paul, and its depiction of the informer as
a positive figure. Although based on factual evi-
dence, Miller adapts details of the story to highlight
the issues that he sees as most important. The play
has never been published, but a typescript can be
found at the University of Colorado at Boulder.
Christopher Ludwick is a staunch American
who is frustrated at being too old to fight in the
war against the British. He contributes by sharing
his skills as a master baker of 40 years by baking
for the people to keep their spirits up and sending
his apprentice, Jerry to bake for the army. Com-
modities are in short supply, and Christopher is
surprised when Jerry, for whom he feels a paternal
responsibility, tries to sell him flour. Jerry explains
that this flour comes from the army whose policy is
to give its bakers a pound of flour for every pound
of bread they produce. With the other ingredients
combined, it only takes a half-pound of flour for a
pound of bread, and the army bakers are keeping
the extra flour for their own benefit. Christopher
views Jerry’s flour as having been stolen and views

the practice as an insult to his trade. Jerry sees it
as a reasonable opportunity to make a profit, but
Christopher attacks his old apprentice, refuses his
flour, and threatens to have him arrested.

Unable to write himself, Christopher dictates a
letter to his wife to inform the army of this practice
and is subsequently nominated to oversee the army
bakers and make them honest. As baker in general
for George Washington’s army, he puts an end to
the abuse and allows the army to become more
efficient. In this way, informing is shown as a tactic
by which the American way can be improved and
strengthened, a point that Miller will reinforce in
his 1943 agitprop That They May Win. By the next
decade, Miller would be taking a very different view
of the informer.

“Beavers” (2005)

This was the final short story that Miller sent for
publication during his lifetime, and it appeared in
Harper’s in February 2005 shortly after his death.
Full of naturalistic detail, it seems reminiscent
of his earlier piece, “Bees,” being similarly about
unwanted wildlife on a man’s property that is reluc-
tantly destroyed. But while the bees return, it is
only the memory of the beavers and the uncer-
tainty of what they were doing that lingers, and
this ambiguous aspect is the keynote of the tale.
While “Bees” was openly autobiographical, this
story has an unnamed protagonist. Although his
wife is named Louisa, like one of Miller’s friends
and neighbors (the Calders), the story’s emphasis
on his having planted trees decades previously on a
property very like Miller's ROXBURY, CONNECTICUT,
estate makes it seem closer to home.

The man approaches his pond and watches for
signs of beavers. Noticing gnawed tree stumps, he
is angry at the beavers for destroying his trees and
worries that they will decimate the entire area. He
sees a beaver swimming into its lodge and is amazed
at how quickly this has been built; nothing had been
there the day before. Worried also that the beavers’
excrement will make his pond toxic so that he and
his wife will not be able to swim, he runs to the
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house to get a gun. He fires into the water to scare
it away, but the beaver confidently swims across the
pond, and with apparent defiance, breaks a bush
and starts to try to plug the overflow pipe, which
will raise the level of the water. Since the pond is
already deep enough for its lodge, the protagonist
cannot understand why. The unnecessary aspect of
this further destruction upsets his view of nature
as “an ultimate source of steady logic and order”
as opposed to the greed and stupidity of humans.
It bothers him to see a beaver acting both greedily
and stupidly, even as he is impressed by its “absolute
dedication,” the very opposite of his own uncertain-
ties and insecurities. He decides to ask for advice.

The druggist’s son Carl, who works with cement
and rocks and likes to hunt, comes by. Inspect-
ing the pond, he declares that he will have to kill
the beavers. Though reluctant to condone death,
the protagonist loves his trees and bows to Carl’s
authority, once he ascertains that it is legal to kill
them. Feeling the “joy of the kill” move into him as
he watches Carl stalk and kill two beavers, the first
beaver’s apparently pointless actions still bother
him. Trying to come up with solutions which he
cannot convince himself are true, he finally won-
ders if the beaver could have been showing off to
his wife, blocking the pipe as an act of love. This
he tentatively accepts, as love has no reason, but
remains haunted by their deaths, even while he is
pleased to have his property back unspoiled. A sim-
ple story about ridding a pond of beavers becomes
an exploration of human rapacity and agression,
balanced against more uplifting possibilities of
motivation reflected in the natural world. Miller
had depicted this incomprehensible but erstwhile
possibility of love in the characters of Douglas and
Denise in The Turpentine Still the year before, and
it was clearly a matter that concerned him in his
final years, as he prepared to embark upon what
would have been his fourth marriage.

“Bees” (1990)

The short story “Bees” was written especially for
Michigan Quarterly Review and appeared in the

Spring edition of 1990. Subtitled “A Story to Be
Spoken,” it is a self-mocking monologue from
Miller that recounts how he discovered a large col-
ony of bees living in the wall of his first ROXBURY,
CONNECTICUT, farmhouse soon after he moved in
with his young son, ROBERT MILLER, and wife MARY
SLATTERY. His wife and child are not named in
the story, as if to distance himself, or perhaps his
audience, from the people involved—after all, his
subject and focus are the bees of the title, and he
offers a testament to their ability to survive and an
inspiring study of bee behavior.

His son is stung by a bee in the living room,
but for a time, Miller cannot discover how they
are entering the house. While fixing a fence, he
spots a swarm that settles in a nearby oak and
assumes that the bees have left, but this turns out
to be the hive of a newly hatched queen. The next
evening, bees are again inside, and he spots a gap
in the wallboards. There is a hive inside the wall.
Although this area had been full of farmers, it is
now suburban, and his neighbors can offer little
advice, so he buys a can of DDT and sprays it
through the crack. He assumes that they are exter-
minated, but the next evening sees more bees. He
ups the dose to the same affect and wonders at
their amazing resistance, lightheartedly worrying
if they may come after him in revenge. He tries
plastering up their outside entrance, but they keep
breaking away the plaster. In desperation, he tries
a sulfur candle that appears to work and, upset to
see them so easily defeated, clears away the dead
bees and paints the cavity with asphalt tar to take
away the scent.

Miller bluntly states, “Then we divorced and I
sold the house,” but he buys another up the road
and several years later, the man who currently
owned the old place dropped by to ask if he had
ever had any trouble with bees. It seems they have
returned in full force, and Miller is elated at this
evidence of their determination and refusal to be
chased away. The story becomes a tale of contin-
uation despite the obstacles and the odds. After
explaining all he had previously done, he advises
the man to sell the house, although, Miller jokes,
he declined to advise him about whether or not he
should divorce his wife.
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Bernadine, I Love You (1945)

Broadcast on March 5, 1945, the radio drama
Bernadine, I Love You was a fairly standard script
and less engaging than Miller’s usual radio work.
Working with an uncommonly romantic topic for
Miller, it tells the story of a lonely American para-
chutist, played by William Bendix, who is helped
by the Red Cross to make contact with his wife.
It is a patriotic celebration of the usefulness of
the Red Cross and the suffering that the average
American soldier often faced so far from home.
Never published, a typescript for this can be found
at the New York Public Library’s Center for the
Performing Arts.

Boro Hall Nocturne (ca. 1942)

A WORLD WAR II play written at about the same
time as The Half Bridge, Boro Hall Nocturne also
takes as its subject Nazi saboteurs and U.S. col-
laborators. As a pacifist, Miller had initially been
against the war, but by this point, he was clearly
a supporter. The play was neither produced nor
published and is most notable for its consideration
of the existence of U.S. ANTI-SEMITISM at that
time. A manuscript rests at the HARRY RANSOM
RESEARCH CENTER.

Set in the sector headquarters of the Air Raid
Protection Service in downtown BROOKLYN, it begins
at three in the morning. The building is dilapidated
and mostly empty, with the striking exception of a
piano. The air-raid warden on duty, Mr. Goldberg,
a piano tuner by trade, is asleep. Transports are
leaving the nearby dockyard to join the Atlantic
convoys. Alexander Kelley, a musician who has just
been drafted and is meant to report for duty that
morning, relieves Goldberg. Uncertain that the war
is right and determined to selfishly pursue his music,
Kelley destroys his draft card. During the lean years
of the GREAT DEPRESSION, Goldberg had generously
helped Kelley, and they have since become firm
friends. This is one reason why Kelley has refused to
join an anti-Semitic group that has been beating up
local Jews.

A Nazi professor of music, who is acting as a sab-
oteur with the help of an American ally, and several
Italian workers, one of whose homes is destroyed in
an attack now being unleashed down the Eastern
coast, join these two. As the men hear news of
the attack over the radio, the professor’s involve-
ment is realized. He stabs his collaborationist ally
but is arrested. Having witnessed this inhuman
display, Kelley decides to report for duty after all,
realizing that the battle for American survival will
need the help of every loyal citizen. The play was
clearly meant as wartime propaganda and serves
its purpose well: to rally people to support the war
effort, whatever their initial reluctance about U.S.
involvement.

“A Boy Grew in
Brooklyn” (1955)

An essay that first appeared in Holiday magazine in
1955, this was part of a series of “nostalgic home-
town stories by America’s greatest writers.” Describ-
ing facets of his childhood in BROOKLYN, Miller
recounts how much the borough has changed and
offers the piece as an elegy to the close-knit com-
munity that he fondly recalls but is now vanished.
The piece was later reprinted in Echoes Down the
Corridor (2000). Much of this material is repeated
in Timebends: A Life (1987), such as his exploits on
his bakery-delivery route, reactions to the WALL
STREET CRASH, and his grandfather, Louis BARr-
NETT’s fake deathbed scene, but the essay also con-
tains some unique details. These include additional
material on his father, ISIDORE MILLER, which inter-
estingly relates him to Joe Keller, friendly with the
neighborhood children and fond of a prank. We
also learn about locals like Ike Samuels who ran
the hardware store and talks himself out of faulty
repairs, the “village idiot” Danny (called Sammy
in Timebends: A Life) who refers to everyone by
their phone number, and Nick, an itinerant man
who was hired by his aunt and who would become
the model for Stanislaus in The American Clock,
all offering proof of Miller’s instinct for comic
characterization.
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“Bridge to a Savage
World” (1958)

In 1955, Miller had been working on a documen-
tary about juvenile delinquency and youth gangs
in New York City in the hope of being able to
discover an effective solution to what he saw as a
tremendous waste. He spent two months virtually
living with various gangs, witnessing episodes of
violence and secret mediation sessions. Fearing a
socialist agenda at a time when such beliefs were
considered unpatriotic, the city council’s permis-
sion to make the film was withdrawn. Three years
later, in 1958, when the influence of the HOUSE
UN-AMERICAN ACTIVITIES COMMITTEES was on the
wane, Miller was able to publish “Bridge to a Sav-
age World” in Esquire magazine. This essay was an
intentionally rough description of the film treat-
ment that had never been produced, outlining his
general intent and illustrating the arc of his plotline
with some actual incidents that he recalled. The
supposed thugs whom he describes turn out to be
mostly “scared kids underneath it all” who “have
never known life excepting as a worthless thing;
they have been told from birth that they are noth-
ing, that their parents are nothing, that their hopes
are nothing.” Miller insists that it will take more
than love and compassion to lead these youngsters
to better lives; it will take hard work such as that
done by the courageous employees of the New York
City Youth Board, who pioneer a new form of social
work that moves away from the office and meets
the youths on their own terms on the streets.
Miller’s film was to focus on Jerry Bone, an
amalgam of the Youth Board workers whom he
had met and some of the worst cases in the South
Bay Rangers gang whom he tried to help, includ-
ing Jouncey, Rabbit, Joe Meister, and Paul Mar-
tense. He describes Jerry in detail and his efforts
in trying to raise up the “seemingly incorrigible
young men to decency.” Having once been a gang
member, Jerry better understands them and is even
prepared to overlook the occasional crime to gain
their confidence, though this makes him suspect
by the police. It is he who represents the bridge
of the title. Despite their occasional betrayals, he

sticks by the boys to a degree that scares his wife
and perseveres for several years, until he has to quit
to tend to his own family: His work has led him to
neglect his own children who are now becoming
delinquents. Although he cannot save every youth
whom he touches and although several sadly fail
to surmount the awful conditions that they face,
ending as drug addicts or in prison, Jerry has his
victories, including Paul who plans to carry on his
work once Jerry leaves.

Miller does not want to sugarcoat the lives of
these youths and suggest that it will be easy to help,
but he offer a realistic picture of the tremendous
pressures that they are under. They try to use Jerry
just as they feel used, but in his refusal to go along,
they learn that there are other ways of dealing
with situations without losing their sense of honor.
Despite its violent subject matter—and these
youths’ lives are filled with violence as they casually
battle rival gangs, beat up their girlfriends, organize
gang rapes, and become hooked on drugs—the film
treatment contains several comedic episodes, such
as an organized camping trip and the dances and
debates that Jerry encourages as he tries to trans-
form the gang into a social club. Under Jerry’s care,
once he convinces them to trust him by standing
up for them against the police and setting a con-
sistently good example, many of these youths learn
that they have choices. Even if they cannot sur-
mount the difficulties, Miller depicts them as strug-
gling to try for the sake of a man who has become
a substitute father figure for most and has shown
them they have personal worth.

Broken Glass (1994)

Fifty years previously, Miller had heard of a woman
in his neighborhood who became mysteriously
paralyzed in her legs, befuddling her doctors. The
image intrigued him, but for a long time, he could
not decide how to use it. He also recalled that the
husband had always dressed in black. He finally
brought these two memories together to form a
play that he first called The Man in Black, which
evolved into The Gellburgs and ended up as Broken
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Glass. The changing titles trace the development
of a story that initially centered on an individual,
then became a tale about a couple, and ended up
as a reflection on the broader society, crystallized
in its reaction to news of Kristallnacht (the night
on which the Nazi government sent people out to
attack Jewish buildings and people in an explosion
of violence that would indicate what was to come
but of which few around the world took note).

On the surface, the play tells the story of Sylvia
and Phillip Gellburg, who after years of marriage
come to realize that they hardly know each other at
all. Phillip is the only Jew working at a very tradi-
tional Wall Street bank where he mainly works on
foreclosings. Obsessed with work and his own desire
to assimilate, Phillip has little time for his wife until
she demands his attention by suddenly falling prey
to a mysterious paralysis after seeing the events of
Kristallnacht in the newspaper. Up until now, Sylvia
has been a quiet little housewife, but she needs to
express her buried fears and longings. Dr. Harry
Hyman is called in to help, and though no special-
ist, he decides that the case is a psychiatric one and
proceeds to try to treat Sylvia. Hyman, however,
has problems of his own that become apparent dur-
ing his interaction with the Gellburgs.

Though set in 1938 in the wake of Kristall-
nacht, Broken Glass responds to problems that have
not evaporated for audiences in the 1990s but
become more urgent. As Miller told Charlie Rose:
“In each of us, whether recognized or not, is that
same bloody ethnic nationalism. This is not com-
ing from the moon. This is coming from us. And
we have not come close to even confronting this
thing.” The notion of difference, when pursued too
stringently and unalloyed with the acceptance of
universal humanity, can lead to unnecessary frag-
mentation, harmful restrictions of the individual,
and the destruction of society as a whole. Written
in the shadow of atrocities in Rwanda and Bos-
nia, the play conveys the necessity of a humanistic
response to a violent contemporary world.

Each production of the play, from its tryout in
Long Wharf through its premieres in New York
and London to a subsequent filmed version, had
slightly different endings as Miller struggled to find
the right balance. The final conversation between

Hyman and Gellburg varied, and there was indeci-
sion about whether to depict Gellburg as dying or
living or to leave his fate ambiguous—but Sylvia
rises to her feet at the close of every version. Miller
ultimately fine-tuned the dialogue and decided to
leave the possibility of Gellburg living, as the char-
acter has another heart attack but falls unconscious
rather than dead. The London premiere also had
one additional scene added at the suggestion of the
director, DAVID THACKER: It comes before the final
climax and features the play’s three women, offer-
ing their different outlooks on the issues. The syn-
opsis is based on what Miller called his “final acting
version,” published by Penguin in 1994.

SYNOPSIS
Act One

The mournful sound of a lone cellist, music that
begins each subsequent scene, is heard as Phillip
Gellburg waits to see Dr. Harry Hyman. Hyman'’s
wife, Margaret, keeps Gellburg company and tries,
unsuccessfully, to put him at ease. She relates how
she met her husband, and after she calls him Gold-
berg by mistake, Gellburg explains his last name.
Gellburg is proud of the uniqueness of his name,
declaring that it is of Finnish origin. When she
hopes that he will feel better soon, he tells her that
he has come about his wife, Sylvia, whose legs have
suddenly become paralyzed. He is here to get the
results of tests given by a specialist. Margaret leaves
as her husband enters.

Hyman jokes about his wife and compliments
Sylvia to put Gellburg at ease, but it only embar-
rasses him. He admits that doctors are often defec-
tive, and in this case, they cannot uncover what is
causing Sylvia’s paralysis. He asks Gellburg what
he thinks of the news from Germany about Kristall-
nacht, as this is something that has recently upset
Sylvia. However, Gellburg offers little response,
other than coldly suggesting that German Jews can
be pushy. Hyman, too, ends up rationalizing the
event as an aberration, given the decent Germans
whom he has met in the past. Gellburg is wor-
ried what Sylvia may be telling Hyman, but Hyman
implies that it is only good, and Gellburg seems
proud of Sylvia’s intelligence and knowledge of cur-
rent affairs. Hyman suggests that her problem is
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psychological and tries to coax Gellburg to open
up about their marital relationship; Gellburg is reti-
cent but insists that they have sex regularly.

Gellburg explains how Sylvia’s paralysis came on
shortly after seeing pictures of Kristallnacht; then he
becomes emotional as he recalls the details of her
collapse. He loves her and feels powerless. Hyman
asks Gellburg about his work in the mortgage busi-
ness; Gellburg tells him about his boss, Stanton
Case, who spends most of his time on his yacht.
Gellburg is the only Jew employed by Case and the
only Jew to have ever set foot on his yacht. They
discuss why Gellburg wears black and whether or
not Sylvia could just be pretending; Gellburg raises
the possibility of her being possessed by a dybbuk.
Before he leaves, Hyman suggests that Gellburg try
to be more loving to Sylvia. Once he is gone, Mar-
garet criticizes Gellburg as too controlling, and she
and her husband discuss the case. Margaret is sus-
picious of Hyman’s interest as Sylvia is an attractive
woman. He offers to drop the case and then seduc-
tively reaffirms his attraction to his wife to keep her
happy and distract her from her suspicions.

The next scene takes place in the Gellburg’s
bedroom where Sylvia’s sister Harriet is helping
out. Harriet asks Sylvia about her illness; they dis-
cuss Harriet’s family and consider Sylvia’s interest
in Germany, which Harriet feels is too far away
to care about. Gellburg arrives home early, having
brought his wife some of her favorite pickles. Sylvia
keeps apologizing for her illness, and there is clearly
tension between them, but Gellburg tries to be
pleasant. They have a letter from their son, Jerome,
away in the army. Sylvia is unhappy with this career
choice that she feels her husband pushed on her
son. Gellburg tells her that he plans to make some
changes, such as teaching her to drive. He tells her
something of what the doctor told him about her
case being psychological. He shows deep concern
and awkwardly admits that he loves her, but she
laughs in bewilderment. We learn that he has been
impotent as they discuss their past problems, but
she is not very sympathetic, tired of putting other
people before herself. He tries to force her to stand,
but she collapses.

Back in Hyman’s office, Hyman is interviewing
Harriet to find out more about the family. She talks

about her cousin, Roslyn Fein, whom he once dated
and who thought that he was great. He is flattered.
Harriet criticizes Gellburg, explaining how unpopu-
lar he is and how she hates his attitude towards
being Jewish, a strange mix of self-hatred and mis-
placed pride. She cannot imagine the couple split-
ting up, partly because this was less of an option
for couples in the 1930s, but she relates past times
when Gellburg has been overly aggressive toward
Sylvia, even while she admits that he definitely
adores her.

Gellburg’s boss, Stanton Case, is looking for a
property on which to build an annex for the Har-
vard Club and asks Gellburg for his opinion. Gell-
burg talks about his son—Case pulled strings for
him to enter West Point—but it is evident that
Case is not interested. Gellburg advises him against
the property, based on some circumstantial evi-
dence that he has uncovered, and Case thanks
him, telling him to take a drink; however, he does
not stay to share one with him.

Hyman visits Sylvia after he has been horseback
riding. While examining her, he tries to encour-
age her to move, and she responds in delight at
his flirtatious manner. He threatens to give up the
case, but she persuades him to bear with her and
asks him to talk. She talks about how she loved the
job that Gellburg had forced her to give up. Hyman
tries to convince her to move, but she wants to talk
about Germany. She confesses that she feels that
there is something dark inside her, but Hyman dis-
tracts her by suggesting that she imagine that they
have just made love, and he kisses her, hoping to
shock her into some confidence. She waits until he
has left before responding, but as her legs fall open,
it is clear she is attracted to the idea.

Back in Hyman’s office, Gellburg is short with
Margaret and resentfully rejects the cocoa that she
offers him. He has come to ask Hyman for help
with his impotency, but he then tells him that he
made love to Sylvia the night before, though is
upset that she now refuses to acknowledge that
it happened. He voices his suspicions that Sylvia
is making everything up to somehow hurt him.
Hyman is unsure whom to believe, and sensing
this, Gellburg angers. Hyman is worried that Sylvia
may have mentioned his flirting but even though
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Scene from the 1994 Long Wharf Theatre production of Broken Class, with Amy Irving and Ron Rifkin. Copyright

Charles Erickson.

she has not, Gellburg tells him that he no longer
wants him on the case and storms out. This makes
Margaret suspicious of what her husband has been
doing with Sylvia, and she urges him to give up the
case, but he refuses.

Act Two
Gellburg comes to apologize to Case for giving him
what turned out to be bad advice on the property
that he had wanted. Gellburg had misread the evi-
dence, and a rival beat Case on the low offer that
Gellburg had advised him to make. Case is angry
and snidely suggests that Gellburg sold him out to a
fellow Jew, an accusation that horrifies Gellburg.
Hyman visits Sylvia, who has prettied herself up
in preparation, and they begin reminiscing about
their carefree childhoods. When Sylvia realizes
that Hyman has come to drop her case, she offers

to tell him her dream. She is being chased, and
a man pushes her down, begins kissing her, and
then starts to cut off her breasts; she thinks it was
Gellburg, but it is not the idea of Gellburg attack-
ing her that she finds frightening, and Hyman sees
this. She kisses Hyman and then begins to weep.
He asks if she and Gellburg have recently made
love. Deeply embarrassed that he might believe
what her husband has told him, she denies this.
She explains that they have not had relations for
20 years, ever since she had her father talk to him
about impotence when he had not slept with her
for a month. When he recovered from this embar-
rassment, she tried to get him to talk to the Rabbi
about their poor sexual relationship, which only
worsened the problem. Hyman warns Sylvia that
his wife is suspicious, but she asks him to stay until

Gellburg gets back.
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Sylvia talks about Germany again, and Hyman
insists that the Germans are too cultured to turn
into such thugs. It all falls down on Sylvia, and
she begins to despair for everyone, crying, “What
is going to become of us?” She is especially resent-
ful that Hyman intended to pass on her case. She
almost manages to stand but again collapses just
before her husband walks in. Gellburg is angry to
see Hyman there, and in Hyman’s reaction to stay
involved, he promises to return. Sylvia tells her
husband that she nearly walked and insists that he
allow her to keep Hyman as her doctor. She then
takes charge, insisting that he face up to Germany,
demanding that he not to sleep with her again, and
telling him off for pretending that he had made love
to her. She bemoans the way in which she has lived
her whole life and asks him what happened. He
confesses that he became impotent because of the
anger that she held towards him when he would
not let her return to work after Jerome was born,
partly manifest in her refusing to have more chil-
dren. Becoming distraught at the prospect of being
unable to sleep beside his wife, Gellburg breaks
down, and Sylvia, while remaining firm, reaches for
him in pity.

Back in Case’s office, Gellburg complains about
losing his boss’s confidence after all his years of
service. Case remains complacent until Gellburg
confronts him with his obvious racism; then Case
grows angry. Gellburg apologizes, but his boss stays
resentful, and Gellburg has a heart attack. Case
calls for a doctor but noticeably never touches
Gellburg to see if he is alright.

The next scene is the one added for the British
premiere between the play’s three women. Harriet
is amazed that Gellburg survived his attack and
is surprised that he was released so soon from the
hospital. Margaret has made Sylvia a cocoa that
she enjoys. Sylvia believes that he has come home
so he can talk to her and feels ridiculous that they
have put this off so long. She asks to be taken to
him, but they insist that she let the doctor decide
and not to blame herself for what has happened.
Sylvia still feels partly responsible. Margaret sug-
gests that you cannot fight character—just do the
best you can—as she goes to ask Hyman if Sylvia
can see her husband.

Hyman feels that Gellburg should be in the hos-
pital in case of a relapse; they are evidently friends
again. Gellburg felt a moment of vision when he
had his attack but cannot recall what it was. He
has realized how Case used him and will no longer
be in the foreclosure business. His son is coming
home to visit and, if he rests, the doctor thinks
that Gellburg could live a while longer. Gellburg
asks about Sylvia, and Hyman admits that she is
fearful of her husband. Amazed, Gellburg recalls
the early happy days of their marriage when he felt
comfortable in the neighborhood and proud of his
wife. He and Hyman discuss what it means to them
to be Jewish. When Gellburg asks Hyman why he
married a non-Jew, Hyman accuses Gellburg of try-
ing to assimilate. Gellburg now seems happy to be
Jewish and understands his wife’s fear of what is
happening in Germany. He tries to enlist Hyman’s
help to reconcile him to his wife, and Hyman sug-
gests that forgiveness of everyone is the best path
forward.

Margaret brings Sylvia in and leaves. As Gell-
burg apologizes, Sylvia insists that it was all her
own fault. Both begin talking and confessing their
true feelings. Gellburg insists that he will change
if he lives. To Sylvia’s alarm, he begins to have
another attack. He calls out to her for forgiveness,
and she cries, “There’s nothing to blame,” thus eas-
ing his burden. As he falls back unconscious, she
manages to rise to her feet and take a step towards
him as the lights fade.

CRITICAL COMMENTARY

Broken Glass is strongly informed by events lead-
ing up to the HOLOCAUST. Believing strongly that
something like the Holocaust involves everyone,
Miller insists that there can be no turning away
without cost. The denial, resignation, or ignorance
that we observe in different characters in Broken
Glass is tantamount to complicity. Nonaction,
Miller informs us, whatever its rationale, becomes
destructive when it allows certain other actions to
occur. Thus, the issue of potency versus impotency
is central to the play. Though represented mainly
by its sexual connotation, Miller wishes the impli-
cation to spill into every aspect of life. What use is
Doctor Harry Hyman’s evident potency when he
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himself is incapable of true commitment or fidel-
ity to either his culture or his wife? What value
is Phillip Gellburg’s commercial success when he
understands so little of who he is and what he does?
Of what use is even Sylvia Gellburg’s compassion
when she has lost touch with her own selfhood so
much, that she no longer retains even the capacity
to stand? The play explores the difficulties faced by
those who neglect that important balance between
self-awareness and connection to others, for it is
through such neglect that a Holocaust can occur.

Neither Hyman, Gellburg, nor Sylvia has
attained a proper balance, and each depicts a dif-
ferent aspect of failure. Miller wants us to recog-
nize and learn from their mistakes. Their reactions
to Kristallnacht are indicative of their failures and
differences. Though managing to be somewhat
self-aware, Hyman refuses to acknowledge the true
identity of others and views Germans with nostal-
gic pleasure rather than as dangerous killers. His
sense of connection is severed by his own selfish
needs. Gellburg may accept the truth of events,
but he refuses to allow them any relevance in his
own life for he lacks both self-awareness and com-
munity spirit. Sylvia fully recognizes her communal
identity and insists upon a connection, both per-
sonally and humanistically. However, she has lost
touch with herself, which has led to a symbolic but
also literal paralysis.

It is hard to resist comparing Broken Glass to
a Greek drama. Miller has said that its relatively
short length was an intentional emulation of such
dramas. Also, its evident concern with people’s
identities and place in society are issues that lie at
the heart of most Greek plays. One can even begin
to see how the play’s predictability, against which
some critics jibed, is yet another aspect of its for-
mat that relates it to Greek dramas, whose impact
largely depended upon the audience knowing what
happens next.

Both Gellburg and Hyman’s self-obsessed con-
cerns may seem trivial in the face of the larger con-
cern that Sylvia introduces, but they are concerns
that need addressing. Gellburg and Hyman try to
rationalize events taking place overseas in an effort
to defend and preserve their own fragile beliefs.
Their failure is an indication of the innate wrong-

ness of beliefs that they had each adopted and the
need for them to discover something more worth-
while in which to believe. We should also note
that it is not just Gellburg and Hyman who dismiss
concern for the German Jews but the majority of
Americans. Harriet and her husband both agree
that Sylvia’s worries are not real concerns.

Gellburg is Miller’s central focus, and Sylvia
tends to be pushed to the side, which reflects the
way that she has allowed her life to run. Reservedly
stiff and “proper” (until the more truthful reali-
ties of his life start to insist on recognition), Gell-
burg continuously offers up glimpses of his inner
torments in his outbursts of anger and occasional
hesitancies. Even in silence, his dark, brooding
presence on stage commands attention. An earlier
title for the play, The Man in Black, indicates the
importance behind this aspect of his characteriza-
tion. The blackness of his dress and the paleness
of his complexion are emblems of the emptiness
inside the man. He is, as Miller suggests “in mourn-
ing for his own life,” and it is a life that he himself is
largely responsible for stifling. Gellburg has lost the
ability to connect and communicate to Sylvia how
he feels about her, and Sylvia has blinded herself to
her husband’s inner torment.

For people who are supposedly trying to be frank
with each other, these characters are poor com-
municators. Though Sylvia, finally, speaks openly
and directly to her husband, we must remember
that this is only after 20 years of self-imposed
silence. Gellburg and Hyman are equally self-
restricted in their attempts to communicate. At
one point, Gellburg attempts to dismiss Hyman,
mainly as a result of his self-consciousness regard-
ing his impotency. Hyman’s passionate response,
instead of calming Gellburg, serves to make him
uneasier. Failing to communicate, Hyman does
not react to Gellburg’s fears but his own; he feels
guilty for having flirted with Sylvia and thinks that
Gellburg may suspect. Each isolates himself from
the other by his own self-involvement, and confu-
sion results as each fails to recognize the other’s
feelings of guilt and inadequacy. It is such fail-
ures of communication that lie at the heart of the
play’s aura of ambiguity. There are declarations
and conversations throughout the play that are
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filled with ambiguity as unresolved as the ending.
For example, Sylvia’s sudden cry: “What is going
to become of us?” leaves us wondering whether
she refers to humanity, Jews, her relationship with
her husband, or her relationship with Hyman.

One image that is invoked by the play’s title
is that of the multiple reflections that one sees in
a broken mirror, each related, yet unique in its
own perspective: A powerful symbol to illustrate
the relationship between the individual and soci-
ety. The glass on stage in the original production
was significantly never broken as the Gellburgs’
resentments, and worries are continually bottled
up, and neither initially seeks to understand the
other. Their suffering stems from their inability to
break the glass that surrounds them. Appearances
are upheld, and personal feelings are repressed
as they try to live their lives as good middle-class
Americans. As the Gellburgs’ lives constrict, we
see a connection between them and their Jewish
counterparts in Europe who were being frozen into
ineffectuality in the ghettos, and the millions out-
side who refused to get involved. The Gellburgs
need to face and overcome both the chaos of a
dehumanized world as represented by the escalat-
ing Nazi horrors and their own inhuman relation-
ship—inhuman for its lack of true communication
and connection. To do this, both need to face and
come to terms with their own individual identity.

The image of broken glass has further possibili-
ties, being as multifaceted as the item invoked. It is
certainly intended to bring to mind the shattered
windows of Kristallnacht. It may also allude to the
glass that the bridegroom breaks at a Jewish wed-
ding ceremony and the various Rabbinic explana-
tions for this action—from being a reminder of the
destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem to a symbol
of our imperfect world—all involve some sadness.
This symbol of sadness, so prominently displayed
on a joyous occasion, serves as a reminder of the
duality of human existence. We may celebrate, but
others are mourning; we may enjoy peace, but oth-
ers are suffering war. This is why observant Jews
feel commanded to work for the improvement of
this world and the enrichment of the lives of all its
inhabitants. This is something both the Gellburgs
have forgotten.

In Miller’s world, it is important that one takes
responsibility even for things that one cannot
control, as a refusal of responsibility is ultimately
a refusal of humanity. Ignoring responsibilities,
either personal or social, will interfere with an
individual’s ability to connect. Miller has declared
that, through his plays, he tries “to make human
relations felt between individuals and the larger
structure of the world.” Citing the sense of con-
nection they had in Elizabethan drama, he admits
that such a sense is lacking in the contemporary
world but suggests that it can be reformulated:
“We have to invest on the stage connections that
finally make the whole. For they exist, however
concealed they may be.”

Both Gellburgs avoid their personal needs and
fears by immersing themselves in either work or
the home. Their problems fester and grow, nur-
tured by their mutual silence. Each secretly holds
the other to blame: Gellburg sees his wife as emas-
culating, and Sylvia sees her husband as tyranni-
cal. As critic John Lahr pointed out: “They’re
both right, and they're both wrong. What’s true
is the psychological dynamic, in which blame
becomes a way of not dealing with unacceptable
feelings.” Neither has been fully honest or sup-
portive of the other. Gellburg is too wrapped up
in his own divisions to tell Sylvia how much he
loves her or to allow her the freedom that she
wants. Allowing her to work would have broken
the control that he feels he needs to assert to give
him a sense of security. Sylvia, having married a
provider for the sake of her family, is full of regret
but instead of speaking out, maintains a 20-year
silence during which she helps drive her husband
to impotency.

Much was made of the various endings of the
play and Miller’s difficulties in finalizing the piece.
In earlier versions, Gellburg was shown clearly to
die at the close; in the later his fate was more
ambiguous. Whether Gellburg lives or dies is less
important than what happens to Sylvia, and her
reaction is the same in every version: She rises
to her feet. Gellburg has dominated our attention
throughout the play, but Sylvia now insists that we
look at her as she faces certain truths and allows
herself to take center stage. A progression has been
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made that may seem minor, but it is enough to sug-
gest the possibility of hope.

Numerous reviews of the play discussed how
dissatisfied critics felt on leaving the theater; for
them the ending seeming unresolved and uncer-
tain. But rather than a failing of the play, this may
be an indication of its effectiveness. Miller intends
to discomfort his audience: The eerie cello music,
with its sense of menace, that is repeated through-
out the play is an indication of this. In Timebends:
A Life, Miller points out how audiences, in the
United States particularly, have a tendency to
resist plays that challenge and ask them to judge
themselves. Perhaps the final dissatisfaction with
Broken Glass stems from learning that this menace
is not so much the expected Nazism as it is the
common failings within each and every one of us
that all too often prevent us from fully connect-
ing with our fellow human beings. After all, as
Miller is fully aware, the lesson of Kristallnacht was
not heeded until after the elimination of six mil-
lion Jews—there is a guilt attached to that neglect
that everyone must continue to share. The Gell-
burgs may begin to uncover the roots of their prob-
lems, but they are still a long way toward solving
them. Sylvia regains her feet by the close of the
play; however, though she is standing, it remains
unclear as to what she is standing for and where
her first steps will lead. Miller suggests that it is
partly the audience’s responsibility to help create a
world in which Sylvia can safely walk.

FIRST PERFORMANCE

Broken Glass opened for a month at the Long Wharf
Theatre in New Haven, Connecticut, on March 1,
1994, and then transferred to the Booth Theater
in New York starting on April 24, 1994, with the

following cast:

Phillip Gellburg: Ron Rifkin
Margaret Hyman: Frances Conroy
Dr. Harry Hyman: David Dukes
Sylvia Gellburg: Amy Irving
Harriet: Lauren Klein

Stanton Case: George N. Martin

Directed by John Tillinger
Set by Santo Loquasto

Produced by ROBERT WHITEHEAD, Roger L.
Stevens, Lars Schmidt, Spring Sirkin, Terri
Childs, and Timothy Childs, in association
with Herb Albert

Music by William Bolcom

It ran for 73 performances in New York.

INITIAL REVIEWS
Reviews of both the Long Wharf and New York

productions were mixed. Jeremy Gerard saw it as
“an unfinished work whose power has only been
partly realized,” Michael Phillips as too “reductive,”
“simple,” and lacking in “dramatic instinct,” while
Frank Scheck complained: “You feel that there’s a
great play buried in Broken Glass, but like its hero-
ine, it can’t seem to rise to its feet.” However, Clive
Barnes looked past these complaints feeling that the
play “reveals the shrewd theatricality of a master,”
Edwin Wilson felt that it was Miller’s “best play of
recent years” full of “nuance and reverberation,”
and Lahr called it “a brave, big-hearted attempt by
one of the pathfinders of postwar drama to look at
the tangle of evasions and hostilities by which the
soul contrives to hide its emptiness from itself.”

The British premiere directed by David Thacker
at the NATIONAL THEATRE, that opened the same
April as the New York production, fared better,
including a transfer to the Duke of York Theater,
an Olivier Award for Best New Play, and an exten-
sive British tour. Although some critics, including
Louise Doughty, felt that it was too melodramatic
and undeveloped, Michael Billington viewed it as
“a wise, humane and moving play,” John Peter as a
“grand, harrowing play, deeply compassionate and
darkly humorous . .. one of the great creations of
the American theatre,” and Benedict Nightingale
opined, “you won’t see a more sympathetic yet less
sentimental piece of characterization anywhere in
London.” David Nathan praised the play’s Jew-
ish elements, declaring it “springs from the core of
Miller’s unequivocal Jewishness.”

SCHOLARSHIP

As arelatively recent play, Broken Glass has attracted
little scholarship thus far. Some of the early review-
ers, such as John Lahr or John Peter offer intelligent
and thoughtful commentaries, while others, such as
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Robert Brustein and John Simon, who both grew
particularly antagonistic toward Miller in his later
years, are less helpful, being more concerned with
their own agendas than in addressing the issues of
play. CHRISTOPHER BIGSBY’s program notes for the
premiere production help elucidate Miller’s dual
concern with both private and public worlds, and
he expands on this in one section of his essay in
The Cambridge Companion to Arthur Miller. Joyce
Antler’s article for American Theatre discusses Mill-
er’s use of the Holocaust as a metaphor, and Susan
Abbotson’s article draws out the play’s universal rel-
evance, offering detailed studies of the characters.
In terms of comparative studies, Barbara Ozieblo
holds the play up against Maria Irene Fornes’s Fefu
and Her Friends, Robert Combs makes connections
to the work of HAROLD PINTER and TENNESSEE WIL-
LIAMS, Thomas Adler compares it to Miller’s novella
Homely Girl: A Life in terms of their moral insight,
and Gerald Wooster and Mona Wilson compare it
to The Man Who Had All the Luck as a parellel study
of “manic depressive envy dynamics” in “interper-
sonal relationships.”

Among recent books that include a brief dis-
cussion of the play are those by Alice Griffin and
Terry Otten. Although Griffin strangely misreads
Hyman as “contented,” “happily married,” and
“objective,” she offers a good introduction to the
play’s themes and central relationship. Otten rec-
ognizes the culpability of all the play’s characters,
as “Miller implicitly condemns not only the Ameri-
can government for its indifferent response to the
horrors of the war, but also the Jewish community
for its own blind retreat into innocence.” He also
offers some interesting connections to Miller’s ear-
lier work and discusses the play’s “insistent tragic
impulse.” Stephen Marino’s exploration of Miller’s
language considers the play’s network of metaphor
and imagery, while Bigsby’s 2005 study of Miller
offers a detailed analysis of the play’s characters and
themes, pointing out several differences between
the U.S. and British versions.

CHARACTERS

Case, Stanton As a character, Stanton Case,
Gellburg’s ruthless boss, seems rather stereotyped as
the WASP anti-Semite with his constant references

to “you people” and his refusal to share a drink with
a man on whose advice he relies. When Gellburg
collapses in his office, Case cannot even bring him-
self to touch him. A not-so-subtle inversion of the
more usually stereotyped minority, such as the Jew,
he passes his time at the yacht club while Gellburg
does all his dirty work, and then Case discards the
Jew swiftly after his usefulness is over.

Gellburg, Phillip Phillip Gellburg’s problem is
far more complicated than Dr. Hyman’s picture
of him as a self-hating Jew, for Gellburg both loves
and hates his Jewishness. Declaring himself and
his son to be the first or only Jews to do this and
that, he seems not embarrassed but proud of his
heritage. But is he proud of his achievements as a
Jew or despite his Jewishness? This is kept delib-
erately ambiguous. Partly due to his recognition
and fear of American ANTI-SEMITISM, Gellburg has
tried to sever his connection with other Jews. Yet,
his own Jewishness is unavoidable: He has a Jewish
wife, he speaks Yiddish, he is prone to Jewish folk
beliefs, and his achievements mean more, either
way, because he is Jewish.

Like Hyman, Gellburg is so self-involved that
he has no real place for a community in his life.
Even though he has striven to be accepted there,
he cannot feel comfortable in the anti-Semitic
U.S. community, nor is he happy in the Jewish
community for which he feels such antipathy.
Even worse, he has no place in the larger com-
munity of humankind because he has no sense
of himself anymore and has lost touch with his
own humanity. He is a man doubly caught, first,
between his own JUDAISM and the popular idea
of the United States as a melting pot, and sec-
ond, between his rejection of his Jewishness and
his fear of the anti-Semitism he sees around him.
Unable to voice his inner confusion, he breaks
down whenever he is pushed to a point where he
may have to break his self-imposed silence and
speak out about his problems. To escape the con-
fusion, he strives to emphasize his uniqueness—as
in his insistence on his unusual name and Finnish
origins—to avoid having to be a member of any
community for which he feels such ambivalence,
but it is an empty identity that he creates.
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Gellburg may have problems as a Jew, but they
stem from his problems as a human being. Concen-
trating on his work, he allows himself no personal
side, ever on duty as the foreclosure man. He is act-
ing a part in which he conceals and suppresses his
own humanity. Unable to trust himself, he has lost
the capacity to trust others. This inability to trust
leads him to fail even at work, for it is instrumental
in his losing the property that his boss had wanted.
Gellburg’s growing nervousness when questioned
and his inability to look anyone in the eye indicates
the erosion of his sense of self, as it shows him try-
ing to conceal the fact.

Gellburg desperately desires a sense of control
in his life to protect him against the chaos that
he sees around him. He acts like a dictator at his
grandmother’s funeral and even, on occasion, plays
the tyrant at home to seem in control, but it has
not helped. His work had given him a sense of
power and control, but he loses that as he comes to
realize how empty his work actually is. By the close
of the play, as he recognizes that it is impossible to
separate himself from his community, he can no
longer find pride in a job that is based on dispos-
sessing others.

A conscious suppression of his uncontrollable
love for Sylvia is related to Gellburg’s mania for
control. We are constantly told that he loves and
even adores his wife, and the difficulty that he has
admitting this to Sylvia is related to his fear of such
uncontrollable feelings that he stifles and twists but
is incapable of destroying. Capable of flashes of vio-
lence as he throws a steak at his wife or pushes her
up the stairs, he is also capable of great tender-
ness. However, he feels ashamed at such outbreaks
and tries to restrict such emotional responses, but
in so doing, he suppresses his humanity. By refus-
ing to allow his love any freedom, Gellburg has
grown as distant from his wife as from their wider
community.

Gellburg, Sylvia An average Jewish housewife
from the 1930s, Sylvia Gellburg’s tale, that of a
woman who suddenly experiences a mysterious
paralysis, was one that Miller had kept in his mem-
ory for 50 years. Sylvia's struggle to understand
why her legs are paralyzed is tied to her struggle to

understand her own existence. Unlike her husband,
Sylvia is closely in touch with her community, so
much so that she has lost her sense of self. As
she exclaims: “I'm here for my mother’s sake, and
Jerome’s sake, and everybody’s sake except mine.”
She has lived her life so long for others that she has
lost all connection with her own selfhood, but she
begins by blaming others for this. With Gellburg
dominating every scene in which he appears, Sylvia
tends to be pushed to the side, but this only reflects
the way that she has allowed her life to run.

With Kristallnacht, Sylvia’s sense of community
is challenged by both the behavior of the Nazis and
the apparent apathy toward this by all around her.
This provokes Sylvia to a mix of rage and regret,
disgusted at herself as much as at others. She has
let herself become as pale and drained of vital-
ity as her husband, and even her laugh is “dead.”
Having withdrawn from their marriage as much
as Gellburg, she “punished” her husband when he
would not let her work by restricting life in refusing
to have another child. Despite her condition, she
has shown no interest in healing the relationship
with her husband and is derisive toward him when
he feebly attempts to reconnect. She tells Hyman
that she pities Gellburg, but not once in the play
does she ever speak of loving him as he does of her.
She has failed to consider his private nature when
speaking to her father about their sex life, which
instead of helping only exacerbated Gellburg’s feel-
ings of guilt and embarrassment. Caught up in her
own confusions and feelings of betrayal, she has
failed to recognize that he is suffering too.

Miller is not writing a case study of Sylvia’s ill-
ness, as Lahr points out: “He is aiming at something
much more ambitious: An anatomy of denial. . . .
Her private sense of humiliation is projected onto
her fury about the public humiliation of the Jews.”
Sylvia has settled and accommodated herself to
a point that ultimately becomes untenable even
for her self-effacing spirit, and this manifests itself
in her objections to the Nazis’ treatment of Jews
in Europe. When Sylvia rises for the first time in
the play, she is driven to do so by her fear that
no one will do anything about the suffering in
Germany. Theater scholar, Alice Griffin, reports
Miller as saying that this is the first time in Syl-
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via’s existence that she has taken her life into her
own hands. It marks an important turning point
in Sylvia’s relationship with Phillip. She may have
allowed herself to be a victim, like so many of the
Jews in Europe, but, as Miller insisted, “she is also
a revolutionary.” Miller concluded by pointing out
the fact that at the end “it is Sylvia who is giving
the orders, not Phillip.”

Distracted by Hyman’s vitality, as are all his con-
quests, it is, finally, an acknowledgment of the truer
connection that had been stifled between her and
her husband that gives Sylvia the strength to rise,
coupled with her decision to face up to her own
responsibility for the way that she is. Her paralysis
has been an emblem of her loss of control, related
to a denial of certain responsibilities that she had to
herself as much as others. She comes to realize her
own complicity in this, declaring: “What I did with
my life! Out of ignorance . .. Gave it away like a
couple of pennies—I took better care of my shoes.”
She finally takes on responsibility for her condition
and ceases to hide behind blaming others. Miller
suggests that it is the acceptance of such responsi-
bilities that offers a person real control in his or her
life. This return to control is reflected in her ability,
by the play’s close, to stand once more.

Harriet Sylvia’s sister, Harriet, is offered as a
contrast to Sylvia and, perhaps, with her brisket
and her love of gossip, is a caricature of the Jewish
housewife of the 1930s. Not a great thinker, she is
content with her life, her husband, and her son’s
decision not to pursue a college degree. She is also
unconcerned about what is happening in Germany.
Her function is mostly to offer further details of the
couple’s past.

Hyman, Harry Dr. Harry Hyman is the family
doctor who is called in to tend to Sylvia when she
suffers from paralysis. Initially, in contrast to the
pinched, repressed Gellburg, Hyman seems full of
life; a romantic hero, underlined by the fact he
even rides horseback. But as Bigsby points out,
his “appetite for life ... makes him vulnerable to
his own passions.” Hyman may have a capacity to
enjoy life (that the Gellburgs have lost a long time
since), but he is dissatisfied with the quality of that

life. This leads him to flirt and possibly to play
around, partly as a way to relive his youthful fame
as we see him reminiscing with great pleasure about
Roslyn Fein. But he also does this to boost his own
slipping feelings of self-importance; as he tells Gell-
burg, “Some men take on a lot of women not out
of confidence but because they're afraid to lose it.”
We might also note, that for all his life force, his
marriage is evidently as barren of children as it is of
commitment.

We should take early warning when Hyman
himself informs us that doctors are often “defec-
tive” and that we should look for his defect; we
need not look far. Miller wants us to question both
Hyman’s sexuality and his sense of security for both
are highly suspect. Hyman has a degree of self-
knowledge, and he understands his own insecurities
as much as he fears them, but he does nothing with
that knowledge because he is unable in the end to
make any real connection. Hyman admires Sylvia’s
sense of connection and is drawn to it, though how
she achieves it is a mystery to him. Some reviewers
complained that Miller leaves Hyman hanging at
the close, with no clear signal as to how we are sup-
posed to view him. This may be true but certainly
is no error; Hyman is an illustration of those indi-
viduals for whom the answers are ever out of sight
because of a fundamental lack of commitment in
their lives.

Hyman’s central problem is his complacency.
When problems loom, be it his wife’s displeasure
or Nazi oppression, he throws up a smoke-screen
defense of illusion to protect himself and to pre-
vent him from having actually to do anything more
permanent to solve the problem. Hyman’s wife is
a woman who suffers as much from her husband’s
potency as Sylvia does from her husband’s impo-
tency. Hyman has a history of infidelity, and it
becomes increasingly clear that he is little better as
a doctor than as a husband, despite all of his preten-
sion to care. He is certainly not intended to be the
voice of right or a model of behavior as some critics
intimated. His psychiatric treatment of Sylvia, tell-
ing her to focus her concentration on her legs to
awaken their power, borders on the immature. His
diagnoses tend toward inaccuracy as he simplifies
issues to suit his own jaded and narrowed view of
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the world—hardly surprising from someone who so
patently lacks a true vision of social obligation.

Hyman acts at being a part of the community by
taking on a neighborhood practice, but as his wife
points out: “Why, I don’t know—we never invite
anybody, we never go out, all our friends are in
Manhattan.” His capacity to create illusions may
attract women, but it also leads him to hide from
certain necessary truths, such as what was really
going on in Germany. Hyman’s simplification of
opera is an indication of his facile level of response
to everything; it precludes any necessity for deep
commitment and leads to an easier (if somewhat
shallow) life. He looks for easy answers and thereby
vastly simplifies the Gellburgs’ problems. He ste-
reotypes them and reduces the fundamental impor-
tance of what they must each attempt to face.
Telling Phillip Gellburg that he needs to show his
wife a little more love is both facile and unhelpful.
He needs to dig deeper to uncover the true extent
of the disease, but such digging would necessitate
getting his own hands a little too dirty, and he is
rather squeamish. It is easy to question others but
harder sometimes to question yourself.

Hyman, Margaret Dr. Hyman’s wife acts as a
foil to Sylvia. Another woman of the 1930s, Mar-
garet tends to allow her husband to dominate.
While Sylvia suffers from a husband’s suppression
of emotion, Margaret has the opposite problem;
aware of her husband’s attraction to other women,
past affairs have made her ever watchful for further
signs of betrayal. She becomes highly suspicious,
and rightly so, of his relationship to Sylvia. Yet,
she has an attitude to life that makes her feel that
you cannot change people but that you just need to
make the most of what you get. Although she wor-
ries about her husband and is unhappy with where
they live, wanting to be more in the thick of things,
she snatches what pleasure she can, and their mar-
riage survives.

MOVIES AND TELEVISION ADAPTATIONS
BBC and PBS, as part of Mobil Masterpiece Theatre,

joined to produce a televised version of the Brit-
ish production of Broken Glass with Henry Good-
man and Margot Leicester that was aired in 1996.

Produced by Fiona Finlay and directed by David
Thacker, the screenplay was created by Thacker
and David Holman. Although some found it too
close to soap opera and many still found the ending
problematic, most agreed that it was worth watch-
ing, and Bruce McCabe called it “one of the most
cathartic theatrical experiences you'll ever have in
front of the TV.” Matt Roush saw it as an excellent
adaptation that was “elusive, mysterious, and in its
final moment, breathtakingly tragic.”
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“Bulldog” (2001)

Published in New Yorker in 2001, “Bulldog” is one
of Miller’s later short stories, but it seems a con-
tinuation of the 1959 tale, “I Don’t Need You
Any More.” The protagonist this time is age 13
and unnamed but has the same autobiographical
thrust as 5-year-old Martin, with the older sen-
sible brother, close maternal bond that he seeks to
escape, and same imaginative and inquiring mind.
His family lives in the Midwood district of BROOK-
LYN in the 1930s, where the Miller’s family had
moved in his teenage years after his father’s bank-
ruptcy; even the pear and apple trees that Miller had
planted in the backyard are referenced. Whether or
not the rest is true is up to speculation—Miller was
deliberately cagey when interviewers asked—but
what we get is another highly symbolic tale of mat-
uration and growing independence. Told from the
naturalistic viewpoint of the growing teen, the story
recalls a bygone era with humor and telling detail.
A recording of ELI WALLACH reading the tale aloud
in 2002 for NPR’s The Connection can be heard
in their archives, and Miller allowed the story to
be reprinted in Nadine Gordimer’s 2003 collection,
Telling Tales, to raise funds for AIDS.

Despite a bankrupt father and struggling family,
the protagonist decides to spend his savings on a
dog. His father is napping and mother is playing
bridge, and neither seems to object, so he answers
an advertisement for some Black Brindle Bull pup-
pies. His brother mocks his desire for a dog and his
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evident ignorance as to how to care for one. This
only makes him more determined. It is an hour’s
ride on the train, and he observes the neighbor-
hoods through which he passes on a hot summer
day. Schermerhorn Street seems different from his
own Jewish neighborhood, less friendly, and he feels
uncertain, but he finds the apartment and rings
the bell. A woman with long black hair in a pink
robe, at whose face he is too embarrassed to look,
answers the door and invites him in. Tall for his
age, she is surprised to learn that he is only age 13;
she shows him the puppies. He is disappointed the
dogs look nothing like the bulldogs that he looked
up in the Book of Knowledge.

Regretting his desire, the protagonist politely
holds a puppy, no longer really wanting one, yet
finding the experience “very soft and kind of dis-
gusting in a thrilling way,” an observation that
conveys his adolescent yearning and fear. He is
uncertain what to do, as the woman fetches him
a glass of water. She hands him the water and lets
her gown fall open to reveal her breasts, and then
kisses him. The next thing he knows is that they
are having sex on the carpet. It is his first time,
and his experience is almost dreamlike as well as
being faintly comic as he points out how his head
banged against the leg of her couch. It is not until
he is on the train going home with a puppy that she
has given him for free that the protagonist seems to
awaken.

His mother is surprised to see the puppy and
uncertain what to do. They offer it cream cheese to
eat, and it pees on the floor. As his mother stoops
to clean this up, now awakened to the female form
the protagonist is reminded of Lucille, the woman
who just seduced him, and feels embarrassed. They
feed the puppy various inappropriate foods, and
it seems to settle in, being named Rover. As time
goes by, the protagonist keeps thinking of Lucille,
especially when stroking Rover, and wonders how
he can see her again.

Keen on drawing, he places a chocolate cake
that his mother has baked on a chair to sketch it
but then becomes distracted. He goes outside to
check the bulbs and trees that he has planted and
then, looking at the baseball field at the bottom of
their yard, is reminded of a baseball that he had,

and he goes to look for that. Suddenly, he hears
strange noises and runs to find his mother in a
panic and the dog acting crazy and foaming at the
mouth. It has eaten most of the cake. Unsure what
to do, he calls the ASPCA, and they come and
take the dog away.

The protagonist feels relief at no longer being
responsible for the dog, though he feels bad about
how he treated it. A stocking ad reminds him of
Lucille, and he wonders if he can tell her that
he needs another dog to get the chance to see
her again, but he does not want to lie. Deciding
whether or not to risk calling her, he goes to the
piano—playing calms him. As he plays, he begins to
feel different, and apart from his family, from whom
he now has secrets. He senses that he is develop-
ing away from his childhood and feels deliriously
happy because of his new status. His playing grows
discordant and wonderful, and his mother comes
in amazed. Even while she basks in his genius, he
senses a widening gulf between them and he begins
to see himself as having a wholly separate identity.

Captain Paul (1941)

One of Miller’s earlier radio dramas, the bio-
graphical Captain Paul about John Paul Jones as
the founder of the American Navy was aired on
October 27, 1941, to celebrate Navy Day on the
Cavalcade of America series. Jones was played by
Claude Rains. Set during the Revolutionary War,
as would be another radio play the following year
Battle of the Ovens, Captain Paul is intended as a
commentary on the U.S.s upcoming, inevitable
entry into WORLD WAR II; to stay free, the United
States will have to fight. Unpublished, a typescript
can be found at New York Library’s Center for the
Performing Arts.

Chinese Encounters (1979)

First excerpted in Atlantic Monthly under the title
“In China” and in Reader’s Digest as “China Scenes,
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China Voices,” this book of reportage is based on
Miller’s encounters and insights during a six-week
trip to China in fall 1978 as a guest of the Asso-
ciation for Friendship with Foreign Countries and
was published in 1979 as Chinese Encounters. Pho-
tographs taken by INGEBORG MORATH, who went
with him on the trip, accompany the text and
make up well more than half of the book. The
photographs are accompanied by captions and are
occasionally interspersed with verses from several
Chinese poets, including translations of ancient
poets including Han Yu, Du Fu, and Ma Qih Yuan
as well as modern ones such as Wu—chi Liu and
Kiang Kang—Hu. There are also some selections
from EZRA POUND’s translations of The Book of
Songs from the Chou dynasty.

Miller’s essay begins with “Cautionary Words”
about the difficulties of reading another culture accu-
rately. Insisting that he has no expertise on Chinese
matters, he asserts an interest in their political and
cultural arenas and wonders if something positive
might have evolved from the tempestuous factional-
ism of their recent history. Miller divides his encoun-
ter into 16 sections, which fill the first 106 pages of
a 246-page book. Morath’s photographs cover artists
whom they meet, tourist sites that they visit, and
candid shots of ordinary scenes and people; she was
not restricted in what she was allowed to shoot and
took advantage of this growing openness toward visi-
tors. Miller appears in several pictures, twice sitting
with their interpreter-guide, Su Guang, once in a
teahouse under a portrait of Chairman Mao, once
on a train, and twice with theater groups.

Miller questions everyone whom he meets, from
Chinese peasant to official, British and American
expatriots, old and new Chinese writers and artists,
as well as his various interpreter—guides to uncover
the impact of the Cultural Revolution, the national
perception of Chairman Mao, the ascendancy and
fall of the Gang of Four, and the current opening
up to the West. What he finds are a people who
have “learned to distrust their own judgment of
reality” and seem uncertain of the future direction.
His words and Morath’s photographs join to offer
a sense of “China’s contradiction—her ancient-
ness and solemnity, which ceaselessly work against
and with her epic struggle to change herself at last

and become a modern nation.” The couple visit
various sites, travel by train and barge, and view
several cultural performances, the predominance
of which are found to have, despite their intrinsic
differences, surprising commonalities to Western
equivalents. Miller identifies a “pragmatic idealism”
in the Chinese who were born of a necessity that
throws off guilt and refuses to blame the past. This
he equates to the U.S. worship of practicality that
is most prevalent in its business philosophy.

Comparing the Chinese to the ancient Greeks,
Miller sees a culture in which the needs of the
people outweigh those of the individual. He sees
Chinese COMMUNISM as having evolved differ-
ently from that of the Soviet Union, despite its
continued adherence to Stalinist thought. Chinese
Communism appears less stringent, but without
any codified LAW, it remains inherently unstable.
Despite China’s claim to an egalitarian society, he
finds much evidence of social inequity in their dis-
missiveness toward the peasantry and is uncomfort-
able with their reverential treatment of foreigners.
Miller asserts that any effective system needs to
allow dissent and worries that the Chinese have
not implemented this because many of their writers
remain silenced, the press is government owned,
and there is no legal system of recourse. “Nothing is
safe from man,” he insists, “and everything is up for
grabs when there is no law.”

Miller finds the blind obedience of Chinese to
those in charge troubling. Though dead, Chair-
man Mao remains worshipped almost as a god and
is distanced from the atrocities that were commit-
ted by the Gang of Four which included his wife,
Jiang Qing, even while it is obvious that he must
have been complicit to some degree and when in
full power had reigned as viciously as they. Miller
invents a short scenario that is reminiscent of
SAMUEL BECKETT in which Mao stays silent while
opposing revolutionaries battle for his approba-
tion, seeing silence as his method of rule because
it keeps all uncertain and allows no one to object.
Contemporary poverty and troubles are blamed on
the recently discredited Gang of Four rather than
on the standing government. Although Miller
finds the Chinese surprisingly willing to discuss
the successes and failures of their system, it shocks
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him more to discover that it is a system in which
they still believe but apparently have little idea
how to fix.

Miller is struck by China’s “nearly total igno-
rance of the West’s culture” even among the better
educated. Few, to his embarrassment, have even
heard of him. The only recent American literature
their initial guide, poet and playwright Qiao Yu,
had been able to obtain were Jonathan Livingston
Seagull and Love Story. But as Miller realizes, there
are five times as many Chinese as Americans, and
yet “How many Chinese writers did I even know
the names of, free as [ was to read anything?” U.S.
culture, he realizes, is no less insular and ignorant of
China as they are of the United States. He partially
blames the 1950s era for this as a time when Com-
munist fears led the United States to dismiss and
exile anyone close to Chinese culture or politics.

As part of his mission to “find out what I could
about creative people’s lives in China,” Miller
interviews several artists—including Cao Yu, who
will invite Miller back in 1983 to direct a produc-
tion of Death of a Salesman for the BEJING PEOPLE’S
ART THEATER that Miller will record in Salesman in
Beijing—and attends a number of theatrical perfor-
mances, from Chinese Opera to modern realism. He
is surprised to witness such strong female characters
in Chinese theater given the conservative gender
expectations of a culture that dislikes seeing women
in control and that frowns on couples even touch-
ing in public. Enjoying the humor and the spectacle
that he discovers in Chinese drama, he finds the
artificiality of the opera delightfully honest, but the
exaggerated gesture and movement of this form
seem to imbue all of Chinese theater, which makes
their attempts at realism troubling. The emphasis
on style over plot works effectively in the complex
operatic fable The White Snake, in which a snake-
demon marries a mortal and in which we witness
the ensuing trouble that this causes the couple,
but this emphasis seems unsuited to such politi-
cal melodrama as Bi An (Another Hope), about the
Russian assassination of an African revolutionary,
which was intended as realism. Attending another
modern play, Loyal Hearts, by Su Shuyang, Miller
found its tale of a doctor who is under threat of
dismissal and reeducation for creating a life-saving

drug that the government ridiculously decides priv-
ileges the bourgeoisie as blatant propaganda, and is
surprised when told such a play would be over the
heads of most Chinese. This seems indicative of a
cultural naiveté and a dangerous inability to even
conceive of social criticism.

Miller is repeatedly struck by the number of
artists who have been imprisoned, reeducated, or
killed under the auspices of what he perceives as
the surreal force of the Cultural Revolution, and
yet, he finds little evidence of any resentment over
this. This attempt to narrow public thought and to
equalize the national intellect smashed both edu-
cational and cultural systems in China; although
efforts are being made to rebuild, progress is slow.
Due to restricted training schools, there are few
young practitioners in the theater, and the older
artists tend to be fairly conservative. Writers in
China, Miller learns, earn no royalties as they are
salaried by the state and are “paid regularly whether
or not they produce any work.” Left under the jeal-
ous ministrations of Jiang Qing, an ex-actress and
one of the Gang of Four, all art has been long stifled
and drama become formulaic, based on her dec-
laration of Eight Model Works and her insistence
that China “needed no more than eight plays.” Yet,
even the uniformity of thought that such rules have
tried to instigate is not complete, and Miller dis-
covers evidence of some dissident writers, even if
little known in the West, which restores his faith in
a Chinese future.

There is much that Miller finds attractive in
China, despite his reservations. He cites the coun-
tryside’s “pervasive beauty,” the people’s innate
sense of “aesthetic harmony,” the wonderful food,
and the dignity of the elderly. He also realizes that
conditions have greatly improved on what they
were at the height of the Cultural Revolution. He
admires a positive spirit in the Chinese that seems
to resist demoralization, despite an endemic pov-
erty that allows few running water, a generation
missing due to the destructive force of the Cultural
Revolution, and a chaotic system of production
that is patently inefficient and bogged down by out-
moded technology. People design and build tractors
who have never driven one or know for what they
are used. Their resulting designs are flawed and
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wasteful. Miller looks in on a clothing factory and
is appalled by the conditions, although he admits
the workers seem less driven than those he recalls
from his father’s factory, MILTEX COAT AND SUIT
CompANY. Miller finally decides that China’s big-
gest problems are overpopulation, an insufficient
social structure to handle this, and China’s lack
of a vital culture. Giving us insight into his own
view of an artist’s role, as the catalyst that provokes
a nation to “confront herself” and orient reality
so as to “toughen a nation’s spirit against self-pity
and self-delusion and may, as has happened, cry
up warnings of calamity in good time,” Miller con-
cludes that China can only benefit from allowing
its artists greater freedom.

Clara (1987)

Miller wrote this one-act play as part of the double
bill Danger: Memory! to accompany I Can’t Remem-
ber Anything, which deals with similar themes from
a different angle. Although the play’s title is Clara,
it is less about her than about her father, Kroll.
There is an intentional echo of “clarity” in the
name Clara that points us to what it is that Kroll
needs—greater clarity in his life.

SYNOPSIS

The play begins with Kroll prostrate on the floor
in his daughter’s apartment; he has collapsed from
shock at the sight of his daughter’s murder. Detec-
tive Lew Fine enters to question him and uncover
the information that he needs to catch the murderer,
while other detectives search for clues and take pho-
tographs. Kroll rouses but seems disoriented, imagin-
ing that Clara has gone skiing rather than accept the
reality of her death. Fine keeps reminding him that
she is dead but Kroll finds it hard to focus. He side-
tracks, telling Fine how he reminds him of Bert Fine,
an old friend who once betrayed him, and uncovers
various similarities, including that both had a son
who committed suicide.

Fine makes us realize that Clara knew her mur-
derer. Kroll explains how her social work has always
led her to dangerous places, but he points out that

she never seemed fearful. She has been working on
rehabilitating male prisoners and recently brought
one home for dinner. After a struggle, Kroll recalls
the name: Luis. Fine continually prods Kroll with
questions, even asking him if he killed Clara to
shake him up; Kroll behaves so cagily that it almost
seems credible. Having once run his own landscap-
ing business, Kroll now works for the disreputable
Ruggieri family. At various points in the play, the
ghost of Clara walks past, reacting to her father.

Fine begins to badger Kroll, who is reticent and is
torn between pride of his daughter’s liberalism and
guilt that this liberalism has led to her death. Clara
speaks, reenacting a conversation that she had
with her father concerning Luis. Kroll confesses he
allowed her to go with Luis, as he had been fearful
she might have been a lesbian. Kroll has been fight-
ing his own prejudices on this and other matters for
some time. He is fearful that naming a Hispanic for
the crime will make him seem prejudiced. However,
Fine keeps reminding him that they live in a rac-
ist, biased world and that you may as well accept
that and hate right back. When an old recording of
“Shenandoah” plays, Kroll recalls his experiences at
Biloxi, where he saved some black men from being
lynched. This was the story that had inspired his
daughter to help others. It reminds him of that for
which he once stood. He can now name his daugh-
ter’s killer with a clear conscience.

CRITICAL COMMENTARY

Clara is not a realistic work; the name that Detec-
tive Fine needs could easily be gained by a phone
call to Kroll’s wife, but Kroll must recall this name
from his own resources, symbolically, for his own
salvation, and Fine allows him the time to do so.
Images are flashed in the air in counterpoint to
the dialogue—from the bloodied corpse of Clara to
the name of the murderer—to indicate the harsh
realities that Kroll struggles to face. Kroll’s progres-
sion toward the truth of his own life is symbolically
marked by the encouraging presence of Clara, ini-
tially appearing physically and then speaking; when
she vanishes at the close, it indicates that Kroll
has finally accepted her death and his own part
in it. His reward is to recall Luis’s last name and
where he works; but more than that, he has fought
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an internal battle over what values to believe and
has come to realize that his liberal values are the
right impulse, whatever happens as a result. At this
point, he stands “erect and calm”—a direct con-
trast to the inert figure slumped on the floor at the
start of the play.

Kroll is not a bad man, nor is he perfect. In the
past 20 years, he has lost much of the idealism that
allowed him to lead a black company, save a group of
soldiers from being lynched, and inspire his daughter
to help others. He has become embroiled in racist
housing policies and now works for a shady build-
ing contractor, Charley Ruggieri, with whom he has
attended sex parties. He has lost his commitment
to aiding others and has concentrated too much on
himself. He feels guilty for allowing Clara to be with
a man who murdered a former girlfriend, especially
as he did so not out of liberal conscience but out of
fear that she may be a lesbian. Kroll's own confes-
sion is balanced against his incrimination of another
because the two are linked—as he ascertains Luis’s
guilt so that he will simultaneously ascertain his own.

The danger in accepting his guilt is that it might
also lead to the invalidation of the liberal values
that he inculcated in his daughter, values that were
partly responsible for her getting murdered. Her
demise was unfortunate, but the values of social
commitment and open-mindedness by which Clara
lived remain worthwhile. Kroll needs to reaffirm
these values in his own life, having long left them
behind as he had been drawn into the sad, corrupt
world of Charley Ruggieri. To reaffirm his older
beliefs will not only validate his daughter’s life but
also allow her death to have meaning.

Even while Fine allows Kroll the space to redis-
cover himself, he also tempts him toward taking
a less liberal position. With the horrors of his job,
Fine is certainly closer to the dark side of human-
ity, which may give him a clearer understanding of
evil. The trouble with Fine’s understanding is that
it is too cold—it has no heart or compassion. His
unemotional reaction to his son’s suicide, describ-
ing it as a mere statistic, seems at clear odds with
Kroll’s emotional response to his daughter’s death.
Fine seems to prefer to see everyone “one step away
from a statistic,” but in this, he loses his humanity.
Fine himself admits that he has “limitations” and,

on close inspection, that they are important ones.
Fine lacks a capacity for love and pity.

What Fine does is catch criminals, but we still
need to address the reasons why they became crim-
inals in the first place and try to prevent this at the
source, as Clara has been doing. If Kroll had been
unable to transcend his personal guilt and hatred in
the way that he does, he would have ended up like
Fine, who can only see unavoidable greed, racial
tension, and continual discrimination in the world.
Fine points to a recognition of the world’s undeni-
able evil in his evocation of the HOLOCAUST, what
Miller sees as the prime 20th-century proof that
evil does exist, but Fine is unable to take the next
step—he has allowed hate to take over. His bitter
outlook may have been formed by experience—as a
Jew, a homicide detective, and a father whose son
committed suicide—but these reflect a world that
he should fight to change rather than accept.

FIRST PERFORMANCE

Clara premiered at Lincoln Center in New York on
February 8, 1987, with the following cast:

Albert Kroll: Kenneth McMillan
Detective Lieutenant Fine: James Tolkan
Tierney: Victor Argo

Clara: Karron Graves

Directed by Gregory Mosher

Set by Michael Merritt

Produced by Bernard Gersten

It ran for a limited engagement of four weeks.

INITIAL REVIEWS

Critical response was mixed, but both Clara and
its companion piece I Can’t Remember Anything
fared better in their 1988 London premiere than
in the United States. In the United States, Robert
Brustein berated Clara as “crude,” and David Lida
complained about the overtly didactic nature of
both plays, although William A. Henry III felt that
“their contemplative voice is well worth hearing.”
In London, Christopher Edwards insisted that Clara
“bears the touch of the master in both construction
and tone,” while Kenneth Hurren saw it and its
companion play as “illuminated by an implacable
liberalism underpinned with innate compassion,”
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and Sheridan Morley saw them as having “the fas-
cination of late sketches by a master painter of the
human condition.”

MOVIE AND TELEVISION ADAPTATIONS

Burt Brinckerhoff directed William Daniels and
Darren McGavin in a television film of the play
made for A&E Cable Network for Playwrights The-
ater that was aired on February 5, 1991. Although
Kevin Kelly called the film a “muddled mess,” Ray
Loynd reviewed it as “spare and unwavering” and a
“wrenching work.”
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“Clinton in Salem” (1998)

Originally published as an op-ed piece in the New
York Times, this comparison of the hoopla sur-

rounding Clinton’s sexual disgrace and the SALEM
WITCH TRIALS was reprinted in Echoes Down the
Corridor (2000). The main similarity rests in the
hatred and holier-than-thou tone of the accusers
along with a more general desire to uproot crime
and cleanse a society. The main difference is the
current public’s refusal—unlike in Salem—to join
in the condemning, having recognized the political
manipulation behind the accusation. While sexual
prudery motivated both witch-hunters of old and
those pillorying Clinton, changing sexual mores
allow the public to be less condemnatory.

Miller suggests that Clinton’s unpopularity with
some, and continued popularity with others, may
rest on a sexual desire that makes him human and
on Toni Morrison’s suggestion that he was Ameri-
ca’s “first black president” in many respects. Sum-
ming up, Miller points out that the worst historical
scapegoating in Western society has been connected
to either female sexuality or blackness—and Clinton
combined the two—but to accept such prejudice
can only ever be destructive. He concludes that the
greatest change since Salem days is the Bill of Rights
and the Fifth Amendment in particular, which allows
U.S. citizens to now transcend theocratic judgments
that threaten their individual liberty.

“Conditions
of Freedom” (1989)

“Conditions of Freedom: Two Plays of the Seven-
ties,” was an essay first published as the introduc-
tion to a 1989 Grove Press edition of The American
Clock and The Archbishop’s Ceiling and later was
collected in The Theater Essays of Arthur Miller
(1995). The essay discusses what Miller felt was the
general mood of the 1970s. Although the anti-VIET-
NAM WAR movement was still active, he saw that
and other political movements as being less force-
ful and idealized than they had been in the 1960s.
Lost were the laudable desires for nonaggression
and human connection, as people (not only in the
United States but also in Eastern Europe, the Soviet
Union and France) seemed to have given up hope
that these might be won in the face of an unassail-
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able power structure that silenced all opposition.
For Miller, the 1970s was “the era of the listen-
ing device” in which governments and businesses
abroad and at home bugged anything and anyone
to obtain information and maintain their power.
Such surveillance, Miller claims, must surely affect
everyone, whatever their hope of appeal, and make
them less likely to resist those in power. Miller
shares some of his experiences with so-called dis-
sident writers from other countries with whom he
was able to meet through his association with PEN,
such as the Czech playwright VACLAV HAVEL.
Miller allows that on the surface The Archbish-
op’s Ceiling is a study of how people might live
with (and be affected by) such constant bugging,
but it is also an exploration of something more
universal about the essence of people, their capac-
ity for adaptability, and the human temptation to
play specific roles for those in charge. In this way,
aside from the degree of mercy and love involved,
Miller suggests that earthly power differs little from
spiritual power in its ability to affect the way people
live. Miller explains that the character of Sigmund
in the play is the “most alive” in his refusal to
accept the power structure and its demands and
that he gains the strength to do this through his
art. This clearly reflects, for Miller, the importance
of art and the necessity that it not be restricted.
Miller goes on to relate how he worked on
The American Clock for about 10 years before he
was happy with its form and style, which ulti-
mately found its true expression in the “epic and
declarative” 1986 NATIONAL THEATRE production
that was directed by Peter Wood. For Miller, the
GREAT DEPRESSION, which forms the background
for this play, was a surprisingly positive period
of U.S. history, despite the obvious devastation,
because it taught Americans lessons about inter-
dependency and personal vulnerability which
he sees as necessary to revisit in the self-serving,
hedonistic 1970s. The American Clock was written
partly to remind Americans of the true nature of
DEMOCRACY by bringing to life a more humani-
tarian era during which people cared about each
other on a societal level as much as on a per-
sonal one. Miller explains the rationale behind
the vaudeville aspects of the play and the real-life

model on which he based Theodore K. Quinn:
“IA] successful businessman interested in money
and production” whose “vision transcended the
market to embrace the nature of the democratic
system.” He concludes with a discussion of some
of the staging aspects of Wood’s production to
show how this achieved his initial ambition—to
fuse “emotion and conscious awareness, overt
intention and subjective feelings.”

Given its content, the title of the essay would
indicate that the best society allows individuals cer-
tain freedoms while insisting that they maintain a
level of social responsibility: Such are the “condi-
tions” of freedom.

The Creation of the World
and Other Business (1972)

Although The Creation of the World and Other
Business takes as its text the book of Genesis, this
play does not retell the biblical story verbatim but
explores resonances in the story of the creation of
humanity as applied to concerns of the moment.
Early typescripts carried the description “a Cata-
strophic Comedy.” Miller has spoken of the occa-
sion for the play as having two influences: first,
the revolts of the 1960s that made him wonder
what would happen to the idealists of that time
when faced with their inevitable disillusionment,
and second, the VIETNAM WAR where once again
humankind had been drawn into murderous vio-
lence to resolve its differences. It remains the
most neglected of his full-length plays alongside
its musical version, Up From Paradise, written two
years later.

The production was a rocky one, with director
HAROLD CLURMAN and some cast members being
replaced before the final opening. Miller reputedly
found it difficult to write an ending with which he
was happy and so he kept rewriting, but he felt it
was a good play. Clurman described it as a “philo-
sophical comedy” but quit the show before its New
York opening because of differences of opinion as
to its interpretation.
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SYNOPSIS

Act One

As night becomes day, we see God, deep in thought,
seated above and Adam below in an impressionis-
tic Paradise beside a tree with a prominent apple.
God visits Adam, and they joke together as God
encourages Adam to name some things. Realizing
that Adam needs a female, God offers to provide
one, but Adam is uncertain. However, once Eve is
created, he is delighted by his new partner, and they
seem to be almost totally united in thought. God’s
only rule is that they not eat the apple from the Tree
of Knowledge or they will lose their immortality.

The angels Chemuel and Raphael congratulate
God on creating Eve and begin a celebratory chorus,
but God is evidently tired of their easy praise and
prefers to talk to Lucifer. God is concerned because
Adam and Eve are not multiplying; indeed, they
seem utterly uninterested in sex. God asks Lucifer
for help, and Lucifer suggests that the answer is to
reduce their complete innocence and allow for dif-
ference, which has the capacity to make sex seem
more attractive. If sex were more wonderful than
other everyday activities, then people would be
more likely to indulge. God refutes Lucifer’s claims
that He planted the Tree expecting Adam to eat
from it and gain more knowledge, pointing out that
giving Lucifer more knowledge only created a rival.
He insists that the Tree remain untouched.

Lucifer rationalizes himself into believing that
God is just testing him and wants humankind to
have knowledge, so he tries to coax Adam to eat
an apple. Refusing, Adam goes for a swim, but Eve
is curious and takes a bite. Thrilled by her new self-
awareness, Eve forces Adam to eat, too. When God
discovers that they have broken His rule, He curses
Eve and sends them both out of Paradise, telling
Adam that he is in charge; He also condemns Luci-
fer’s involvement. The angels try to cheer God up,
Azrael even offering to kill Adam and Eve, but
God points out that He still loves them. He decides
to talk to Lucifer, who tries to justify his actions,
insisting that without evil, good has no true mean-
ing. God sends him to hell, insisting that He no
longer loves him. Lucifer vows revenge and leaves,
while God comments that He will miss him.

Act Two

Eve is very pregnant. However, she is unaware of
what is occurring and assumes that she has been
overeating until Lucifer informs her otherwise. He
approaches her in a dream and argues his case,
implying that he helped her become pregnant. He
tries to persuade her to kill the child to upset God.
The intensity of labor almost leads her to agree,
but Eve resists and wakens, shaken. Adam and Eve
have been having a hard time surviving, unused to
fending for themselves.

Eve feels that she is really the one whom God
blames, and she suggests that Adam try to go back
to Paradise without her. He complains about Eve’s
size and is antagonistic to whatever is inside her.
She explains that it is a child and tells him about
Lucifer’s visit. Learning of Lucifer’s desire to kill
the child makes Adam recant his former insensi-
tivity, and the couple comes together as before.
They notice an immediate improvement in their
surroundings, as if God approves. Eve goes into
labor and calls for help in her pain. Before Lucifer
can answer her call, God, with the assistance of
His angels, arrives to aid her through the deliv-
ery. He names the baby whom she produces, Cain.
Delighted with the new child, God, Eve, and Adam
dance off stage, while Lucifer kisses the baby and
begins to plot anew.

Act Three
God becomes annoyed that humanity has become
so involved in daily life that they seem to have
forgotten about Him. He decides to remind them
of their mortality and sends down Azrael to give
them a dream of Death. Witnessing this, Lucifer
assumes that God means for someone to die. To
thwart Him, Lucifer decides to try to stop any kill-
ing. Just before this, he had been planning to create
unrest between Cain and Abel after failing to goad
Eve into dissatisfaction over her earthly life. Adam,
Eve, Abel, and Cain recall their dreams of death
and decide that it was a vision of Abel’s demise.
Cain questions his parents about their relation-
ship to God and the inequities of their lives. He
and Abel argue over work, and Eve defends Abel.
Cain feels put upon but resists his anger by hugging
his brother. Then a snake drops from Heaven, and
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they hear coyotes howl. Lucifer flings the snake
away as Adam and Eve decide to confess to their
sons how they came to leave Paradise. Cain takes
the news harder than Abel, admonishing his par-
ents for not asking for God’s forgiveness and con-
tinuing to act as if still innocent. He makes them
all pray.

Lucifer persuades Abel to agree to build a fence
that Cain had demanded by telling him that his
brother is dangerous. Cain suggests that he build
it across the other side of the mountain, and out of
fear, Abel agrees. Cain begins to build an altar to
God on which he places an offering of his vegeta-
bles. To Cain’s disapproval, Eve suggests that Abel
make an offering too, and he slaughters a lamb.
Lucifer appears with the head of a bull announc-
ing that he is “God on earth” and that they can
do whatever they want. While Adam attacks him,
Eve goes to his defense, accepting his offer. They
begin a dance into which she draws her two sons,
and then to Lucifer’s delight, Cain begins to have
sex with his mother while Abel waits his turn. God
arrives to break the mood.

Lucifer suggests a truce, offering to take charge
of humanity in all its imperfection, leaving God to
try to work on their improvement. Swallowing His
anger, God inspects the offerings. He is satisfied but
praises Abel’s lamb the most. While He goes off
walking with the others, Cain stays behind, sulking,
and kicks down the altar. He decides to send his
family away and keep the farm for himself. Lucifer
warns him that God is tricking him into killing his
brother and tries to get him to hide. Cain insists on
seeing Abel first and, finding fault in all Abel says,
attacks and kills him with a flail. The others return
looking for Abel and find the corpse. Cain blames
God for showing Abel favoritism, but God points
out that He simply prefers lamb to onions. Cain
asks if this is God’s justice, and God points out that
He has never used that word and that everyone
is different. Eve demands that God kill Cain as a
murderer, especially as Cain is so unrepentant.

Lucifer insists that God is to blame because He
sent down Azrael, but God explains that He was
testing Cain, hoping that his love would outweigh
his envy; and that Cain simply failed the test. Dis-
satisfied by their responses to events—Eve blames

God, Adam holds no one to blame, and Cain
refuses responsibility—God gives up on humanity.
He leaves them to Lucifer, to live lives without
any rules. Lucifer is uncertain that he wants the
job, and Eve remains unhappy, wanting something
done about Cain. She rejects Lucifer as she and
Adam praise God, realizing that unlike Lucifer,
God actually loves them. Lucifer pleads with Cain
to reject God, but he feels too empty to care.

God sentences Cain to live with his guilt and
sets the mark of a smile on him, which he cannot
relax. Then God leaves, telling them that they will
not see Him again but must look for Him in their
hearts. They are distraught and confused as Lucifer
leaves them too. Eve and Cain argue as each tries
to understand what has happened. Cain continues
to refuse responsibility, and since his parents ask for
repentance, he leaves. Adam turns to Eve asking
her to forgive Cain, but she cannot. The play ends
with Adam’s desperate pleas for “Mercy!”

CRITICAL COMMENTARY

Closely following the Genesis story with a few gags
thrown in, Miller is trying something new in The
Creation of the World and Other Business. Despite its
almost farcical humor at times, we should not be dis-
tracted from the deeper commentary on the nature
of humanity, mostly illustrated through the debates
between God and Lucifer. This is after all about
how humankind was created, not just the world,
and this, in large part, is the “Other Business.”

It is noticeable in the opening description that
even as night becomes day, some shadows remain,
and the costume of the “naked” man is covered in
a pattern of light and dark. Thus, from the start,
we are reminded that good and evil as commonly
symbolized in terms of light and dark are both eter-
nally present. In one sense, they each define the
other as Lucifer suggests, for without evil, good
loses its intensity of meaning. Similarly, guilt helps
define innocence, and sin the possibility of virtue.
To be totally innocent and perfectly good as Adam
and Eve are in Paradise is to condemn the human
race to a bland nonexistence. Humanity becomes
defined by its mix of good and evil, the real ques-
tion becoming, which takes precedence? The
ambivalent answer is that either one is possible; it is
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all a matter of personal choice. Humankind, made
in the image of God, is willfully capable of both
creation and destruction. The play’s title might also
be interpreted as an indication of this concern with
opposites, with “Other Business” indicating the
potential destruction of the world, as the opposite
of its creation.

The play focuses on the nature of free will, cen-
tering on Miller’s belief that what this intrinsically
comes down to is each person’s choice between
good and evil. Diametrically opposed alternatives,
be it life and death, love and hate, or creation and
destruction, are exhibited throughout the play.
What Miller suggests is that it is part of human
nature to sometimes choose the more negative
of the two, and he illustrates this propensity by
exploring the time when humankind was first
given the capacity to choose, a period that cul-
minated in fratricide. In this regard, the play is
very much a companion piece to Miller’s earlier
existential play After the Fall, as both explore the
conditions and difficulties of living in a postlapsar-
ian world.

Prefall Adam and Eve seem united in thought,
each completing the other, but this unity is also pos-
sible in the postlapsarian world. Even in Paradise,
there were signs that their unity was not complete
as Eve suggests renaming Adam’s “prndn” a “louse”
and pretty much forces him to eat the apple. Just
by creating woman, God created sufficient differ-
ence to allow for more than one response to events.
The onset of knowledge destroys the possibility of
absolutes for humankind as it introduces the con-
cept of ambiguity. Nothing can be absolute in the
postlapsarian world. In a world in which good is
no longer the only option, humanity has a choice
between good and evil.

The fact that God has Adam doing the nam-
ing implies an element of free will from the start
with humankind in charge of their own destiny.
Eve makes a conscious choice to eat the apple,
however much goaded by Lucifer, just as she later
chooses to keep her child rather than to destroy
it. When the couple is sent out of Paradise, they
may lose their security, but they gain indepen-
dence. This move also benefits God, making God
happier when they choose to praise Him. Outside

Paradise, the couple find life more of a struggle,
but they also find it more rewarding. The world of
humankind is varied and potentially preferable to
that of God, who finds His own angels something
of a bore and can even miss Lucifer for his more
lively rebellion. For Miller, innocence is a deaden-
ing force that is best avoided. In Paradise, there
was no conflict, and everyone lived in an ines-
capable stasis, but on Earth, people face the ups
and downs of life in all of its messy pain and joy.
Therefore, the Fall is not bad; it is simply the price
for being human.

Eve’s speech demanding why God allowed her
son to be killed reflects the cry of anyone bereaved.
She insists that the murderer be recognized and
forced to pay, but it is suggested that the better way
is for the murderer to seek forgiveness rather than
face a forced punishment. Eve and Cain are unable
to compromise, resulting in a stalemate, with Adam
caught, ineffectually, in the center. Such in some
sense is the condition of life in all its contradic-
tions. The irony of the smile with which God marks
the first murderer reflects the true ambivalence of
humankind’s existence.

The central difference between God and Luci-
fer is that God is love and cares for everything
around Him (including Lucifer), but Lucifer only
cares about himself. He wants to teach God a
lesson by destroying, but Eve instinctively knows
that one cannot teach God. The choice is to
attempt to emulate God through creation, despite
any attendant pains, or to become evil. God asks
for humankind to choose “the way of life, not
death,” but it can only ever be a request, not
an order. Cain is faced with this choice, and he
makes the wrong one this time; he chooses death
and destruction over life, creation, and love. Yet,
his right to choose is what makes him human, and
on a different occasion, he might choose other-
wise. Cain loves Abel but allows his jealousy and
anger to overcome this. Love, apparently, is not
enough to keep people from evil, but it remains
something to which they can return. A hope is
suggested in the idea that humankind, having
been made out of God’s love, may be drawn more
powerfully toward good than evil. This may allow
hope, but since perfection has become impossible
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in a postlapsarian world, the possibility of choos-
ing evil must always exist as well.

FIRST PERFORMANCE

The Creation of the World and Other Business pre-
viewed under the direction of Harold Clurman, but
it moved from the Eisenhower Theatre, Kennedy
Center, Washington, D.C., to the Shubert The-
atre, New York, on November 30, 1972, with a new
director and the following cast:

Adam: Bob Dishy

God: Stephen Elliott

Eve: Zoe Caldwell

Chemuel, The Angel of Mercy: Lou Gilbert
Raphael, An Angel: Dennis Cooley
Axzrael, The Angel of Death: Lou Polan
Lucifer: George Grizzard

Cain: Barry Primus

Abel: Mark Lamos

Directed by Gerald Freedman
Set by BORIS ARONSON

Produced by ROBERT WHITEHEAD
Music by Stanley Silverman

It ran for 20 performances.

INITIAL REVIEWS

Reviews of this production were almost completely
negative. Clive Barnes, Brendan Gill, and T. E.
Kalem were pretty typical of the overall response.
Barnes viewed the play as a “victory of craft over
artistry” and disliked what he described as a “comic
strip version of Genesis.” Gill saw it as an “incoher-
ent assortment of debates,” and Kalem as “feeble,
pointless play.” Only Leonard Harris, reviewer for
CBS, seemed to find anything of value, calling it
“amusing” though “minor” and concluding that it
was “played by all the cast with wit and clarity.”
That it was meant to be comic is without a doubt,
and despite flashes of humor throughout his work,
critics have always been suspicious of Miller as a
comic writer. It is possible that such poor reviews
were less a reflection of the quality of the pro-
duction than of the reviewers expectations, illus-
trated by Martin Gottfried’s complaints that Miller
should waste his “tremendous talent” on such a
“foolish project.”

SCHOLARSHIP

This is possibly the most overlooked of Miller’s
plays, and STEVEN CENTOLA’s 1985 essay seems to
go against the critical grain with its insistence that
it was worthy of reconsideration if only because “it
represents Miller’s first experiment with comedy”
and contributes further information on Miller’s
“vision of the human condition.” Dennis Welland
questions both Miller’s taste and tone but spends
time comparing the play to Marc Connelly’s The
Green Pastures (1930) and the later Up From Para-
dise (1974), as well as discussing the characteriza-
tions of God and Lucifer, which is more than many
other books on Miller have done. Even CHRISTO-
PHER BIGSBY, in his comprehensive study of Miller’s
works, only spends four pages discussing the play.
Describing it as an ironic exploration of metaphysi-
cal concerns provoked by world events, Bigsby views
the play as a response to contemporary times rather
than a retreat to the past, but he is not enamored.

Of those who offer longer discussions of the
play, Manish Vyas discusses the play’s social para-
digms, and although Terry Otten views it as “a
slight work,” he spends time detailing its origination
and form, and he recognizes, as do June Schleuter
and James Flanagan, that the play typifies many of
Miller’s most essential concerns. In a refreshingly
positive essay, William Demastes sees the play as
an interesting attempt to “demythologize” the bibli-
cal story and make it contemporary, and he offers
detailed analyses of Lucifer and God. Like Centola,
Demastes claims that the play is “worthy of close
attention since it crystallizes persistent concerns
Miller has had and suggests future directions he
would take.”

CHARACTERS

Abel More favored by their mother, Eve, than his
brother Cain and seemingly also more favored by
God who congratulates him heartily on his offer-
ing of lamb, Abel is a dreamer rather than a doer.
Ironically, less “able” than his brother, he haphaz-
ardly tends the sheep, often allowing them to feed
on his brother’s crops. The whole family laughs at
the idea that Abel could possibly exchange places
with his brother. He loves Cain and does not flaunt
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his easier life but also refuses to allow his brother
to chase him off. This results in his death at Cain’s
hand, despite Lucifer’'s warnings to Abel not to
goad his more dangerous brother.

Adam Adam is presented as a follower rather
than a leader, something of a good-hearted, rather
naive innocent and as such is fairly ineffective.
When God is not present to order him, he tends to
let his wife influence his decisions, despite having
been told that he is in charge. Not so intelligent,
he seems easily manipulated by his wilier wife, yet
staunchly rejects Lucifer whenever Lucifer tries to
influence him. Delighted with the orderly life of
Paradise, he spends much of the play hoping to
return, and his final cry for “Mercy” might as easily
be directed to God as to Eve or Cain.

Angels (Chemuel, Raphael, and Azrael) These
three angels are barely distinguishable from one
another—each functions as a yes-man to God,
illustrating the lack of choice inherent within Para-
dise. Chemuel, the Angel of Mercy, and Raphael
fawn and praise and do whatever they are told. As
the Angel of Death, Azrael is somewhat darker but
just as obedient. God prefers the more challenging
company of Lucifer.

Cain  More practical than his dreamer brother
Abel, Cain is a hard worker on whom the fam-
ily depends for all of their crops and much of the
upkeep of their home. He loves his brother but
harbors a grudge, jealous that Abel is more favored
by their mother and is allowed to live an easier
life. His desire for his mother’s favor is even played
out in Oedipal terms as he mounts her during the
dance in act three. This colors how he views every-
thing that his brother says and does in terms of a
rivalry of which only he is aware and finds insult
where often none was intended.

Ironically, given that he turns out to be the big-
gest sinner in murdering his brother, initially Cain
is the most devout of the family. He worries that
they do not seek God’s guidance more than they
do and creates the first Sabbath to praise God,
building the altar on which to make an offering.
His devotion swiftly turns to anger as he hears God

praise his brother’s lamb more than his offerings,
and he violently breaks the altar that he had built,
just as he breaks God’s hopes by allowing his envy
to override his love. The smile that God places on
his face is at odds with the agony in his eyes and is
yet another sign of the ambiguity of life.

Eve Created from Adam’s rib, Eve shows ele-
ments of independent thought at very start, ask-
ing “why” and renaming Adam’s “prndn” a “louse.”
Her curiosity is the catalyst for getting them both
thrown out of Paradise, but it is also what helps
humankind to multiply. Although at times she
sides with Lucifer, her independence also allows
her to be free of Lucifer’s persuasion when she
wants. She accedes to eating the apple but stands
firmer against the killing of her own child and, in
the end, chooses God over Lucifer, recognizing that
God’s demanding love has greater importance than
Lucifer’s casual offer of freedom. In her unforgiving
demand for Cain’s death, she proves herself to be as
capable of evil as her son and as fully human.

God At the start, God often comes across as
indecisive and even a little foolish. His experiments
seemed to be based on guesswork and at times go
awry; Miller’s God is omnipotent but hardly omni-
scient. Humankind, to a degree, is just another of
God’s experiments, as yet unfinished. It is not until
God banishes Adam and Eve from Paradise and
sends them to Earth that humanity is truly created.
God explains that He does not love evil, as in the
form of Lucifer; yet God cannot feel wholly con-
tent without its presence, knowing that good only
becomes so in its opposition to evil. His Paradise
with its strict rules and unchanging existence bores
even God. He is quick to find more pleasure in
humankind’s occasional praise than in all the songs
of the angels, whose mindless admiration annoys
for they have no choice to do otherwise. It is for
this reason that God allows humankind choice in
whether or not to please Him.

Though powerful and well intentioned, Miller’s
God seems less than infallible. This could stem
from the difficulty any omnipotent figure might
face in allowing his creation true freedom. He is
petulantly unhappy when humankind chooses to
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ignore God for a time, sending down His Angel
of Death to provoke them into action and angrily
threatening to abandon them to Lucifer after their
confused response to Abel’s death. He does in the
end leave, despite Adam and Eve’s declaration
of love, announcing that He will never physically
return, but says that people can look for God in
their hearts. This leaves us with the sense that
humankind truly has been left in charge. Although
God may be ever watching and even caring, He will
not interfere again. This places the burden for the
future on humankind rather than on God, and is
meant as a call for action rather than despair.

Lucifer In the first act, particularly, Miller ensures
that we find Lucifer to be in many respects more
attractive and sympathetic than God. He seems to
advocate choice and the efficacy of difference and
has many of the reactions and arguments that we
might have expected from God. It is hard to view
him as the villain because he seems genuinely to
want to help both God and humankind. Yet, we
should be suspicious; on a number of occasions,
God implies that Lucifer’s ambitions are more self-
involved and are concerned with his own promo-
tion. Lucifer argues that evil has a justified place in
the world in that it helps to define good and to give
it its potency. He sees God’s force as unreasonable
and denigrates Him as “a spirit to whom nothing
is sacred.” But as the source of all sacredness, God
cannot feasibly worship a higher force than Him-
self, and this becomes typical of the false logic that
Lucifer employs to his own ends. Lucifer’s world in
which no rules apply is as bad as the world of total
rules from which he had helped Adam and Eve
escape and is equally as mindless.

Yet, Lucifer is necessary. Without his input (pos-
sibly physical as well as philosophical), Adam and
Eve would have remained barren, and so in one
sense, humanity has been created by the devil as
much as by God. In God’s perfect world, Adam and
Eve were unable to procreate; it was only through
the introduction of knowledge, via Lucifer’s seduc-
tion of Eve, that the couple became interested in
sex—thus we have original sin tied directly to the
devil. Perfection, Lucifer suggests, is uncreative
and unproductive and progress depends on vari-

ety and curiosity—neither of which Adam and Eve
enjoy while they remain in Paradise without any
cares. To this degree, he is right, but his contribu-
tion is ultimately negative. What Lucifer offers is
mindless pleasure, which works against the choice
God allows because when one can do anything
without restriction, the concept of choice becomes
eradicated.
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The Crucible (1953)

Miller’s interest in the SALEM WITCH TRIALS was
partly prompted by reading Marion Starkey’s The
Dewil in Massachusetts. While researching witch tri-
als at the Historical Society in Salem, Massachu-
setts, Miller found the core of his plot in Charles W.
Upton’s 19th-century book, Salem Witchcraft. Here,
he found references to most of the main characters
who appear in his play. In terms of the play’s histor-
ical accuracy in portraying the Salem witch trials of
1692, in a note at the start of the play script, Miller
declares that his play is predominantly accurate as
regard to facts but that he has made some changes
for “dramatic purposes.” The major changes are the
fusing of various original characters into a single
representative, reducing the number of girls “cry-
ing out” and the number of judges, and increasing
Abigail’s age. While he based characters on what
he learned through letters, records, and reports, he
asks them to be considered properly as “creations of
my own, drawn to the best of my ability in confor-
mity with their known behavior.”

The printed play contains extensive notes detail-
ing the historical background of Salem society in
the 1690s and numerous facts regarding the actual
lives of the main characters who are involved.
Miller wanted his critics to know that he had not
made up these events but that people really allowed
such things to occur. These notes illustrate the
extensive research that Miller undertook to write
The Crucible. And yet there have been criticisms
of the play’s historical inaccuracies, despite Miller’s
opening disclaimer.

There are many details in the play that are firmly
supported by trial transcripts and other records of

the time, such as Tituba’s confession, Sarah Good’s
condemnation on being unable to cite the Ten
Commandments, Rebecca’s steadfastly claimed
innocence, Giles Corey’s complaints against his
wife’s preventing him from saying his prayers, and
Mary Warren’s poppet being given to Elizabeth.
The notable details that appear to have arisen more
from Miller’s imagination are the presentation of
Abigail and her lust for Proctor; the development
of both the Proctors, with John especially depicted
as a liberated thinker; and Proctor’s confession and
recantation. Miller also makes the judges much
more accommodating than the originals, who would
never have listened to counterarguments. It was the
moral absolutism of many Puritans of that era which
allowed no dissent that Miller wished to capture
and expose. The actual prosecution was truly as
blind to facts and relentless as they appear in the
play, and there were many, like the Putnams, who
took full, mercenary advantage of the situation.
The HOUSE UN-AMERICAN ACTIVITIES COMMIT-
TEE (HUAC) hearings of the 1950s, at which any
U.S. citizens suspected of having communist sym-
pathies were challenged to publicly confess, had
become, for Miller, a target ripe for ridicule. He
had also been seeking a way in which he could
convey his anger at such proceedings within a dra-
matic form. He initially resisted the idea of depict-
ing these hearings in the form of an old-fashioned
witch trial as too obvious. However, as the HUAC
hearings grew more ritualistic and cruelly point-
less, he could no longer resist, despite the obvious
risks, for the parallels were far too apt to ignore.
By showing the connection of McCarthyism to the
way people acted in Salem, Miller suggests that
the 1950s U.S. vision of COMMUNISM was a moral
issue that viewed communists as being in league
with the devil. This was what made people hate
communists so thoroughly and allow them to drop
all of the usual civilities. Any opposition to HUAC
was seen in terms of “diabolical malevolence” that
allowed no sympathy, and any sign of fear or reti-
cence would be taken as an admission of guilt.
Miller saw how both the HUAC hearings and
the witch trials had a definite structure behind
them, designed to make people publicly confess.
In both cases, the “judges” knew in advance all
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the information for which they asked. The main
difference was that Salem’s hearings had a greater
legality as it was against the LAW in 1690s Amer-
ica to be a witch, but it was not against the law
to be a communist in the 1950s. Miller does not
attempt a one-to-one analogy between his char-
acters and those involved in HUAC because this
would have made the play too contemporary. The
reason that the play has remained so popular is that
it offers more than a simple history lesson of either
the original witch trials or of HUAC—what Miller
explores are the prevailing conditions that precipi-
tate such events. The play, however, as critic James
Martine states, “struck its own effective blow at
McCarthyism.” The original production was still
playing on the day that Ethel and Julius Rosenberg
were being executed, and Miller recalls how after
Proctor’s execution the audience silently rose to
its feet with heads bowed for several minutes. He
saw it as a sign that the play was being viewed as an
“act of resistance.”

Although The Crucible first appeared on Broad-
way at the Martin Beck Theater in New York of
January 1953, it was not until the 1960s that it
became widely popular, perhaps needing some sepa-
ration of time from the communist hunts of HUAC
against which it so bravely spoke. On reflection,
many critics who had found fault with the premiere
production rethought their decisions, such as John
Gassner who by 1960 came to see The Crucible as
a powerful drama that surpassed most others of its
era. In 1961, Robert Ward paid homage by writing
The Crucible: An Opera in 4 Acts, Based on the Play
by Arthur Miller, that helped underline the play’s
intensely dramatic nature, as well as the tragic stat-
ure of its characters. The multiplicity of subsequent
productions of the play soon made this the most
produced of Miller’s dramas and offers testament to
the timelessness of its themes.

SYNOPSIS

Act One

Set in Salem, Massachusetts, of 1692, The Crucible
begins in the bedroom of Reverend Samuel Parris’s
daughter, Betty. Parris kneels in prayer, weeping
at the bedside of his comatose 10-year-old daugh-
ter. He sends away the family slave, Tituba, who

is concerned about the girl but allows entry to his
17-year-old niece, Abigail Williams, and her friend,
Susanna Walcott. Susanna tells him that the doc-
tor has no cure and suspects witchcraft. Although
Parris insists that “unnatural causes” cannot be at
fault, he has already sent for the Reverend Hale to
look into such possibilities. He would like to keep
this whole matter a secret, but the townspeople are
already alerted.

Prior to Betty’s coma, Parris caught her and
Abigail dancing “like heathens” in the forest. The
shock of discovery caused Betty to faint, and she
has not regained consciousness. Parris is worried
how it will look for the minister’s daughter to be
thought a witch. He presses Abigail for details,
wanting to know if they had been conjuring spirits,
but she insists that they were only dancing. Abigail
seems penitent but is dissembling. Tituba was with
them incanting spells over a fire, and one of the
girls was naked. Abigail was dismissed from the
Proctors’ service seven months prior, and although
she insists that it was maliciousness on Elizabeth
Proctor’s part, her uncle is suspicious. It is rumored
that her reputation is suspect. Locals, Ann and
Thomas Putnam, arrive with stories of Betty fly-
ing like a witch, clearly determined to believe the
worst. Parris denies their gossip but dislikes dis-
agreeing with such a wealthy couple, concerned for
their support.

The Putnams’ daughter, Ruth, is also behaving
strangely and they are convinced that it is the work
of the devil. Putnam dislikes Parris because he had
beaten his brother-in-law to the post of minister
and is happy to cause trouble for him, so he insists
that witchcraft is afoot. Ann lost seven babies prior
to Ruth and is determined to blame someone. She
had sent Ruth to Tituba, whom she believes to have
supernatural powers, to discover who “murdered”
her babies by conjuring up their spirits. Parris real-
izes that Abigail has been lying, although she insists
that only Tituba and Ruth were involved, and he
worries as to how this will affect his reputation.

The Putnams press Parris to declare publicly
that witchcraft is abroad. Mercy Lewis, the Put-
nams’ servant girl, arrives to check on Betty and
give news of Ruth. Parris leaves with the Putnams
to lead the gathering villagers in prayer, and Abi-
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gail remains to talk with Mercy. She warns her
to stick to her story that they were just dancing.
Mary Warren, who replaced Abigail as the Proc-
tors’ servant, joins them. She is fearful and wants
to confess, especially as she was only an onlooker.
As Abigail tells Betty that they have told her father
everything, she runs to jump from the window.
Abigail pulls her back and violently threatens all
of the girls to stay quiet about what they really did;
Abigail had drunk blood as part of a spell to kill
Elizabeth. Betty reverts to her coma as John Proc-
tor enters to fetch Mary.

Proctor angrily sends Mary home with the threat
of a beating for she had been told not to leave
the house. Mercy follows, leaving him and Abigail
together. Abigail is flirtatious, assuring Proctor that
no witchcraft was involved and that the girls were
just playing. She thinks that he has come to see her
and tells him how she longs for him. He denies that
there is anything between them. Abigail becomes
angered by his refusal to have anything more to
do with her. They have had relations in the past,
and Abigail refuses to believe that Proctor does not
prefer her to his wife, even though he insists other-
wise. He has been sexually attracted but is trying to
resist and becomes angry when she insults his wife,
threatening her with a whipping. She weeps and
claims that he owes her something for taking her
innocence.

They are distracted by a psalm drifting in from
outside and Betty screaming. Parris, the Putnams,
and Mercy Lewis rush in to see what is happen-
ing, joined by two respected elders of the village,
Rebecca Nurse and Giles Corey. Ann insists that
it is a clear sign of witchcraft that Betty cannot
bear to hear the Lord’s name, and Parris agrees.
Rebecca calms Betty down with her presence and
suggests that the children’s odd behavior is just
childish mischief and that the townspeople would
be foolish to search any deeper. The Putnams and
Parris insist that it is something more serious. Proc-
tor is angered by the superstitions of Parris and
the Putnams, pointing out that they should have
called a meeting of the town before calling for a
witch-finder. Rebecca worries that they are head-
ing toward trouble and cautions them to blame
themselves for their misfortunes rather than look

for scapegoats. Ann is jealous that Rebecca lost
none of her children and refuses to listen.

They squabble, Putnam criticizing Proctor for
not attending church and Proctor accusing Par-
ris of being a poor minister. Parris complains that
the town does not pay him enough. He accuses
Proctor of leading a faction against him, and Put-
nam joins in the accusations. Rebecca tries to calm
them down, asking Proctor to shake hands, but he
refuses. Giles wonders if something bad is afoot in
the town, making them all contentious; he himself
has been to court six times this past year. Proctor
teases him about being cranky, trying to laugh him
out of it, while Putnam argues about who owns the
lumber that Proctor intends to go and cut. When
Giles offers to help Proctor cut the wood, Putnam
threatens them with a writ, just as Reverend John
Hale arrives.

Hale compliments Rebecca and the Putnams on
their reputations. Proctor leaves with a warning
to Hale to use his good sense. Hale instructs the
group not to give in to superstition and insists that
they all accept his authority. Rebecca disapproves
of their malicious tone as they relate their suspi-
cions and leaves, making the rest resentful over her
attitude of moral superiority. Giles questions Hale
about his wife’s tendency to read books, complain-
ing that he cannot pray when she does so. Hale
examines Betty, but she is unresponsive. He then
questions Abigail about the girl’s exploits in the for-
est. As he begins to draw out the truth, to protect
herself, Abigail accuses Tituba of calling the devil
and making her drink blood. Tituba is brought in
to defend herself. From Barbados, Tituba has been
showing the children some of her native rites. She
is now fearfully led into confessing complicity with
the devil and to name others as witches to save her
life. Putnam even suggests a few names to help her.
Abigail joins in adding more names, and then Betty
joins her, as the adults scurry to arrest the accused.

Act Two

Act two begins eight days later in the Proctors’
house. Elizabeth is putting their sons to bed as
Proctor enters and adds salt to the meal that she
is cooking. There is tension between Elizabeth and
Proctor; both speak and behave overcautiously.
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He compliments her cooking, trying to please, and
goes to kiss her, but she does not react. Proctor
wishes Elizabeth to be warmer toward him, while
she is suspicious that he still sees Abigail. Their ser-
vant, Mary, is an official of the court that has been
set up in town. Four judges have come down from
Boston to try the accused. Matters have escalated,
and there are now 14 people in jail who are faced
with hanging unless they confess to witchcraft. The
town supports the trials as Abigail leads the gitls to
accuse more people.

Elizabeth asks Proctor to stop this dangerous
nonsense, reminding him what Abigail told him
about its having nothing to do with witchcraft.
Without other witnesses, he is uncertain if any-
one will believe him if he denounces Abigail. Eliza-
beth is shocked to realize that he had been alone
with Abigail. She suspects that Proctor is reluc-
tant because of feelings for Abigail, but he angrily
denounces her jealousy as unfounded. He is tired of
being suspected and judged, but Elizabeth suggests
that it is only his guilt pressing him. Arriving home,
Mary deflates their argument. Proctor goes to shake
her, but her evident distress and weakened state
make him hold back. Mary gives Elizabeth a small
rag doll, called a poppet, which she made in court.
She has been there all day and is shaken by what
she has witnessed.

The girls have accused 25 more people, and
the court has declared that Goody Osbourne must
hang. If the accused confess their allegiance with
the devil, as Sarah Good has done, they go to jail,
but if they refuse to confess they are hanged as
unrepentant witches. Mary relates how Sarah sent
out her spirit to choke the girls in the courtroom.
This is some kind of hysterical reaction—Mary’s
proof of Sarah’s evilness is based on her mumbling
under her breath when Mary refused a handout.
When asked what she mumbled, Sarah insisted
that it was the Ten Commandments. However,
when asked, she could not name a single com-
mandment, so the judges condemned her as a
witch. The Proctors are horrified, telling Mary that
she must not attend court again, but she insists
that she is needed. When Proctor goes to whip
her for disobedience, she stands firm against him.
She relates how Elizabeth came under suspicion

(from accusations by Abigail), but the court appar-
ently dismissed the idea when Mary defended her.
She realizes that she has power and insists that the
Proctors treat her better. She goes to bed, leaving
the Proctors to worry.

Proctor feels that he must tell Ezekiel Cheever,
the court’s clerk, what Abigail told him about it
being a game. Elizabeth feels that this may not be
enough, asking Proctor to talk to Abigail, realizing
that she is in mortal danger. She knows that Abi-
gail wants her husband and is out to replace her.
She makes Proctor see that Abigail may have read
his embarrassment as continued favor. He needs
to make it clear that she has no hope. Angry at
Elizabeth’s perception that he still feels attracted
to Abigail, Proctor agrees to go just as Hale arrives.
Although convinced that witchcraft is about,
Hale is unsure about the girls, especially now that
they are targeting more respectable women, such
as Elizabeth and Rebecca. He is investigating fur-
ther. Questioning the Proctors about their religious
adherence, Hale has noted that Proctor rarely
attends church and that he failed to baptize his
third son.

Proctor defends himself, pointing out that his
wife had been sick the past winter and that his dis-
like of the minister has been the real reason keep-
ing him away from church. He has been a staunch
church member in the past, nailing on the church
roof and hanging the door. Hale asks Proctor to
name the Ten Commandments. Proctor signifi-
cantly forgets adultery until delicately reminded by
his wife. Elizabeth asks Hale outright if she is under
suspicion, and he evades a direct answer, so she
presses Proctor to tell him about Abigail’s admis-
sion that there was no witchcraft involved. Hale is
shocked, pointing out that some have already con-
fessed. Proctor insists that such confessions mean
little when the alternative is to be hanged. Hale
asks him if he will tell the court this, but Proctor is
reluctant. He feels that if Hale can doubt Elizabeth
who has never lied, then the court may not take
his word against Abigail’s. Both Proctor and Eliza-
beth shock Hale by admitting that they find it hard
to believe that witches exist. Elizabeth insists that
they are both godly people and that he would be
better questioning Abigail about the Gospel.
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Hale advises them to baptize their son and to
go to church. Then they are interrupted by Giles
and Francis Nurse, arriving to announce that their
wives have been arrested on charges of witchcraft.
Ann Putnam has charged Rebecca with murder-
ing her babies, and someone resentful has charged
Martha Corey about a pig that he had bought from
her that died when he neglected it. The news of
their arrest shakes Hale, but he insists that they all
accept the justice of the court and allow no one to
be above suspicion. Cheever and Marshal Herrick
arrive to arrest Elizabeth, asking for a poppet that
they have been told is Elizabeth’s and that proves
her witchery. Abigail has stuck herself with a nee-
dle and has declared that Elizabeth sent a spirit
to do this; they find a needle sticking in the pop-
pet. Mary explains that the poppet and needle are
hers; she made it in court sitting next to Abigail.
Elizabeth’s reaction to this evidence against her is
to declare that Abigail “must be ripped out of the
world,” and they take that as further proof that she
has tried to murder Abigail.

Proctor tears their warrant and tries to send
them from his house. He turns on Hale, asking why
they never question Parris’s or Abigail’s innocence
and just believe the children and others who are
seeking vengeance for old offenses. Rather than
cause trouble, Elizabeth agrees to go. Proctor prom-
ises to free her shortly as she fearfully leaves. Giles
and Proctor urge Hale to see the girls’ accusations
as fraudulent, but Hale stands firm that such con-
fusion would not have fallen on the town if all
were innocent. In the guilt of his recent adultery,
Proctor falls quiet. As everyone leaves, Proctor
remains with Mary, whom he insists must speak to
clear Elizabeth. In fear of Abigail, Mary refuses, but
Proctor says that he is prepared to confess his own
adultery to destroy the court’s faith in Abigail.

There is an additional scene at this point, not
always included, that Miller added during the ini-
tial production. Five weeks after Elizabeth has been
arrested, the day before her trial, Proctor secretly
meets Abigail. She seems close to madness; her
body is covered in scars that she believes were
caused by spirits sent against her by townspeople,
despite the implication that they are self-inflicted.
She displays a continued passion for Proctor, insist-

ing that his attentions brought her to life and that
she cannot wait to be his wife. He warns her to tell
the truth or be exposed, both about the business
with the poppet and about their past relationship.
Abigail does not believe him, insisting that he still
prefers her to Elizabeth and is just asking this out of
guilt toward his wife.

Act Three

Act three moves to an anteroom outside the court-
room. Next door, Judge Hathorne questions Mar-
tha Corey, who proclaims her innocence. When
her husband, Giles, speaks in her defense, he is
brought into the anteroom for questioning. Gover-
nor Danforth, leading the panel of judges, demands
that Giles be less disruptive and offer his evidence
in a proper affidavit. Giles feels guilty that he
complained about his wife’s reading. Meanwhile,
Francis Nurse, whose wife Rebecca has been con-
demned, insists to the shocked judges that the girls
are frauds. Hathorne threatens him with contempt,
but Nurse stands firm, saying that he has proof.
Danforth warns Nurse that he has put 400 in jail
throughout the area, has sentenced 72 to hang,
and is not to be trifled with.

Proctor enters with Mary, who has agreed to
tell the truth. Danforth decides to hear what they
have to say. Mary admits that the girls are pre-
tending, and Parris insists this must be a lie. Dan-
forth is uncertain regarding Proctor’s motivation
for presenting Mary, fearing that Proctor is try-
ing to undermine the court rather than just save
his wife. This suspicion is increased when Cheever
relates how Proctor railed against the court when
he arrested Elizabeth, and Parris points out how
infrequently he attends church, but Proctor stands
firm. They tell him that Elizabeth has declared her-
self pregnant. The judges are uncertain if this is
true, but Proctor insists that his wife would never
lie. To test him, Danforth offers to let Elizabeth live
to give birth if Proctor will drop his protest, but he
refuses, realizing that too many other innocents are
condemned. Danforth angrily agrees to hear the
deposition.

Proctor shows a list of people that Francis has
compiled who believe that Elizabeth, Rebecca,
and Martha are innocent. To Francis’s dismay, the
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judges decide to arrest all these people for examina-
tion. Proctor offers Giles’s deposition that accuses
Thomas Putnam of prompting his daughter to cry
witchery on people to obtain their property. Dan-
forth insists that Giles name his witness, but know-
ing that to name the man would send him to jail,
Giles refuses and is arrested for contempt. Hale is
becoming increasingly worried by the reactions of
the court and asks that they allow Proctor a lawyer
to guide him; he is concerned that they may have
signed people’s death warrants based on false evi-
dence. Danforth dismisses his concerns and insists
that they proceed.

They read Mary’s deposition, and Danforth
questions her to see if Proctor is forcing her to lie,
but she stands firm. Susanna, Mercy, Betty, and
Abigail are brought in to face their accuser and
are asked to respond. Abigail insists that Mary lies.
Danforth questions her about the poppet found at
the Proctors’ house, and she denies ever having
seen it. They start to argue over whether Elizabeth
could ever have had a poppet until Proctor redi-
rects their attention to Abigail, insisting that she is
trying to murder his wife. His accusations of Abi-
gail laughing during services and leading the girls
to dance naked affect Danforth. Hathorne asks
Mary to show how she pretends to faint in court,
but Mary cannot do this without the proper atmo-
sphere. This restores Hathorne’s and Parris’s belief
that she is lying, but Danforth remains uncertain.

Danforth questions Abigail, but her insistence
of innocence weakens his resolve. Abigail pretends
that Mary has sent a spirit against her, and the
other girls join in accusing Mary. Mary becomes
hysterical, losing control, so Proctor grabs Abigail
announcing that she is a whore. To back his charge,
he confesses his adultery. His friends and the judges
are shocked. Abigail denies the charge, and Dan-
forth calls for Elizabeth to support Proctor’s accusa-
tion. Not knowing that her husband has confessed,
Elizabeth cannot publicly betray him, and for the
first time ever, she lies. She declares that no adul-
tery took place and makes Proctor seem the liar.
He tells her that he has confessed, and she is hor-
rified as she is taken away. Proctor and Hale both
insist that Elizabeth was lying to save her husband’s
good name, but everyone is distracted by the girls

again pretending that Mary’s spirit is attacking
them. Danforth insists that Mary stop, and in fear
of her own life, Mary cries out against Proctor.
Danforth turns on Proctor, who declares, “God is
dead!” and accuses them all of working for Satan,
which seals his fate. All the judges, except Hale,
who denounces the proceedings, are convinced by
the girls’ performance and have Proctor arrested.

Act Four

Act four takes place three months later, inside the
jail, where Sarah Good and Tituba, who confessed
themselves witches, now languish. Marshal Her-
rick is drunk, unhappy with his role in these pro-
ceedings. The women joke that they are waiting
for the devil to come and fly them to Barbados
as Herrick sends them to another cell. Hathorne

Scene from the 1964 National Repertory Theater
production of The Crucible. Deputy Governor
Danforth (Thayer David) threatens the girls (Barbara
Stanton, Pamela Given, Susan Carr, and Kelly Jean
Peters). Courtesy Billy Rose Theatre Collection, The New
York Public Library for the Performing Arts, Astor, Lenox and
Tilden Foundations.
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and Danforth come in and seem anxious about
why Hale is praying in the jail cells and about the
strength of their support. Parris has called them
and comes to explain that Hale is trying to per-
suade the condemned to confess to save their lives.
Any confessions will make the other condemned
seem the more guilty, which would help the judges
maintain their sense of probity, so Parris has been
helping him. Parris also tells them that Abigail
and Mercy have stolen his savings and absconded.
A nearby town, Andover, is rebelling against the
witch courts, and the girls fled in case Salem fol-
lows suit. There is fear of riot, and Parris’s life has
been threatened; he is worried at the town’s reac-
tion to them hanging such citizens as Rebecca. He
suggests that they postpone the hangings, but Dan-
forth refuses. To pardon others would cast doubt
on the guilt of the 12 already hanged.

Having had no success, Hale enters to ask Dan-
forth to pardon the prisoners or give him more
time. Danforth sees any delay as a sign of weakness
and insists that the seven marked to die at sunrise
must be executed. Hale has not seen Proctor, so
Danforth suggests using the pregnant Elizabeth to
lead Proctor toward a confession. While the Proc-
tors are being fetched, Hale relates the sorry state
of the township, with crops and livestock neglected
and orphans wandering the streets because so
many have been imprisoned. He is disgusted at his
own part in this. Elizabeth is brought in, and Hale
pleads with her to get Proctor to lie to save his
life. Hale explains how he has lost his faith, given
the way religion is being used to destroy so many
innocents, and tells Elizabeth to choose life over
truth. She is suspicious, thinking that this a trick,
but when Danforth accuses her of lacking pity, she
offers to speak with her husband.

Proctor is brought in, and the couple is almost
overcome with emotion at the sight of one another.
Hale persuades the rest to leave them alone. Proc-
tor asks for news of their sons, and Elizabeth tells
him that they are safe. Elizabeth also tells him that
more than 100 have confessed, but Rebecca and
Martha, like them, remain firm. He asks after Giles,
and she relates how Giles died under torture. His
refusal to respond to charges meant that his lands
cannot be forfeited by his death and, therefore, his

sons may inherit his farm. Proctor suggests that he
may as well confess and live, as he feels too dishon-
est to hang with such moral individuals as Rebecca
and Martha. Elizabeth assures him that she does not
see him as dishonest and confesses her own feelings
of blame in his adultery because she has been cold.
As Hathorne reenters, Proctor declares that he will
confess to stay alive; the judges are elated.

They plan to write down his confession and post
it on the church door after he has signed it. As they
lead Proctor to admit that he has bound himself to
the devil, Rebecca is brought in to witness in the
hope that she will follow suit. She adamantly refuses
and is shocked at Proctor. The judges ask Proctor
to damn the others, saying that he saw them with
the devil, but he refuses to name anyone but him-
self. He reluctantly signs his confession but cannot
hand it over, refusing to accept that it needs to be
displayed, knowing that it will badly reflect on the
other condemned. Overwrought, he admits that his
confession is a lie. Proctor realizes that he is not so
morally bad and rips the confession apart, choos-
ing to die beside the others rather than become a
hypocrite. He kisses Elizabeth with passion, telling
her to stay strong. Rebecca offers him support as
Danforth orders the hanging to proceed, and they
are taken outside. Parris and Hale beg Elizabeth to
get Proctor to change his mind, but she honors his
decision; knowing that it was the right thing to do,
she refuses. The curtain falls to the sound of the
drums heralding the executions.

Afterword

In an afterword titled “Echoes Down the Corridor,”
Miller relates subsequent events in which Parris
is voted out of office, Abigail becomes a Boston
prostitute, and Elizabeth remarries four years later.
Twenty years after these proceedings, the govern-
ment awarded compensation to the victims who
were still living and to the families of the dead;
although the full truth remains clouded as some
beneficiaries turned out to be informers rather than
victims.

CRITICAL COMMENTARY

Salem, Massachusetts, in the spring of 1692 is
described as a newly founded, religiously devout
township. A communal society has formed, backed



The Crucible 115

by an autocratic theocracy to help it attain the
discipline necessary for survival; they are naturally
suspicious of individuality, seeing it as a threat
to their imposed sense of order. Salemites have
worked hard to survive, constantly threatened by
the surrounding wilderness. Concentrating on sut-
vival has left them little opportunity to misbehave,
but ironically, although their recent ancestors came
to this land to avoid persecution, they have become
intolerant and are constantly judging each other’s
behavior. Their way of life is strict and somber,
all dancing and frivolity is frowned upon, and the
witch trials offer them a release of pent up frustra-
tion and emotion. Under the guise of morality, they
are given the opportunity to express envy and hos-
tility toward their neighbors and take vengeance.
The large cast helps convey a community in all of
its diversity, and this communal reaction to events
enhances the play’s REALISM.

Miller insists that while McCarthyism may have
been the historical occasion of The Crucible, it is
not its theme. We never go inside the courtroom
because Miller is not interested in the proceed-
ings as much as the motivations behind them, and
the fears of those involved. One issue that con-
cerns Miller is the tension that people experience
between conscience and their predilection toward
selfishness as well as the inevitable moral conse-
quences of allowing the latter an upper hand. The
Crucible exposes the extent to which many people
use troubled times, such as the trials, to pursue self-
ish ends. In contrast to these types, Miller elevates
and celebrates people of individual conscience,
such as the Nurses, the Coreys, and the Proctors,
who refuse to do this.

The Crucible depicts how unscrupulous people,
from the Putnams to the trial judges, declare the
presence of evil to cripple whomever disagrees
with them, not just religiously but politically and
socially. Such people assume a moral high ground
so that anyone who disagrees is deemed immoral
and damned, without recourse to defense. Tituba
and the children were trying to commune with
dark forces, but if left alone, their exploits would
have bothered no one—their actions are an indica-
tion of how people react against repression rather
than against anything truly bad. But evil is undeni-

ably at large in the world, and Miller believes that
all people, even the apparently virtuous, have the
potential to be evil given the right circumstances,
even though most would deny this. Miller offers
Proctor as proof; he is a good man but one who
carries with him the guilt of adultery. However,
men like Danforth, Hathorne, and Parris compli-
cate this category because they do evil deeds under
the pretense of being right.

In The Crucible, Miller wanted to go beyond the
discovery of guilt that has motivated his plots in
earlier plays to a study of the results of such guilt.
He centers this study on John Proctor, a man split
between the way in which others see him and the
way in which he sees himself. His private sense of
guilt leads him into an ironically false confession
of having committed a crime, although he later
recants. What allows him to recant is the release of
guilt that was given to him by his wife’s confession
of her coldness and her refusal to blame him for his
adultery. Elizabeth insists that he is a good man,
and this finally convinces him that he is.

Miller sees The Crucible as a companion piece
to Death of a Salesman in the way that both explore
the realm of conscience. Through Willy Loman and
John Proctor, Miller examines the conflict between
a person’s deeds and that person’s conception of
himself. While Loman never resolves this conflict
and consequently never discovers who he is, Proc-
tor finally comes to some understanding, evidenced
in the way that he claims his identity in the form of
his “name.” In The Crucible, Miller explores what
happens when people allow others to be the judge
of their conscience; in Death of a Salesman, the cen-
tral character does not get this far as Loman refuses
to allow his guilt any reality. What both plays do is
to explore the social forces that operate on people
to show the falsity of our belief in individual human
autonomy. Both Proctor’s and Loman’s actions are
largely dictated by forces outside themselves, forces
that seem to demand of them reactions and sacri-
fices that they have little choice but to give. Total
freedom, Miller suggests, is largely a myth in any
working society.

Some critics like to view The Crucible as a debate
on the theme of marriage and what a marriage
requires to make it work. Issues of trust, love, and
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what a partner owes the other are all discussed in
the play. It is Giles Corey’s idle tongue and distrust
of his wife that contribute to her being hanged. But
it is the marriage of John and Elizabeth Proctor
that lies at the play’s center and the love triangle
that Miller creates between Abigail and the Proc-
tors. When we consider that at the time of writing
this play, Miller himself was considering an affair
with MARILYN MONROE while still married to MARY
SLATTERY, it is not surprising to find such an issue
explored. It is also interesting that the play was
dedicated to Mary [Slattery] Miller, as if as some
kind of apologia.

Proctor and Elizabeth love each other, but
seven months before the play began, Proctor had
an affair with their serving girl, Abigail, while his
wife was sick. We do not know how long this would
have continued had not Elizabeth discovered her
husband’s adultery, but Proctor insists that it was
nothing more than animal passion. Abigail is sent
away, but the trust between the married couple has
shattered, and all ease between them is gone. Inse-
cure of her own attractiveness, Elizabeth looks for
signs that her husband continues to stray. Tortured
by guilt at what he sees as a moment of weakness,
Proctor vacillates between apologetic attempts to
make his wife happy and anger at her continued
distrust. It is not until both suffer at the hands of
the court that they come to an understanding of
each other and their mutual love. Each is willing to
sacrifice everything for the sake of the other. Proc-
tor tries to free Elizabeth by blackening his own
name with a public confession of adultery, while
she lies for the first and only time in her life to save
him from ignominy. Their final scene together is
deeply touching, as we see Elizabeth declare her
love and her willingness to sacrifice that love by
allowing Proctor to die rather than to relinquish his
integrity.

Miller created his own poetic language for this
play, based on the archaic language that he had
read in Salem documents. Indeed, the first draft
of the play was written in verse and then later was
broken down into prose. Wanting to make his audi-
ence feel that they were witnessing events from an
earlier time, yet not wanting to make his dialogue
incomprehensible, he devised a form of speech for

his characters that blended into everyday speech,
using an earlier vocabulary and syntax. Incorporat-
ing more familiar archaic words like yea, nay, or
goodly, Miller creates the impression of a past era
without overly perplexing his audience.

While Miller’s mastery of language seems
most evident in the way that he manages to cre-
ate an apparently period, everyday speech, it rises
to the level of poetry with its sophisticated meta-
phors. The “crucible” of the title is a place where
something is subjected to great heat to purify its
nature—as are the central characters of Proctor,
Elizabeth, and Hale. All endure intense suffering
to emerge as better, more self-aware individuals.
Complex imagery is built up through the concerns
and language of the play—ideas of heat and light
against cold and dark are played off against our
common concepts of heaven and hell, good and
evil. Numerous images of cold and winter, along
with the hardness of stone are used to indicate the
harshness of the Puritan life, trapped in a cycle
of toil, unrelieved by leisure (singing, dancing or
any frivolous behavior are not allowed), by both
the hard landscape that they strive to tame and
their own restrictive religion. Abigail tells Proctor
that he is “no wintry man,” which is true in that
he refuses to abide by many of the strictures of his
community and determines to have a mind of his
own. It is partly this independent spirit that makes
him such an obvious target.

For the people of Salem, Satan is alive nearby in
the dark forest. The forest acts as a representation
of Hell which is to be avoided at the cost of sin;
godly folk stay home at night. The main sin is sex,
which has been notoriously equated with the devil
by way of original sin, both then and now. The
girls dance illicitly in the dark woods around a fire
(another Hellish symbol). Mercy is naked, while
Abigail drinks blood to cast a spell on Elizabeth
to try to break up a marriage. Abigail’s devilment
is continually reinforced by the symbols that sur-
round all that she says and does: She has been
initiated into the joys of sex by her former employer
through her “sense for heat” and still feels that
Proctor “burning” for her. He is described in his
adulterous lust as a “stallion,” in other words, less
than human.
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By fixating so much on sin, the religious extrem-
ists, represented by men like Parris and Danforth,
become sinful and turned from God. Early in
the play, Proctor accuses Parris of preaching too
much “hellfire and bloody damnation” and say-
ing too little about God; this becomes a kind of
prophesy as Parris and the judges become more
devilish in their treatment of others. It is signifi-
cant that where they send the supposedly “saved”
Sarah Good and Tituba who have falsely con-
fessed becomes for the women a hell from which
they pray to be saved by the devil—by supposedly
saving them from Satanic forces, the judges have
delivered them into Satan’s hands. However,
the fearful possibility of a devil is undercut and
mocked by these women as they equate him to a
lowing cow. They are evidently far less supersti-
tious than those who are supposedly wise enough
to sit in judgment of them.

FIRST PERFORMANCE

The Crucible previewed in Wilmington, Delaware,
and then opened at the Martin Beck Theatre in
New York City on January 22, 1953, with the fol-

lowing cast:

Reverend Parris: Fred Stewart

Betty Parris: Janet Alexander
Tituba: Jacqueline Andre

Abigail Williams: Madeleine Sherwood
Susanna Walcott: Barbara Stanton
Mrs. Ann Putnam: Jane Hoffman
Thomas Putnam: Raymond Bramley
Mercy Lewis: Dorothy Joliffe

Mary Warren: Jennie Egan

John Proctor: ARTHUR KENNEDY
Rebecca Nurse: Jean Adair

Giles Corey: Joseph Sweeney
Reverend John Hale: E. G. Marshall
Elizabeth Proctor: Beatrice Straight
Francis Nurse: Graham Velsey
Ezekiel Cheever: Don McHenry
Marshal Herrick: George Mitchell
Judge Hathorne: Philip Coolidge
Danforth: Walter Hampden

Sarah Good: Adele Fortin
Hopkins: Donald Marye

Directed by JED HARRIS

Set by BORIS ARONSON

Produced by KERMIT BLOOMGARDEN
It ran for 197 performances.

INITIAL REVIEWS

Despite its later success, the play’s initial reception
was relatively poor, although this may have been
partly a fear of the repercussions of liking a play
that was critical of current politics. The drama won
Tony and Donaldson Awards for Best Play, but a
number of well-known critics were quick to con-
demn both play and playwright. After Death of a
Salesman, some felt let down and saw The Crucible,
in comparison, as less innovative and, therefore,
a step backward. Although it had its champions,
including John Chapman and Robert Coleman,
who found the play “stunning” and “intensely dra-
matic,” Walter Kerr felt that it was too mechanical
and overtly polemic. Eric Bentley attacked Miller
and the play, claiming that Miller’s naive liberalism
and depiction of innocence reduced it to melo-
drama. Even Miller’s staunch ally Brooks Atkinson
had reservations, feeling that the play was “power-
ful” but contained “too much excitement and not
enough emotion” and so lacked the stature and
universality of a masterpiece. John Mason Brown
felt that it was weaker than Miller’s previous work,
although its “one indisputable virtue is that it is
about something that matters.”

There had been difficulties with this initial pro-
duction. Unwilling to ask his usual director ELIA
KazAN due to Kazan’s testimony to HUAC, Miller
had to find someone else to direct. Despite a reputa-
tion of being difficult, Jed Harris was chosen. His
working relationship with Miller was strained from
the start. Harris disliked Miller’s choice of Arthur
Kennedy to play Proctor and demanded a series
of rewrites from Miller in an unsuccessful attempt
to undermine the playwright’s confidence so as to
gain full control of the production. His direction of
the play was very static as he had characters make
speeches to the audience rather than each other
and often kept them frozen in tableaux while speak-
ing their lines. This approach influenced those crit-
ics who viewed it as cold, unemotional, and lacking
in heart. After the initial reviews, Harris withdrew
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and left Miller to try and salvage the production.
Improvements were made, but not enough to save
the run.

SCHOLARSHIP

As critic and scholar, Gerald Weales suggests, “Any-
one with a touch of conscience, a hint of political
interest, a whisper of moral concern will be drawn
to The Crucible” (xvii). It has become the most
performed of Miller’s plays and, after Thornton
Wilder’s Our Town, possibly the most performed of
any American drama. There has been a substantial
amount of scholarship written on The Crucible in
a variety of areas, with several essay collections
and a few books devoted entirely to the play.
James J. Martine’s The Crucible: Politics, Property
and Pretense covers the play’s literary and historical
context, as well as offering readings of character
relationships and the play’s central issues—includ-
ing its structure, setting, props, major themes, and
nature as a tragedy. Claudia Johnson’s Understand-
ing The Crucible reprints selected secondary mate-
rial to vitalize the play’s themes, the substance of a
tragic hero, and Miller as a social playwright.

Many of the articles in three collections of essays
on The Crucible—edited by Harold Bloom, John
Ferres, and Gerald Weales—are reprints, but each
provides a good selection of scholarship on the play,
and Weales also includes some reviews and inter-
esting documents about Salem and its witches. The
books by Dukore and Partridge offer more general
introductions to the play, aimed directly at students
and covering such essentials as characterization,
setting, use of language, and general themes.

Articles both within these various collections
and beyond include several discussions of the play’s
historical accuracy (predominantly in terms of the
1692 witch trials rather than the HUAC trials).
Margo Burns created a useful website that details
the 1692 trials and how far Miller followed these
in his plot and characterizations. More judgmen-
tal, Mark Graubard and Cushing Stout both ana-
lyze the play’s historical account and find it to be
unrealistic and to some degree, misleading. Mean-
while, Peter A. Foulkes considers the rationale
behind Miller’s representation of the witch hunts
and suggests that the play should be “regarded not

as propagandist but as attempted demystification
of propaganda.”

Other notable areas of concern are the char-
acter and nature of John Proctor, the play’s sym-
bolism and use of language, feminist explorations
of the way women are treated in the play, and its
tragic nature. Typical of these are Timothy Miller’s
discussion of Proctor as a Christian revolutionary
in his adversarial stance toward institutionalized
religion; John M. Ditsky’s analysis of image patterns
and Stephen A. Marino’s study of the play’s intri-
cate use of figurative language; Cristina C. Caruso
and Wendy Schissel’s descriptions of how the play
promotes patriarchal myths; and Nirmal Muker-
ji's outline of Proctor’s stature as a tragic hero.
Another interesting take is Robert Lima’s consid-
eration of the sexual aspects of the play and how
this determines characters’ behavior. The collected
editions of essays typically cover these main areas,
too. Other critics, including David M. Bergeron
and Herbert Bergman, offer interesting compari-
sons of the play to the work of Nathaniel Haw-
thorne, Terry Otten views it in conjunction with
British playwright Robert Bolt’s A Man for All Sea-
sons (1960) as being works about historical deter-
minism and individual choice, and Jeanne—Marie
Miller draws connections to CLIFFORD ODETS as a
fellow allegorist of the McCarthy era. Douglas Tal-
lack draws connections between the play’s presen-
tation of history and Miller’s later autobiography,
Timebends: A Life.

Regarding the play’s reception, Joan DelFat-
tore has written about censorship, summarizing the
form and content of attacks on the play along with
rationales for countering the complaints. There are
also several studies of the 1984 WOOSTER GROUP
attempt to adapt sections of the play as an exper-
imental pastiche called L.S.D. (... Just the High
Points . ..). Miller caused a stir by bringing an
injunction against the group to disallow them the
use of any scenes from his play in this satirical piece.
Arnold Aronson outlines the details and intent
behind the Wooster production, and Alexis Greene
documents the resulting controversy brought about
by Miller’s refusal to allow his writing to be so used.
Patrick C. Woliver discusses Ward’s operatic adap-
tation of the play, alongside its performance history
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as an opera, and Klaus—Dieter Gross discusses the
difference between play and opera.

CHARACTERS

Corey, Giles and Martha Still a “powerful” man
at 83 years old, Giles Corey, like his father before
him, is a contentious figure—forever taking people
to court—and an independent spirit. He married
Martha late in life and only then began to attend
to his prayers, so it is little wonder that he often
stumbles over them. Proctor good-naturedly tells
us that he paid a fine for slandering Giles, even
though he denies having said a word, and they
remain friends, helping each other with the harder
farm work. Giles may be argumentative, but it is
without malice. He has a courage that reminds us
of the strength of the pioneer stock from which he
sprang and even offers some comic relief in a fairly
dour play. At heart, he is a good man, and he dies
for his beliefs no less bravely than does John Proc-
tor. His refusal to speak as they weigh him down
with rocks until he dies means that they could not
confiscate his lands as they could of those they
charged or condemned.

His wife, Martha Corey, whom we briefly hear
offstage but never see, is similar in nature to
Rebecca Nurse, an ideal Puritan. Her interest in
books indicates a lively mind rather than allegiance
to the devil. She is charged of witchcraft by a fellow
townsperson to whom she had sold a pig that later
died from neglect. The man had been unable to
keep pigs since then most likely for the same rea-
sons but took out his frustration by blaming Mar-
tha. Plenty of other townspeople vouched for her,
but they too were arrested, and since she refuses
to confess to being in league with the devil, she is
hanged alongside Proctor.

Danforth, Deputy Governor Deputy Governor
Danforth is a formidable figure. Brought in from
Boston to judge the trials, he is as intelligent and
strong willed as Proctor and becomes his main
antagonist. Unlike Proctor, however, he is unwill-
ing to change. Of all the judges, Miller wants us to
find him the most contemptible. He is responsible
for putting 400 in jail throughout the area and
sentencing 72 to hang. His proud announcement

of these facts to Giles suggests that he enjoys power
and views himself as superior to those he judges.
Although he listens to counterarguments, it is not
with an open mind.

Miller has described him as the “rule bearer” of
the play, who guards boundaries strictly because he
cannot cope with the potential chaos that is caused
by free thought. He is loath to relinquish control
to anyone and forcefully dominates even his fellow
judges. It is unclear as to when he recognizes that
the girls have duped him, but there is a strong likeli-
hood that he knows this, yet hangs the condemned
anyway rather than seem weak by recanting. He
speciously argues that it is for a higher good. He
places his own reputation above innocent lives and
uses religion to justify the deceit, which makes him
a truly evil force.

Girls of Salem Mercy Lewis, Susanna Walcott,
Betty Parris, Ruth Putnam, and Mary Warren are
among the young girls who follow Abigail’s lead.
All have led limited lives up until this point, have
been bullied by employers, and have been forced
to be quiet and subservient. The only freedom that
they have had is sneaking off to the woods for fun
and games with the only person in town of a lower
social standing than they—the black slave, Tituba.
We see in detail with Mary how harshly even good
people like the Proctors treat their servant girls,
restricting what they can do and whipping them
when they fail to follow every command to the
letter. Abigail offers the girls a chance to be at
the center of attention and treated as special. We
see Mary blossom into independence at the under-
standing that she can no longer be treated with
disdain by her employers.

Yet, Mary is also the weakest of the group and is
uneasy in conflict. Mercy was worried from the start
that Mary would be the one most likely to confess
to their exploits in the woods. The fact that Proctor
could break her decision not to testify prepares us
for her folding in the final act and turning on her
employer to save herself. While some, like Mary,
seem to be drawn into the court activities by a
kind of group hysteria and intend little harm, there
are others, such as Abigail and Ruth (who may be
working for her father) who are clearly attracted to
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the power that they see themselves holding over
the townspeople as they deceitfully offer the judges
any names they like.

Hale, Reverend John Reverend John Hale
comes from Beverly, a nearby town, where the pre-
vious year he thought he had found a witch who
was casting a spell over a young girl, though it
turned out to be a simpler case of neglect. Nearing
age 40, he is an intellectual and has a reputation
for understanding the demonic arts, so Parris has
called him to Salem to investigate the rumors of
witchcraft. Hale truly believes that witches exist,
and it disturbs him when the Proctors express their
doubts. Beginning the play a conceited figure, Hale
sees himself as a superior intellect, happily deter-
mined to uncover the villagers’ evil spirits. Events
conspire to make him reassess his beliefs and soon
his convictions are eroded by doubt.

Hale’s questioning comes too late, but it helps
expose the closed logical system of the judges when
one of their number turns so strongly against them.
In contrast to the other judges, by honestly con-
sidering the evidence before him, Hale shows him-
self to be more rational and conscientious. Fairly
early into the proceedings, he begins to wonder
how trustworthy the girls might be as he privately
interviews those they name, such as Rebecca and
Elizabeth. He assures the Proctors that Rebecca’s
goodness is self-evident, just before her arrest is
announced. This shows us how little influence Hale
has on these proceedings. Recognizing the decep-
tion of the girls, he denounces the proceedings and
tries to save the victims but becomes too cynical. It
was a courageous act to turn against the court, but
he loses direction thereafter. Urging people who he
knows are innocent to confess to save their lives
casts aside any possibility of their having honor or
nobility. He becomes a lost figure, not knowing in
what to believe and unable to understand the Proc-
tors’ noble behavior in provoking the court to hang
an innocent man as he urges Elizabeth to change
Proctor’s mind.

Hathorne, Judge One of the judges brought
in from Boston, Judge Hathorne is described as
a “bitter, remorseless” man. He is certainly more

concerned with his own power than he is with
uncovering the truth. His refusal to even listen
to others makes him contemptible. He has cho-
sen to believe the girls and will allow nothing to
shake that belief, so he sees any evidence brought
to challenge this as necessarily false. He defers to
Danforth, recognizing his greater power, but is
insistent on finding those accused guilty, even if it
means harassing inconvenient witnesses like Mary
to eradicate their credibility.

Nurse, Francis and Rebecca Town elders
Rebecca and Francis Nurse offer a kinder picture
of Puritanism than that depicted by the Putnams.
Francis Nurse is the opposite of Thomas Putnam,
being a man who puts others before himself, living
a genuinely moral life. He is genuinely shocked by
Danforth’s reaction to the document that he has
had his friends sign in support of his wife, never
wanting to bring trouble on anyone else. He has
been the town’s unofficial judge up to this point,
which is evidence of his probity as it was not a posi-
tion he sought. However, it has also made him and
his family targets by those of a jealous nature. Many
of the town’s older families, such as the Putnams,
resented the prosperity of the Nurses, seeing them
as upstarts.

Francis’s wife, Rebecca, is the ideal Puritan who
lives her faith, always showing kindness and com-
passion to others and displaying a gentleness in
her life that is rightly respected—she can calm
down Betty by her mere presence. It is no won-
der that so many Salem people risk themselves by
vouching for her. But she has a powerful enemy in
Ann Putnam, who is jealous that Rebecca had 11
healthy children and so many grandchildren while
seven of her babies died. Ann accuses Rebecca of
murder, and it is a sign of the times that the court
even considers such a charge. Rebecca is rightly
horrified that Proctor is endangering his soul by
offering false testimony, and she never wavers in
her refusal to cooperate with the court. She goes
to her death with the same dignity with which she
has always lived.

Parris, Reverend In his midforties, Reverend
Parris is the current minister of Salem. Parris was
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previously in business in Barbados, from where he
brought his slave, Tituba. He now runs his minis-
try like a business. He has been in Salem for three
years and struggled to gain the respect of his con-
gregation. As the third minister that they have had
in seven years, he wants to ensure that he is not so
easily dismissed and has been demanding the deed
to his house. He translates any dissension from
his views into personal persecution. A pompous
man, he likes to be in charge but will bow to the
authority of such men as Thomas Putnam because
of their wealth or to Danforth because of his politi-
cal position. He has estranged honest men such
as John Proctor because of his evident material-
ism and concentration on negative aspects of their
religion. He preaches so much “hellfire and bloody
damnation” that people are reluctant to bring their
children to church.

There is no one in the play, including his fellow
judges, who respects Parris. As a minister of God,
he strikes an ungodly figure, being petulant, selfish,
conceited, unmerciful, and awkward in his relation-
ships with others, especially children. A widower,
he has little interest in children and is clearly at a
loss as to how to treat his own daughter. Parris’s
first thought on his daughter’s apparent bewitch-
ment is how it affects him and his standing in the
community. It is also clear that he would be pre-
pared to condemn his niece, Abigail, rather than to
allow her reputation to sully his by association. He
is initially less active than the Putnams in bringing
the trials forward and even withholds information
about the girls’ activities, but this is because of his
own insecurities rather than any reticence toward
endangering villagers’ lives. It is he who brings in
the witch-finders, despite his initial insistence that
witchcraft cannot be involved, and he becomes a
staunch advocate of condemning anyone whom the
girls name without allowing any proper defense.

Parris turns against the idea of the witch tri-
als only when his own life is threatened, and he
gains no sympathy on discovering that Abigail and
Mercy have stolen his money. He helps Hale pray
with the condemned in the hope that he and Hale
can persuade them to confess so that he will have
his probity as a judge secured—Hale, at least, is try-
ing to save lives. According to Miller’s afterword,

Parris was soon after voted out of office and left the
town, never to be heard from again.

Proctor, Elizabeth A local farmwife, Elizabeth
Proctor, like her husband, is a sensible person. That
is why she, too, finds it hard to believe in witch-
craft. She begins the play angry and suspicious of
her husband, having recently discovered his adul-
tery. But her pregnancy is evidence that she and
Proctor have continued relations since Abigail left.
Bravely, she allows herself to be taken to jail, sure
of her innocence. Although her pregnancy saves
her from being hanged with the rest, she is no less
firm in her refusal to confess. Her nobility is further
underlined by her ability to accept her husband’s
decision to be hanged at the close. Hale and Par-
ris wrongly read this as a sign of indifference, but
Elizabeth’s love for Proctor is never greater than
when she allows him to die.

Elizabeth’s love and respect for her husband was
first proven when she lied for him about the adul-
tery (her only-ever lie) in an effort to save him
embarrassment; it is ironic that it is this lie that
condemns him in the eyes of the judges. Her suffer-
ing in jail causes her to reflect on her former treat-
ment of Proctor, and in their final meeting, she
confesses that she has been cold toward him in the
past. She takes on partial responsibility for driving
him into the arms of Abigail, and she insists on her
husband’s essential goodness. It is this belief that
strengthens Proctor to choose a dignified death
rather than an ignoble betrayal by signing his name
to a false document. Because of her pregnancy,
Elizabeth is allowed to live until the child is deliv-
ered, and by that time, the hysteria had died down
sufficiently that she was simply released. According
to Miller’s afterword, she was given some recom-
pense from the government for her suffering and
the loss of her husband, and she later remarried.

Proctor, John Although the original John Proctor
was not a major figure in the Salem trials, Miller’s
Proctor is the central protagonist of The Crucible.
In his midthirties, Proctor is a straightforward man
who is impatient with any foolishness in others. He
represents the voice of common sense in the play,
being rightly skeptical of the whole court. A freer
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thinker than many of his neighbors, he insists that
the whole idea of witchery is a sham. However, this
is a period of time when common sense has van-
ished, and so his skepticism just makes him appear
more suspicious to the biased judges. Proctor’s
honestly motivated dislike of Reverend Parris as
an ungodly materialistic and Proctor’s subsequent
refusal to attend church or to have his third son
baptized also work against him.

Proctor is not without fault. He is a man of
deep passion, which makes him often impatient
and prone to intense frustration and anger. His
relationship with Elizabeth highlights his passion—
one moment deeply solicitous, the next furiously
angry. At times he seems unable to control his
temper: His treatment of both Mary and Abigail
becomes physically violent. One wonders how far
this anger might be rooted in his awareness that
these events in one sense are his entire fault: per-
haps if he had left his servant girl alone, she might
never have been driven to such revenge. Proctor
is also an adulterer, having slept with Abigail Wil-
liams in the heat of passion while his wife was ill.
Miller describes him as a sinner, not just in the
general sense “but against his own vision of decent
conduct”—in other words, he has become his own
harshest critic. However, he is also fully repentant,
and Miller expects us to forgive him his lapse, even
if he cannot do so himself. He loves his wife, Eliza-
beth, is keen to please her, and does all he can
to save her after her arrest, even to the point of
endangering himself.

Proctor faces the dilemma of the innocent per-
son who must falsely confess to a crime to save his
own life. He considers telling this lie because he
feels guilty about an adultery for which he has not
been punished. Proctor knows that his confession
to a lie is wrong, but he plans to go through with it
partly to punish himself. Proctor’s ultimate refusal
to accede to the confession indicates his aware-
ness that he has a responsibility to himself and his
community and that he would rather hang than
participate in the false judgment of either. Through
Proctor and the others who die with him, Miller
wishes to show the heroism of these victims to lead
us to recognize and celebrate the existence in the
world of such personal integrity.

Putnam, Ann and Thomas One of the richest
men in the town, Thomas Putnam is a sour man
who is filled with grievances against others, griev-
ances that have been created mostly by his own
imagination and sense of self-importance. One
genuine grievance, however, is against certain Sale-
mites concerning the attempted appointment of his
wife’s brother-in-law, James Bradley, to the post
of minister. Bradley had been well qualified and
had a majority of votes, but a small faction within
the town, which included the Nurses, managed to
block him from acquiring the post, and Putnam felt
that his family honor had been belittled. Putnam
had also had an earlier minister, George Burroughs,
jailed for debts that he had not actually owed, so it
is little wonder that Parris is so wary of him.

Greedy and argumentative, Putnam is not above
manipulating truth and law to his own vindictive
ends, and it is entirely credible that he persuaded
his daughter Ruth to cry out against men whose
lands he desires. He argues with John Proctor about
who owns a tract of timberland, and he had such
ongoing arguments with many other of the town’s
landowners, including the Nurses. A bitter man,
he even tried to break his father’s will because he
disagreed with the amount that had been left to
a stepbrother. This was another public failure to
embitter him further against the town.

His wife, Ann Putnam, is no less self-absorbed
and vindictive and, for a religious woman, ascribes
far too much value to silly superstition. It is she
who sent her daughter into the woods to persuade
Tituba to conjure up a spell to explain why she
has lost so many children. Infant mortality back
then was high, and her loss of seven babies would
not have been so unusual for the period. In their
self-opinionated and self-serving rectitude, the Put-
nam’s offer the worst face of Puritanism.

Tituba and Sarah Good Tituba and Sarah Good
confess to witchery rather than hang, and they are
readily believed because neither has a good reputa-
tion in the town. The first group hanged was of
a similar low standing, which is why Salem went
along with the judges’ decisions. Sarah Good is a
drunkard and a vagrant, and the town is glad to
be clear of her. Tituba, on the other hand, shows
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more personal concern for Betty Parris than Betty’s
own father and seems to be a decent woman. But as
a black foreigner, Tituba has already been judged
by this racist township as having an allegiance to
dark forces. She was a natural choice for Abigail to
blame and to be instantly believed.

Though an adult, the color of Tituba’s skin and
subsequent low standing in the town has made her
seem less of a threat to the girls. With Tituba, they
have been more open than with other adults, but
her knowledge of what they have done represents
a danger that Abigail knows needs to be quelled.
Tituba may have used her cultural knowledge to
assist their requests for potions and charms, but she
has done so with no sense of allegiance to the devil
as the Salemites view him.

The freedom with which both Tituba and Sarah
make fun of the devil while in jail strongly suggests
that neither one truly believes that such a figure
exists. But while Tituba and Sarah survive, there
is no triumph in their survival—they lose every-
thing by confessing to something they have not
done. The scene in which a tipsy Marshal Herrick
enters their jail cell seems a deliberate echo of the
drunken-gatekeeper scene in another famous play
about witches, Macbeth.

Williams, Abigail In the original Salem account,
Abigail Williams was much younger, but Miller
increased her age to allow for the love triangle
between her and the Proctors. Abigail is the most
complex of the girls of the town who cry out against
their elders. Both clever and cunning, her intense
cynicism toward the so-called respectability of the
town is partly supported by the way in which we
see them act. Her understanding of people’s darker
sides—she views no one as free of corruption and
selfish motivation—allows her to be very manipula-
tive; she can even stand up to a figure like Dan-
forth. Where Danforth is an upholder of the rules,
she is the exact opposite: a total anarchist who
refuses to be bound by any rules.

Abigail was awakened to her sexuality a few
months before the play begins after a brief affair
with her former employer, Proctor, and is no lon-
ger content to play the role of meek serving girl.
An orphan whose parents were brutally slain by

Indians, she has been dependent on her churl-
ish uncle, Parris. Abigail sees in Proctor someone
who treated her as a woman rather than as a
childish nuisance. Her desire for him seems to
transcend the physical, and she has magnified the
importance that he holds in her life beyond rea-
sonable expectation. The additional scene that
Miller wrote featuring Abigail and Proctor shows
her to be a borderline psychotic, possibly out of
her irrepressible desire for Proctor. She seems to
believe truly that she is being attacked by the
spirits of those whom she has had convicted. If
mad, however, she quickly recovers her sensibility
by the final act as she faces up to Danforth and
forces the judges to overlook Proctor’s charges of
her corruption by leading Mary to accuse him in
turn of witchcraft.

Abigail cleverly uses the town’s superstitious
leanings to her own advantage to claim greater
respect in the community and to revenge herself
upon Elizabeth whom she sees as having “black-
ened” her name with her dismissal and who she
sees has having kept her from Proctor. The way
in which she sacrifices former friends like Tituba
to the court without a thought suggests amorality
in her nature. She will allow Mary to turn on her
beloved Proctor in an act of self-preservation, and
when the possibility of rebellion arises, she quickly
flees, stealing Parris’s savings on the way just to
prove her truly disreputable nature. In Miller’s
afterword, he tells us that she later became a pros-
titute in Boston.

MOVIES AND TELEVISION ADAPTATIONS

Miller enjoyed the 1957 French film version of the
play, retitled Les Sorciéres de Salem, or The Witches of
Salem, for which playwright and philosopher JEAN-
PAUL SARTRE wrote the screenplay, but felt that the
Marxist references that Sartre had included were
too heavy handed. Most of the critics agreed. The
film, directed by Raymond Borderie and starring
Yves Montand and Simone Signoret, met mixed
reviews, with some, such as Bosley Crowther,
announcing it a “persistently absorbing film” with
“outstanding performances;” others, such as Stan-
ley Kauffmann, felt that Sartre’s emphasis on
socialist political agitation distorted Miller’s drama.
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While Isabel Quigly saw it as both forbidding and
insightful, it had also become an “appalling politi-
cally pointed tale” that the reviewer from Time felt
missed the mark by identifying “the witch burners
as colonial capitalists and the hero as a son of the
suffering masses.”

There have also been several television versions
of the play, including two in 1959, one by the
Canadian Broadcasting Corporation with Leslie
Nielsen and Diana Maddox and one by Granada
TV in GREAT BRITAIN with Sean Connery and
Susannah York. Alex Segal directed a version for
CBS in 1967 with George C. Scott, but reviewer
Jack Gould felt that it lacked tension and seemed
“cold and remote.” The version of The Crucible
with which Miller was most closely involved and
for which he rewrote some scenes is the 1996
version for Twentieth Century-Fox. Directed by
Nicholas Hytner, it starred Winona Ryder, Joan
Allen, and Daniel Day-Lewis (who soon after
married Miller’s daughter REBECCA MILLER) and
was filmed on Hog Island, Massachusetts. Copro-
duced by David Picker and Miller’s son, ROBERT
MILLER, this version also had a more favorable
reception. Richard A. Blake saw it “as an incisive
examination of the human condition,” and Edward
Guthmann referred to it as “at once stunningly
cinematic and perfectly faithful to Miller’s text.”
Jay Carr praised the film, announcing the drama to
be “more electrifying than ever, boldly focusing as
much on repressed sexuality as on political para-
noia and conflagration.” There was an increased
emphasis on the sexual aspects of the story, and
fastidious attention was paid to try to make the
setting and costumes authentic.
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The Crucible (1996)

There had been several movie versions of The Cru-
cible prior to 1996, briefly described in the previ-
ous entry, but this version, directed by Nicholas
Hytner in 1995 for Twentieth Century-Fox, is the
one with which Miller was most closely involved
and for which he added and rewrote several scenes
as well as streamlining the play’s rhetoric. Shot
entirely on Hog Island, Massachusetts, the movie
pays exquisite attention to its historical setting and
period representation in terms of setting, costumes,
and properties. Miller also had his family closely
involved, with his son ROBERT MILLER coproducing
and his daughter REBECCA MILLER shooting on-set
stills. Rebecca would soon after marry the film’s
star, Daniel Day-Lewis.

A national controversy that was contemporary
with the film’s production was the sexual scandal of
President Clinton. Possibly feeling that the McCar-
thyism connection would be less obvious to a 1990s
audience, this version of The Crucible seems more
concentrated on issues of sex and religion and that
of sexual repression, which unites the two. While
critics were generally favorable, Owen Gleiberman
particularly praised the opening sequence for set-
ting “a mood of eroticized fear and delirium that
reverberates through the movie,” and Stanley
Kauffmann felt that the play seemed buoyed by its
distance from the politics of the 1950s. The sexual
tension between Proctor and Abigail is insistent
from their first appearance together and in each
subsequent encounter. Hale’s visit to the Proc-
tors and Danforth’s later questioning of Elizabeth
are both more pointedly focused on the issue of
adultery.

It is clear from the new opening scene, in which
a group of Salem girls make love charms with
Tituba to catch themselves good husbands, that
sex is on everyone’s mind, but it is something that
can only be discussed in the dark woods. Abigail
is teased by her friends for wanting Proctor, but
Tituba objects to making a charm to bind a mar-
ried man. Abigail’s wild response is to smear her
face with chicken blood and incite the girls into
a raucous and sensual dance. It is this that Parris
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witnesses as he finds his daughter clearly paralyzed
by the fear of his discovery. There is no doubt that
the problem in Salem is not witchcraft. Religious
hypocrisy is foremost, and instead of an anteroom
to the court, Danforth’s interrogation of Proctor
takes place in the town church. It predominantly
features a pulpit toward which he has Proctor and
Abigail face in a parody of marriage as Elizabeth is
called in to testify. It is the same pulpit from which
the sanctimonious Parris will later excommunicate
14 godly citizens.

After the new opening, the film proceeds closer
to the original play, though it is interspersed with
vignettes to help build character and relationships.
We hear the villagers spitefully gossiping about
events. We see Proctor at work with his sons in
the fields as Giles and Martha Corey come to fetch
him to town. Before he leaves, he suggests that
Elizabeth cut some flowers for the house as it is
“winter in here yet.” We also see Goody Osbourne
being teased and dismissed as she begs. In addition,
we witness scenes that the play relates secondhand,
such as Martha Corey being charged because of a
goat (rather than a pig) that had died, Giles Corey
being pressed to death, and several trials, including
those of Sarah Good, Goody Osbourne, old Jacobs,
and Martha. At Jacobs’s trial, both the Nurses and
Martha show evident disapproval of the court and
sympathy for the defendant, which suggests further
reasons why they are allowed to be charged.

The role of Abigail seems to be presented with
more sympathy. When Tituba confesses, Abigail
is genuinely surprised. The idea that she and the
girls are young and impressionable and are just imi-
tating Tituba’s frenzied behavior, as they have in
the past during their secret dances, seems closer to
reality than any malevolent streak. Their reaction
is presented as the gabbling of geese rather than
as human speech, and it is Tituba’s turn to look
shocked at what she has apparently unleashed on
the town. Abigail is a teenager who is passionately
and fatally in love with a married man. When she
and Proctor first talk together, their mutual attrac-
tion is evident. Proctor is clearly resisting temp-
tation and trying to calm the fire between them.
When Abigail kisses and gropes him, he lingers
before turning away. Their second meeting alone

together takes place earlier in the time line, before
Elizabeth has even been charged, with Proctor ask-
ing Abigail not to name his wife. This acts as a
goad for Abigail, the thwarted lover, to do just
that. Before she leaves town near the close, Abigail
visits Proctor in his chains and begs him to go with
her, declaring “I never dreamed any of this for you.
I wanted you, that is all.” He refuses, saying that
they can only meet again in Hell, where he sees
both heading for their past adultery.

Miller seems to want the audience to view the
coupling of Proctor and Abigail more sympatheti-
cally by making it more strikingly credible. Proc-
tor’s character, too, seems softer. We see him with
his sons not only in the fields but reading the Bible,
significantly the Book of Daniel. He, too, will soon
be thrown to the lions, and it will be his self-con-
viction that pulls him through, at least with his
name intact. He is a man who is caught between
two passions, and his dealings with Abigail seem
to have been more than casual sex. His portrayal is
less aggressive, especially in his dealings with Mary;
yet Mary turning on him remains understandable.
The film depicts 13 girls advancing threateningly
toward Mary, even before she testifies. She is out-
numbered and scared. As she tries to tell the truth,
the camera circles to show her growing confusion
as the adults question her. The group rushing out-
side to plunge into the water supposedly to escape
the demons that are being thrust upon them seems
to be an ironic inversion of a baptism, and the
symbolism seems inescapable. Mary makes a cove-
nant with the devil by accusing Proctor, who stands
alone in a Christlike pose, while Danforth passes
judgment from the unchanging rock of his unwav-
ering religious conviction as he raises himself above
the citizenry by standing on an actual rock.

One other major change is the addition of Judge
Sewell. Sewell offers a voice of reason that warns
the others from the start against the possibility of
madness in their witnesses and becomes a coun-
terpoint to Danforth’s stern insistence. Sewell
wonders about the number of children involved,
recognizes the land-grabbing truth behind Put-
nam’s accusations, and is uncertain from the very
first hanging. However, Danforth has a superior
authority and dismisses his concerns, bullying him
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into compliance. Danforth seems less the rule-
bearer than an egoist who thinks he knows best
and demands full control. When Abigail, worried
that Hale might be about to interfere, accuses
Hale’s wife, Danforth refuses to listen, insisting
that she is mistaken because a reverend’s wife is
inviolable.

We witness the Salemites initially celebrate as
the first group are hanged, but their hysteria dies
down as the presence of death begins to pall. We
see them start to spurn Abigail, which provokes
her departure, and when time comes to hang Proc-
tor alongside Rebecca and Martha, the townspeo-
ple are far less enthused. Several call “God bless
you” as the condemned pass to the gallows, and
they stand silently watching, weeping in disbelief,
as the three are hanged. Rebecca begins to recite
the Lord’s Prayer, and Martha and Proctor join her
up to the closing line “for ever and ever,” but no
one speaks “Amen” as the film cuts to a tight shot
on the hanging rope. This ending underlines who
the godless truly were during this period in Ameri-
can history, and it is little wonder that no one can
sign off on the central prayer of their faith. Signifi-
cantly, in this trinity of death, Proctor is central,
thus reinforcing his connection to a beleaguered

Christ.

PRODUCTION DETAILS
The Crucible was released in 1996, with the follow-

ing lead actors:

John Proctor: Daniel Day-Lewis
Abigail Williams: Winona Ryder
Judge Danforth: Paul Scofield
Elizabeth Proctor: Joan Allen
Rewverend Parris: Bruce Davison

Reverend Hale: Rob Campbell

Directed by Nicholas Hytner
Screenplay by Arthur Miller
Produced by Robert Miller and David V. Picker
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“The Crucible
in History” (1999)

Originally presented as a lecture at Harvard Uni-
versity in May 1999, Miller offered this unpub-
lished speech for inclusion in Echoes Down the
Corridor (2000). In it, he discusses the cultural
forces and historical context that affected his
creation of The Crucible. Although he covers
this material in Timebends, A Life, here he goes
into more detail, offering further examples of the
mood of the 1950s against which he had reacted.
The parallel that Miller saw between the SALEM
WITCH TRIALS and the Red hunts of the 1950s are



Danger: Memory! 129

clearly outlined, by which “suspicion itself” ridicu-
lously became “evidence of disloyalty.” Describ-
ing a 1950s era that was marked by fear, Miller
highlights events that strike him as particularly
indicative of this to show how the American far
right took advantage of public concern following
the 1949 Chinese revolution to try to “destroy the
least credibility of any and all ideas associated with
socialism and COMMUNISM.” Acknowledging that
the paranoia of the times was not entirely fantasy,
Miller insists that it was nevertheless exaggerated
for political capital. He recalls the irony by which
Death of a Salesman was reviled by the leftist intel-
ligentsia, and yet it led to Miller being suspected of
communist sympathies in its creation.

Miller compares living in the late 1940s into
the 1950s as akin to being trapped in an Escher
design, in which it was impossible to get a fix on
anything because viewpoints seemed to blatantly
contradict one another. He created The Crucible
partly to make sense of how U.S. support for its
Soviet Union ally from WORLD WAR II became
so speedily switched around and how firm patriots
were branded traitors. Referencing his own dealings
with the HOUSE UN-AMERICAN ACTIVITIES COM-
MITTEE (HUAC) and the censorship of his plays
by the American Legion and the Catholic War
Veterans, Miller indicates how personal experience
gave him a better understanding for those writers
whom he tried to help through PEN. What struck
Miller most about the 1950s was the sense of impo-
tence against forces that seemed as omnipotent
and unpredictable as they were patently absurd.
Talking of his own relationship to Marx and how
the1930s helped form his socialist beliefs (being a
majority view back then), Miller explains how he
rejected communism just as he rejected Hollywood,
as being too restrictive of the artist.

Miller sees The Crucible’s initial importance rest-
ing on the fact that it was “the first and practically
the only artistic evidence Europe had of resistance
to what was considered a fascistic McCarthyism,”
although he also points out its resonance with any
of the world’s attempts at dictatorship. He wrote
the play as a response to the “climate of fear” that
had overtaken the United States in the 1950s to
try to give what was happening a greater tangibil-

ity as “it was precisely the invisibility of ideas that
was helping to frighten so many people.” Noting
how so few of the accused defended their prin-
ciples, Miller asserts that the left was silenced not
only by a restriction of debate but also by its own
reluctance to speak. It was this unspoken sense
of guilt that gave Miller the idea for John Proctor,
whose adulterous secret threatens to undermine his
moral compass. Miller relates the evolution of his
play from reading Marion Starkey through Salem
trial transcripts to stage production. He also refutes
those critics who complain that his parallel was
unfair because witches were not real and com-
munists were—asserting that people had believed
witches to be real in Salem times. For Miller, the
better question was how far were communists of
the 1950s a real threat? It is evident that he felt
this threat to be as nebulous as the accusations lev-
eled against himself and many other artists of that
period.

Danger: Memory! (1987)

On February 8, 1987, Miller premiered two new
one-act plays at New York’s Lincoln Center, under
the direction of Gregory Mosher. Clara and [ Can't
Remember Anything were given under the collec-
tive title of Danger: Memory! On one hand, both
plays bemoan the dwindling of U.S. radicalism,
but Miller has also long been interested in the way
the past intrudes upon the present and the way we
access that past through memory. In these short
plays, Miller illustrates some of the dangers associ-
ated with memory. The plays illustrate contrasting
views: While I Can’t Remember Anything, ironically
given its title, seems to show the dangers of over-
indulging in memories of the past, Clara suggests
that not allowing ourselves to remember can be
equally as dangerous. Miller recognizes that memo-
ries may relieve, reaffirm, and support us, but only
as long as they are kept in their proper perspective;
these two plays explore what that proper perspec-
tive should be.

The plays met with a predominantly negative
reception in the United States where critics mostly
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agreed that they were poorly written, too overtly
moralistic, and their characters were underdevel-
oped. Under Jack Gold’s direction at the Hamp-
stead Theatre in London the following year, critics
were more positive. Although some found the plays
confusing and insubstantial, the majority of Brit-
ish critics welcomed pieces evidencing a develop-
ment in Miller’s style toward the more abstract
and austere.

Death of a Salesman (1949)

After the success of All My Sons, Miller felt empow-
ered to create something more risky and began to
cast about for something on which to build his next
play. After meeting his uncle MANNY NEWMAN at
a matinee performance of All My Sons and asking
how he was doing, Miller got the first glimmer of
a new idea. Instead of replying, Manny had gone
straight into saying how well his sons were doing, as
if he felt that he had to build them up in competi-
tion against their successful playwright cousin. The
fact that Manny did not even pause before taking
their conversation in an unexpected direction gave
Miller the idea to write a play without transitions,
where the dialogue would flow from one scene to
the next without any apparent breaks. Instead of
using a chronological order in which single events
followed on from one another, he wanted to create
a form that displayed the past and the present as if
they were both occurring at the same time. In this
way, he would be able to transmit to the audience
exactly what was going on inside the mind of his
protagonist; indeed, an early title for the play was
The Inside of His Head. It would be retitled: Death
of a Salesman.

In spring 1948, Miller spent six weeks writing
Death of a Salesman in a small studio that he had
built for himself outside the ROXBURY, CONNECTI-
CUT, house. Miller had been interested in carpentry
since he was a teenager when he bought a stack of
lumber to build a porch onto the family house with
his Uncle Lee Balsam. Miller gave the father of his
new play, Willy Loman, the same love of crafts-
manship and working with wood. His uncle Manny

became a prototype for Willy. He was someone who
also worked with his hands and a salesman with
a wild imagination and tendency to brag. Manny
would manipulate the truth to his own advantage
and saw everything as some kind of competition
that he and his family had to win. He was also
prone to black moods and bouts of despair and
may have committed suicide. Manny’s eldest child
Buddy, like Willy’s son Biff, was athletic and popu-
lar, and the younger son Abby, like Willy’s younger
son Happy, was a ladies’ man.

Directed by ELIA KAZAN, who had done such
a good job on Miller’s previous play, All My Sons,
and supported by an ingenious set and lighting
designed by JO MIELZINER, Death of a Salesman
premiered on February 10, 1949, at the Morosco
Theater in New York City. Enthusiastic reviews
swiftly made it the “must-see” play of the season,
and Miller garnered nearly every award available.
At times comic, yet also poetic and tragic, it also
had sufficient REALISM to make it easy to involve
any audience; but Death of a Salesman was a new
type of serious play merging the forms of realism
and EXPRESSIONISM to suggest new directions and
possibilities for all of U.S. drama. It has become,
perhaps, the best-known U.S. play worldwide.

SYNOPSIS

Act One

A faint melody is played on a flute, and the Loman
house, surrounded by apartment buildings, is
revealed. The action of the play begins as elderly
traveling salesman Willy Loman arrives home, late
and exhausted. His wife, Linda, is worried to see
him as he was away on business and not expected
back so soon. She worries that he has smashed the
car, but he tells her that he just felt overwhelmed
and had to return. When Linda suggests that he
ask for a desk job, he insists that he is needed on
the road and then asks about his sons. Their old-
est, Biff, is visiting after a long absence, and their
younger son, Happy, is staying so that they can all
be together.

Linda is happy to have their sons home, but
relations are strained between Biff and his father.
Willy’s ambivalence toward his son is evident in
the way that he declares that Biff’s “trouble is he’s
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Scene from the 1949 Morosco Theater production of Death of a Salesman, with Mildred Dunnock, Lee J. Cobb, Arthur

Kennedy, and Cameron Mitchell. Note the original split-level set designed by Jo Mielziner. Courtesy Billy Rose Theatre
Collection, The New York Public Library for the Performing Arts, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations.

lazy” and then a few seconds later states “There’s
one thing about Biff—he’s not lazy.” Biff is 34 and
has worked a series of low-paying, temporary jobs.
However, his father still wants to believe that he
has great promise. In frustration, Willy criticizes
Linda and complains about the way that the neigh-
borhood has become so built up while his wife tries
to calm him. As Willy grows more irate, his sons
wake and overhear him. Willy responds to Linda,
reminding her that “You're my foundation and my
support” as he settles down and promises to try to
not fight with Biff. Linda suggests that they go on a
picnic, leading Willy to recall an earlier car that he
had owned.

Willy heads to the kitchen to get a snack, still
talking to himself, and the scene switches to the
boys’ room where they discuss their father’s con-

dition. Happy is frustrated at his father’s inabil-
ity to function normally. The brothers reminisce
about their youth. Biff recalls arranging Happy’s
first sexual encounter, and Happy credits him with
teaching him everything he knows about women.
But times have changed, and where Biff used to
lead, now he is more reserved. Happy asks why, and
Biff blames his father, feeling that he is constantly
being mocked. Happy voices concern about how
Willy has been acting, talking to himself and los-
ing concentration. Biff explains how he hates the
business world and the grind of the lower-level jobs
that were all he could command. He has discovered
enjoyment in working as a ranch hand but realizes
that he cannot advance too far in such a job.

Biff is uncertain what he should do and asks
Happy if he is content. Happy responds, “Hell, no!”
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He is in a dead-end sales position with little hope
of promotion; he lives alone and seems equally
discontent. Biff suggests that they buy a ranch
together, and Happy finds the idea attractive but
realizes that this is no way to get rich, so he backs
out, saying that he has to prove a few things first in
the city. Happy leads a dissolute life, sleeping with
his bosses’ girlfriends in a kind of petty revenge
because he wishes that he had their positions. He
also takes bribes from manufacturers. Although
he seems penitent, underneath he is proud of his
deceit and is unlikely to change. Biff plans to ask an
old employer, Bill Oliver, for a loan to start his own
ranch. Happy encourages him, although he thinks
that it would be better to start a business in town.
As Biff recalls a carton of basketballs which Oliver
believed that Biff had stolen from him, doubt is
cast on how valued an employee he had been. Biff
and Happy are interrupted as Willy grows louder.
Biff is angry, but Happy is just embarrassed, hoping
that Biff will take responsibility for their father and
persuading him to wait until morning rather than
make a scene now.

Attention shifts to Willy who is falling into a
past memory of when he was advising a teenage
Biff to be careful with girls. Willy recalls his sons
simonizing the same car that Linda had brought
to mind, and they physically appear as youths. Biff
has a new football that he has stolen from school,
but Willy lets this pass, even praising his son’s ini-
tiative. Both sons idolize their father and strive to
please him. Willy boasts of his exploits on the road
and declares that one day, he will have his own
business. His neighbor, Charley, already has his
own business, but Willy denigrates him as a lesser
man because he is not “well-liked.” Biff promises to
make a touchdown in his next game for his father.

Bernard, Charley’s son, comes to warn Biff that
he is failing math class and may not graduate. All
three Lomans tease him. Biff expects to get to
college on a sports scholarship and so pays scant
attention to his studies. Willy boasts that his sons
will achieve more than Bernard because they are
more attractive and better liked. Linda joins them
with laundry to hang, and at their father’s insis-
tence, the boys scurry to help. Linda asks how
much Willy has sold and although he initially lies

about the amount, Linda patiently waits for the
truth, which is that he has barely earned enough to
pay their bills. He worries that people do not like
him, admitting that people seem to respect men
like Charley who talks less, but Linda cheers him
up, insisting that he will be fine. As she assures
him that he is the handsomest man she knows, we
hear The Woman laugh. Willy has been meeting
someone on the road to cheer himself up. She is
a secretary who enjoys his company and puts him
through to the buyers. He gives The Woman new
stockings, while back at home Linda darns her old
stockings for want of new. Willy guiltily demands
that she stop.

Bernard and Linda list things that Biff is doing
wrong—not studying, stealing, being rough with
girls, driving a car without a license, acting stuck
up—and Willy becomes angry at them, insisting that
it cannot be his fault that Biff is like this. The adult
Happy comes to calm his father, and Willy talks
about his older brother Ben who became rich at 21
having discovered a diamond mine. Willy is begin-
ning to regret not taking Ben up on a business offer
that he once made. He becomes angry at Happy
because he sees his life beginning to unravel and
that Happy is doing little to help. Charley comes to
see what is happening and offers to play cards, while
Happy returns to bed. They gently squabble as they
play; Charley offers Willy a job, but Willy turns it
down. Willy becomes distracted by a memory of
Ben visiting him on his way to Alaska. In real time,
he had recently heard that his brother had died but
left all his money to his seven sons.

As Willy talks to Ben, Charley becomes con-
fused, thinking that Willy is talking to him; the two
argue, and Charley leaves. The dream takes over,
and we learn of the influence that Ben has had
on Willy over the years. Ben had not seen Willy
since he was three, but Willy has longed to meet
his brother, hoping that he can better discover
from him a sense of his own identity. Although Ben
abandoned him, Willy admires his brother for being
rich. Willy has Ben tell his sons about their grandfa-
ther, whom Ben describes as a “wild-hearted man.”
A younger Charley enters to warn Willy that Biff
is stealing lumber and may get caught, but Willy
ignores this, teasing Charley about his attire. He
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asks Ben for advice and gets the mantra, “When
I walked into the jungle, I was seventeen. When I
walked out I was twenty-one. And, by God, I was
rich!” which Willy seems to accept as an answer.
As Ben leaves, Willy is drawn back to the pres-
ent, with Linda asking him if he is alright. He asks
her what happened to the diamond watch fob that
Ben had given him, and she reminds him that he
pawned it years back to pay for one of Biff's cor-
respondence courses. Though in his slippers, Willy
decides to go out for a walk.

Biff joins his mother to find out what is wrong
with Willy. Linda instinctively tries to calm Biff’s
fears but then decides to let him know that his
estrangement from his father is the root of the
problem. She chastises Biff for never writing and
for arguing with his father when he sees him. She
asks Biff why he is so antagonistic, but he evades
answering. Linda is also beginning to give up hope
that Biff will ever settle down and tells him to grow
up. She sticks by her husband, making it clear to
Biff that he is not to come home anymore if he
cannot get on with his father. Biff is angry, pointing
out that Willy has always treated Linda badly, and
Happy has to hold him back from going after Willy.
Linda knows that Willy is not perfect, but she loves
him and insists that “Attention must be paid” as
Willy is going through hard times.

Her husband has not told her, but Linda knows
that Willy has been taken off salary, is making no
sales to earn commission, and has borrowed money
from Charley to hide the fact. Happy has given little
money to help, being too wrapped up in his own life
to notice. Linda criticizes both sons for their waste-
ful and selfish lives and for not caring about their
father. Linda is especially puzzled over why Biff is
so antagonistic since he and his father had been
so close, but Biff remains evasive. Reluctantly, he
promises to stay around to help, but Linda demands
more, telling him that Willy has been trying to kill
himself. The insurance company is investigating
his car “accidents,” and Linda mentions a woman,
which makes Biff nervous. However, the woman
whom Linda means is one who witnessed Willy
crashing on a bridge on purpose. Linda has also
found rubber tubing in the basement with which
she believes that Willy is planning to gas himself.

Biff agrees to try harder, and then he and Happy
argue about how to advance in business. It is clear
that neither are hard workers, always trying to bend
the rules. Biff suggests that they would all have
been better off as carpenters, but Willy, returning
from his walk, disagrees, and he and Biff begin to
argue. Considering what he has just learned, Biff
backs down and tries to cheer his father. He tells
him his plan to see Oliver to obtain a loan to start
his own business. As Biff falters, Happy encourages
this idea by suggesting that he and Biff are plan-
ning a sporting-goods partnership; their father is
enthused by this dream. For a moment, the whole
family is excited. Then Willy and Biff fall back into
arguing after Biff defends his mother when Willy
treats her dismissively. Linda tells Biff to make up,
which he does to keep the peace, and cheers Willy
back up. Happy declares his intention to get mar-
ried, but no one takes any notice. Willy goes to bed
recalling Biff’s greatest moment—when he won the
high school football championship—while Biff goes
to remove the rubber tubing.

Act Two

Bright music suggests a lightened mood from the
night before. It is morning, and Biff and Happy
have already left, but Linda and Willy breakfast
together and speak hopefully of the future. Willy
imagines his sons prosperous and married, while he
and Linda live out in the country where the sons
can come and visit. Linda reminds him that they
need extra money for the insurance, which is in the
grace period, and money for various essential repair
jobs. Willy complains about his “race with the
junkyard” to pay off his big-ticket items before they
break down, but they do almost own their house.
Willy is even hopeful that he could grow something
in their small garden. Linda tells Willy that his sons
plan to meet him later in the day for a celebratory
dinner. After he leaves, Biff telephones while he is
waiting for Oliver. Linda tells him to wait patiently,
reminding him to be good to his father.

Willy has finally accepted Linda’s suggestion
that he demand a desk job at the company and is
full of hope for the prospect. It is clear on his arrival
that his boss, Howard Wagner, has little time for
him. Fascinated by his latest acquisition, a wire
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recorder, Howard hardly listens to what Willy says,
making him listen to his family on the recorder.
Willy finally makes his request, and Howard unsym-
pathetically refuses, saying that he has no place for
him in the office. Willy tells him about Dave Sin-
gleman, an old-time salesman who inspired Willy
as a younger man to go into sales. Singleman had
lived and died traveling on the railroad, and his
funeral drew a crowd of friends from around the
country. Willy bemoans the old days when this type
of salesman was more popular and reminds Howard
of all the years that he has put into the company.
Howard is not interested, and as soon as he can,
he fires Willy, which he has been hoping to do for
some time. He suggests that Willy look to his sons
for help when Willy insists he needs income, but
Willy is appalled at the thought of being so depen-
dent. The shock sends Willy to seek advice from
his brother Ben.

On his way back from Alaska, Ben had stopped
by again to see if Willy is interested in managing
some timberland that he has bought, and Willy
recalls this visit. Not liking Ben, Linda encourages
Willy to turn it down, saying that he has good pros-
pects where he is, and Ben leaves. Willy then recalls
the glory of Biff's championship game, with Ber-
nard trotting after Biff, eagerly holding his shoulder
guards, and the chance of his son getting a college
scholarship. Charley teasingly deflates what Willy
sees as the importance of the game, putting it into a
more reasonable perspective, but this is Willy’s big-
gest moment of glory, and he is angry at Charley.

Meanwhile, Willy has arrived at Charley’s office,
and hearing him seemingly talking to himself, Char-
ley’s secretary Jenny asks Bernard, who is waiting
to see his father, to deal with him. As an adult,
Bernard is now a successful lawyer with a wife and
two sons of his own, although he modestly plays this
down to Willy. Willy lies about Biff's great prospects
but cannot resist asking Bernard how he managed
to do so well while Biff turned out so poorly. Ber-
nard asks him why Biff ruined his chances by refus-
ing to retake the Math class. Willy pretends to have
no idea, but as Bernard keeps asking, Willy becomes
argumentative until Charley interrupts. Charley
sends his son off; proudly letting Willy know that
Bernard is about to argue a case in front of the

Supreme Court. Bernard, good-naturedly, tries to
give Willy the best advice he can, but not knowing
the truth, he can only offer platitudes.

Charley gives Willy his usual $50, but Willy
needs more. Charley again tries to get his friend to
accept a job, but Willy responds angrily; his pride
will not allow him to work for a man whom he has
derided for all these years. He tells Charley that he
has been fired, and Charley gives him the money
he needs, pointing out that being well liked is not
a good business philosophy because it is money that
really talks. Charley is concerned about Willy’s
state of mind and worries that he may be consider-
ing suicide. He warns Willy against it. Willy admits
that Charley is his only friend as he leaves to meet
his sons for dinner.

Happy is already at the restaurant, acting big
for Stanley, the waiter, and attracting a girl, Miss
Forsythe. He pretends to be a champagne salesman
to pick her up, and when Biff arrives, he tells her
that Biff is a professional football player, sending
her to find a friend to make a foursome. Biff has
come down to earth, realizing that the dream that
the family had constructed of his borrowing money
from Bill Oliver and becoming a successful busi-
nessman was entirely unrealistic. He waited all day
to see him, and Oliver did not even remember who
he was. In revenge, Biff slipped into his office and
stole his fountain pen before running out. He is a
little drunk and plans to force his father to face the
truth, although Happy insists that it is better that
he maintain the lie.

When Willy arrives, Biff begins to tell him what
happened, but his father cuts him off realizing that
it is not good news. Announcing he just got fired,
Willy tries to strong-arm his stunned son into creat-
ing a happier version of the meeting. As his father’s
refusal to hear the truth frustrates Biff, Willy hears
voices from the time when he and Biff originally
fell apart. As Biff tries to tell his father that Oliver
would not see him, Willy bemoans Biff failing his
math, and we see Bernard telling Linda that Biff
has gone to Boston to see his father. Caught in his
memory, Willy misses everything that Biff is cur-
rently telling him. He focuses for a moment on the
fact that his son stole a pen but slips back into the
memory. His behavior worries Biff so much that
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he begins to fall back on the lie to calm his father
down, telling him that Oliver will loan the money.
It begins to work, but Biff cannot maintain the pre-
tense. Willy thinks that he is doing this out of spite,
and Happy calms them both down as Miss Forsythe
returns with her friend, Letta. Biff tries to get Willy
to sit for a drink but hearing The Woman’s voice in
his head, Willy goes to the washroom.

Biff vainly appeals to Happy for help, but Happy
does not want to accept any responsibility. Dis-
traught and feeling inadequate to help his father,
Biff runs out. Happy follows with the two women,
callously leaving his father alone in the washroom
and announcing, “That’s not my father. He's just
a guy.” Meanwhile, in the bathroom, Willy relives
the whole experience of Biff arriving at his hotel
room in Boston. Willy had tried to hide his lady
friend, Miss Francis, in the bathroom, but she
refused to wait, coming out just as Willy is promis-
ing to fix Biff's math problem. Young Biff loses all
faith in his father when he realizes that he is an
adulterer. Calling him a liar and a fake, he dashes
away. Stanley discovers Willy shouting to himself
and explains that Biff and Happy already left. Dis-
appointed, Willy decides to buy some seeds on his
way home.

The boys arrive home late to find their mother
fuming at the way that they treated their father
and determined to throw them both out for good.
Happy tries to pretend that they never left their
father but Linda calls them both animals, accusing
Happy of whoring and throwing the flowers that
he had brought her to the ground. Biff wants to
confront his father, but Linda insists that he leaves
Willy alone. She orders Happy to pick up the flow-
ers, and he refuses, heading upstairs while Biff picks
them up. Biff accepts her criticisms but despite
his mother’s pleas, heads outside to see his father.
Willy is planting seeds and talking to Ben about his
plan to kill himself to get Linda money and to show
Biff, by his massive funeral, how truly popular he
was. Ben offers doubts—pointing out the insurance
company may not pay out and that Biff may hate
Willy or see him as a coward for doing this—then
he fades away.

Biff joins Willy to tell him that he has decided
to leave for good and brings him inside. Willy finds

this news hard to process but decides that Biff is
doing this out of spite. Willy refuses responsibility
for Biff’s failure, and Biff’s insistence that he does
not blame his father makes Willy feel more guilty
and belligerent. All the shouting brings Happy
down. As Willy curses him, Biff tries one final time
to get his father to face the truth, confronting him
with the rubber tube and declaring that the whole
family are fakes. Although Linda and Happy try to
stop him, Biff insists on speaking the truth as he
sees it: Happy has a lowly job without prospects
and is wasting his life, Biff himself is a thief and a
bum who has never held down any kind of job, and
his father is a “dime a dozen” like the rest of them.
Willy refuses to accept any of this, continuing to
accuse Biff of spite, but when Biff breaks down into
tears, he understands that his son still loves him.

Exhausted, Biff heads upstairs as Ben suggests
that he will be “outstanding, with twenty thousand
behind him.” With Ben’s encouragement, Willy
decides to go through with his suicide plans so that
Biff will have enough money to make a success of
his life. He sends Happy and a worried Linda to
bed, saying that he needs to sit. Ben offers final
words of advice, then vanishes, and Willy nearly
panics but steels himself to do this for his son. He
drives off to crash his car one last time. Linda and
Biff both call out for him to stop, but it is too late.
The family, along with Charley and Bernard, walk
to stare at Willy’s grave.

Requiem

At the close of the play, there is a short scene fol-
lowing the group standing at the graveside as they
discuss what Willy’s death means. Linda seems
stunned; she cannot understand why no one else
showed up for the funeral or why Willy killed him-
self. Biff views his father as a man who held the
wrong dreams, but both Happy and Charley dis-
agree. Charley points out that dreams are all some
men have and insists that Willy was a great man.
Happy seems determined to follow in his father’s
footsteps, forever the dreamer, but Biff refuses to
be dragged back in. Linda asks them all to go and,
alone for a moment, lets out her true grief. She
feels utterly lost without her husband; they have
paid off the house, but she has no one left to live in
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it. As she begins to weep, Biff leads her away, and
the flute sound is heard once more as the surround-
ing apartment buildings are emphasized.

CRITICAL COMMENTARY

Miller’s lengthy setting and character descriptions
contribute much to an understanding of the play.
Willy is presented as living in a claustrophobic
urban setting that is indicative of the harsh life that
he has chosen. His home is surrounded by apart-
ment houses that emanate a threatening orange
glow. When memory takes over, this glow gives
way to a more dreamlike background with shadowy
leaves and music, evoking a happier, pastoral era.
At the close of the play, however, we see the loom-
ing “hard towers” of the apartment building domi-
nating the setting once more. When Willy initially
goes from the real world into his first reverie, the
apartment houses in the background are faded out,
and the lighting suggests that the stage is covered
with leaves, as the opening pastoral music reas-
serts itself. With this change in atmosphere, Willy’s
dream world of the past is recreated for the audi-
ence as it occurs in Willy’s memory.

The opening setting provides the background
for Willy Loman’s life and some of the rationale
behind his death. The faint pastoral melody played
on a flute recalls both Willy’s father who played
such an instrument and the pastoral dream that
may have suited Willy’s nature better than the
harsh world of business that he chose. Miller’s
emphasis on the refrigerator in the kitchen and
a silver athletic trophy above Willy’s bed repre-
sent the only achievements in Willy’s life—a few
basic luxuries for the house and a fleeting, winning
moment from his family’s past. The refrigerator, we
later learn, is on the verge of breaking down, and
the trophy was won by Willy’s oldest son, Biff, just
before he dropped out of high school and became a
virtual vagrant. Willy’s activities, aside from his job
as a salesman, are part of a symbolic network. He
plants seeds just as he plants false hopes. Both will
die and never come to fruition because the house
has become enclosed by the city and because his
dreams are unrealistic in the harsh, competitive
society that these apartments represent. The front
porch, constructed out of stolen lumber, is indica-

tive of how their lives, as well as their house, have
been built on something false. Willy does not fit
into the modern world of machinery; likewise, the
values that he espouses, where deals are made with
a smile and a handshake, are those of a bygone age.
To illustrate this point, Miller frequently depicts
Willy’s uneasy relationship with machinery such
as his car, his refrigerator, and Howard’s recording
machine.

Writing in a style that scholar Brenda Murphy
has coined subjective realism, Death of a Salesman
carefully blends a realistic picture of a salesman’s
home and life in the post-Depression years with
the subjective thoughts that are going through its
central protagonist’s head. The play’s clever use of
time that allows the audience to view both past and
present occutring at the same moment on the same
stage set fully captured the concept of simultaneity
for which Miller had been striving. The Lomans act
and sound like natural, everyday people who face
everyday social and domestic concerns. However,
Willy’s waking—dream sequences that recall past
moments in time, the increasingly evident symbol-
ism of various stage effects (lighting and sound),
and the play’s subtle protest against accepted social
expectations also satisfy the requirements of an
expressionistic work.

Although Willy Loman’s situation is often des-
cribed as timeless, Death of a Salesman can be read
as an illustration of the historical economic inter-
ests and forces operating on U.S. society from the
turn of the century to when the play was written.
This was a period of major changes in the economic
structure of the United States. Willy witnessed the
pioneers’ sense of hope and possibility at the begin-
ning of the new millennium, a time when his father
and brother both left home to embrace such possi-
bilities to the full. While his father vanished from
sight, his brother came out ahead. Willy lived
through the wild prosperity of the 1920s and was
inspired by meeting successful salesman Dave Sin-
gleman to go into sales. This was a period when he
felt he could become successful in the big city, until
the 1929 WALL STREET CRASH marked the start of
the GREAT DEPRESSION. The Depression lasted
throughout the 1930s, and Willy evidently found

his products increasingly hard to sell in a period
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when nobody had money to buy anything but
necessities.

With the economy being jump-started for the
1940s by the increased market demands and indus-
trial advances of WORLD WAR II, Willy saw a
renewed sense of vigor in the U.S. economy that
probably created much of the hope that he places in
the prospects of his sons. However, it is becoming a
young man’s world, and Willy, in his sixties, is swiftly
becoming outmoded, his sales style also being out
of date. It is hardly surprising that he ends up being
fired as he illustrates to his own boss his incapac-
ity to make a sale when he fails to persuade him to
give him a desk job. The play was written and is set
in 1948 at the time when forces of CAPITALISM and
materialism came to the fore and technology made
its greatest inroad into the lives of everyday people.
Death of a Salesman depicts the impact of these forces
on the lives of an ordinary family—the Lomans. It is
little wonder that so many of those watching the
original production felt that they were witnessing
their own story or that of a family member.

The Lomans are depicted as social failures in
their inability to make money and live happily and
comfortably, but the deeper question asked by the
play is whether this failure is because of their own
inadequacies or caused by society’s unrealistic stan-
dards of success? In Miller’s opinion, the blame of
failure should not be attached to insignificant cogs
in the social machine like the Lomans but should
be partially attributed to the larger social forces
that operate on people’s lives. Economics play an
important part in the creation of such forces. By
the time the play was written, Miller saw business
matters at odds with conventional morality, with
humanity threatened by the onset of technology
and the growing pressures of ownership; all these
issues are reflected in the dilemmas of the Loman
family and the other characters to whom they are
economically linked.

Miller’s strong sense of moral and social commit-
ment runs throughout the play. The aim of Death of
a Salesman is twofold: First, Miller wanted to write
a social drama that confronted the problems of an
ordinary man in a conscienceless, capitalistic social
system; second, he wanted that same play to be a
modern tragedy that adapted older tragic theories

to allow for a common man as tragic protagonist.
Willy’s apparent ordinariness should not blind us to
his tragic stature; Miller insists that a common fam-
ily man’s situation can be as tragic as the dilemmas
of royalty because he ties his definition of heroism to
a notion of personal dignity that transcends social
stature. Willy is heroic because he strives to be free
and to make his mark in society, despite the odds
against him. Though he is destroyed in the process,
he is motivated by love, and his destruction allows
for learning to take place. Through Willy’s sacrifice,
Biff is able to accept his father’s love while recogniz-
ing the emptiness of the dream that Willy espoused.
Willy had accepted at face value overpublicized
ideas of material success and therein lays his tragedy,
for he will kill himself in his pursuit of such a dream.
His downfall and final defeat illustrate not only the
failure of a man but also the failure of a way of life.

A central thematic issue in this play is Mill-
er’s consideration of the problematic and elusive
American dream of success and how success is
interpreted by society. Miller sees many people’s
lives being poisoned by their desire to be successful.
People like the Lomans are doomed to try for suc-
cess but fail, with all the resulting guilt that such
failure brings. Others like Ben and Howard display
an ability to make money that deems them suc-
cessful but at the cost of their own moral integrity.
Charley and Bernard, on the other hand, are suc-
cessful, but they do not allow their desire for wealth
to run their lives. This enables them to maintain
their moral integrity and offer us a potential solu-
tion to this social problem that, Miller believes, lies
at the heart of the U.S. democracy.

The Loman family survives intact for many
years largely through their capacity to dream. Such
dreams are highly ambivalent, especially when they
turn out to be so patently false; they may provide
a momentary respite from a harsh reality, but are
they not more destructive in the long run? When
Biff is led to dream that he and Happy can start
a business on a loan from Bill Oliver, we see the
family revitalized and Willy gain the strength to
go and ask for a better job. But to feed the dream,
Biff has to reinvent not only his own abilities but
also his relationship with Bill Oliver. Such dreams
can never be fulfilled as long as they are based on
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lies. While the dream is maintained, it may grant
strength, but as soon as reality intrudes, the dream
is shattered and lays the dreamer open to harsh
disillusionment.

But the question remains in the play: Is it pos-
sible to live in dreams? Charley tells us, “A sales-
man is got to dream” and seems to suggest that
Willy had no other option, which also leads us to
wonder from where do Willy’s dreams originate. It
is evident that Willy’s family experience has been
influential in his development. Both his father and
his older brother Ben are portrayed as archetypal
pioneers—men who have successfully tamed the
West—whom Willy is tempted to emulate, despite
their evident self-absorption and lack of compas-
sion. However, their sense of freedom and adven-
ture clashes with Willy’s more humane sense of
responsibility and his caution; Willy is not only the
product of his family upbringing, but he is also a
product of a far wider array of cultural myths and
values. It is little wonder that Willy is unable to
find happiness—for he is being influenced continu-
ously by conflicting ideologies that can never allow
him to feel any satisfaction.

The play explores the changing role of capi-
talism in society and its impact on people’s lives.
Willy is living in a time when the nature of business
itself is undergoing intrinsic changes, partly due to
the capitalist pressure to make more money and to
become more efficient. Death of a Salesman depicts
a definite clash between capitalistic business and
morality. It is clear that Miller would prefer us to
follow the example of Charley rather than Howard
or Ben. Ben abandons his family, Howard ruth-
lessly fires an old man, and Happy admits to tak-
ing bribes; none of them feels any remorse, and
a capitalist system encourages such behavior. The
best way to survive in such a system is to become
a better and more ruthless capitalist than your fel-
low worker. However, a character such as Charley
seems to have found a way to survive in business
with his morality intact; he is able to do this largely
by limiting his expectations and refusing to ignore
the plight of others.

The desire to be successful and the fact that a
capitalistic society encourages such a desire leads
to another major theme in the play: Miller’s con-

sideration of the force of materialism in people’s
lives. In the search for the “good life,” people like
the Lomans surround themselves with many things
above and beyond the necessities of life. However,
these goods are only available at a price, and not
everyone in society can afford all that the advertis-
ers convince that them they must have to be con-
sidered happy. The Lomans try to keep up with a
refrigerator, a vacuum, and a new car, but they find
themselves in a constant state of worry that they
may not be able to meet all their payments. How-
ever, they do not dare be satisfied with less, for that
would make them feel like failures. They become
caught in a world where they must work to live and
rarely have the time to sit back and enjoy life itself.
The issue of family and the relationship that
exists between members of a family are also of great
interest to Miller. In the 1940s, the father was still
viewed as the provider of life, both biologically and
economically. Fathers were also responsible for
teaching their children proper morals and values
through instruction and by setting themselves up
as good examples. Children should be able to view
their father with the proper mix of awe, devotion,
and love. A major problem occurs with fathers like
Willy Loman because they prove themselves to
be so fallible. They fail to exhibit the right mor-
als and values in their own lives, thus making it
hard for children to respect and follow their lead.
The kinds of relationships that Willy and Charley
have with their sons are very different. They teach
their offspring different sets of values, and we can
see by their sons’ resulting success or failure as to
who was in the right. While Willy teaches Biff and
Happy that all they need to be successful is to be
well liked, Charley makes sure that Bernard under-
stands that he has a better chance to get ahead
through thoughtfulness for others and hard work.
Central to the play is the relationship between
Biff and his father. As a young man, Biff idolized
his father so much that on learning that Willy was
not infallible, Biff's whole world was turned upside
down. His struggle to be free of his father’s expec-
tations indirectly leads to the only way this could
be possible, by his father's death. Unwittingly,
Biff gives his father the one spur he needs to kill
himself—not that his son spites him but that he
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loves him. Returning this love, Willy kills himself
because this is the only way he can give his son the
money that he sees him needing to be successful;
this is the biggest gift that he knows to give him,
however wrongheaded it might be. It is unimport-
ant whether the insurance money is paid out or not
because Biff does not even want it. What both he
and his father really want is a return to a simpler
time when they could just love each other without
all of the external pressure to be successful.

It is easy to be disturbed by the apparently pas-
sive female stereotypes that we find in Death of a
Salesman—the good housewife, the call girl, the
mousy secretary—but Miller wanted his play to be
realistic, and in U.S. society of the late 1940s, this is
how many women were viewed. Death of a Salesman
is a profoundly masculine play, told from a man’s
point of view (Willy Loman’s). The men take cen-
ter stage in what is a male dominated world where
men do business, play sports, go adventuring, and
try carpentry. Although more than a third of its
cast is women, the play centers on issues of male
bonding and the relationships between fathers and
sons. Women have been marginalized and appear
as loyal wives, like Linda, or easy women, like The
Woman, Miss Forsythe, and Letta; or they have
been silenced and hardly are featured at all, such
as Willy’s mother, Ben’s wife, or Charley’s wife (the
first two are given a brief mention; the latter no
comment at all).

Although Willy calls Linda his “foundation and
support,” as indeed she is, he shows little respect or
regard for her in the way that we see him treat her.
He cheats on her and rudely tells her to shut up.
What seems worse is that Linda accepts such treat-
ment. She subordinates her life to Willy, shares
his dreams, and appears to have none of her own.
But Linda is not stupid or weak; she displays great
perception and can be tough when necessary. She
is the main reason why this family has managed to
stay together, hence her depiction as a mender who
tries to mend everything from stockings to people.
She also knows what these repairs cost, and this
knowledge gives her the strength to break the fam-
ily apart, sending her sons away if they threaten her
husband. In this light, Linda can be seen as working
against the stereotype of the weak, maternal figure.

She loves her husband and is prepared to sacrifice
anything to make him happy. This is the way in
which she has chosen to define her life, and it is
not so unusual for the 1940s when women had less
independent options. As a result, it is little wonder
that she seems so lost at the close without him.

FIRST PERFORMANCE

Death of a Salesman had tryouts in Philadelphia,
and opened at the Morosco Theater Theatre in
New York City on February 10, 1949, with the fol-

lowing cast:

Willy Loman: LEE ]. COBB

Linda Loman: MILDRED DUNNOCK
Biff Loman: ARTHUR KENNEDY
Happy Loman: Cameron Mitchell
Bernard: Don Keefer

The Woman: Winnifred Cushing
Charley: Howard Smith

Uncle Ben: Thomas Chalmers
Howard Wagner: Alan Hewitt
Jenny: Ann Driscoll

Stanley: Tom Pedi

Miss Forsythe: Constance Ford
Letta: Hope Cameron

Directed by Elia Kazan

Set and lighting designed by Jo Mielziner

Music by Alex North

Produced by KERMIT BLOOMGARDEN and Walter
Fried

It ran for 742 performances.

INITIAL REVIEWS

Response to Death of a Salesman was tremendous,
both in its Philadelphia tryouts and its Broadway
opening; audience and critics had been riveted.
Miller won a string of major awards, including the
Pulitzer Prize, the New York Drama Critics Circle
Award, the Theater Club Award, and Tony Award.
The play was soon performed throughout that
United States and Europe. The published script
became a best seller and was the only play ever to
be a Book-of-the Month Club selection.

Kazan, who had successfully produced Miller’s
earlier play All My Sons, persuaded Miller to accept
Lee J. Cobb as Willy Loman, even though he had
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written the part for a small man. Cobb made the
part his own, although Dustin Hoffman also made a
mark on the role playing it more closely to Miller’s
original vision in 1984. Jo Mielziner designed a set
and lighting that helped convey Loman’s mental
state, and Alex North provided music that would
add another layer of symbolism. Robert Coleman
called the play “emotional dynamite” and reported
that “sobs were heard throughout the auditorium,
and handkerchiefs were kept busy wiping away
tears.” BROOKS ATKINSON declared it “superb,”
“deeply moving,” and a “wraith-like tragedy,” insist-
ing that Miller had “looked with compassion into
the hearts of some ordinary Americans and quietly

Barbara Clothe and Richard Ward in a scene from the
1972 Centerstage production in Baltimore of Death of a
Salesman, directed by Lee D. Sankowich. The play has
been produced several times with an all-black cast, as
here. George C. Scott’s 1975 production featured black
actors only in the roles of Charley and Bernard. Courtesy
Billy Rose Theatre Collection, The New York Public Library for
the Performing Arts, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations.

transferred their hopes and anguish to the theatre.”
Richard Watts asserted, “Under Elia Kazan’s vigor-
ous and perceptive direction, Death of a Salesman
emerges as easily the best and most important new
American play of the year.”

The play’s portrait of Willy Loman managed to
strike an emotional chord that continues to rever-
berate. A man of his time and yet also, somehow,
timeless, Loman has attracted international audi-
ences and continues to interest them even to the
present day. Theater scholar Brenda Murphy talks
about “the ease with which audiences all over the
world have understood and sympathized with the
plight of Willy Loman, and have grasped the issues
of the play.” The 1983 production of Death of a
Salesman that Miller himself directed in the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China at the BEIJING PEOPLE’S ART
THEATER, was a landmark in foreign diplomacy.
Aside from the Chinese production and count-
less U.S. and European productions, the play has
been successfully produced in countries as diverse
as South Africa, Korea, Japan, Mexico, the Soviet
Union, and Australia. There have also been at least
seven film and television versions.

SCHOLARSHIP

Out of all of Miller’s plays, Death of a Salesman
has elicited the most scholarship. Among the most
prominent have been collections of essays and
whole books devoted to this single play. In The
Burning Jungle, Karl Harshberger reassessed the
roles of the play’s leading characters, while Brenda
Murphy’s Miller: Death of a Salesman gives a well-
researched and insightful overview of major stage
and film productions of the play. Jo Mielziner’s
memoirs also offer substantial detail on how he
came to design the play’s set and lighting.

As teaching aids, Matthew Roudané’s
Approaches to Teaching Miller’s Death of a Sales-
man and Brenda Murphy and Susan C. W. Abbot-
son’s Understanding Death of a Salesman offer
useful guidelines to approaching the play in the
classroom. The former includes essays to initiate
discussions on the play’s place in U.S. theater, per-
formance aspects, critical concerns, and Miller’s
use of U.S. myths, while the latter reprints selected
secondary material to vitalize the play’s themes,
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which include background myths, economics, busi-
ness, family, sports, and U.S. life.

Death of a Salesman: Text and Criticism, edited
by Gerald Weales, contains the play’s full text and
also five of Miller’s theater essays, 21 reviews and
essays, and other useful material. Bernard Dukore
has edited a similar volume. Walter Meserve’s The
Merrill Studies in Death of a Salesman includes for-
eign reviews, essays on the usual themes; books
edited by Helen Wickham Koon, Harold Bloom,
Thomas Siebold, and John Hurrell all reprint a
selection of essays from leading scholars on a vari-
ety of topics. Even the more general essay collec-
tions edited by Robert W. Corrigan and James ].
Martine are dominated by discussions of Death of a
Salesman. The Arthur Miller Society’s 1999 confer-
ence was dedicated to the play’s 50th anniversary,
and Stephen Marino edited “The Salesman Has a
Birthday,” a volume of the best papers presented.

Numerous essays appear in other collections and
journals. Comparisons have been made between
Death of a Salesman and the work of EUGENE
ONEILL (particularly The Iceman Cometh), TEN-
NESSEE WILLIAMS, HENRIK IBSEN’s The Wild Duck,
DaviD MAMET’s Glengarry Glen Ross, and even
Cherrie Moraga’s Shadow of a Man. Amrendra
Narayan Singh considers the play beside After the
Fall, and there have been at least two studies com-
paring the play to August Wilson’s Fences. Willy
has been compared to King Lear, and his inner
psyche has been thoroughly explored. Ben, Ber-
nard, Biff, and even Dave Singleman have received
individual studies, and there are several discus-
sions of the play’s women, including those by Gayle
Austin and Charlotte Canning. Common topics
include debates of whether or not the play is a
tragedy, the innovation and impact of its dramatic
form, and various aspects of U.S. business culture.
More unusual are those discussions of the play’s
Jewish aspects by Joel Shatzky or Dan Vogel and
John S. Shockley’s intriguing comparison of Willy
to Ronald Reagan.

Scholars, including CHRISTOPHER BIGSBY and
Terry Otten, have convincingly argued that the
Willy/Biff relationship is central to the play—this
father—son relationship is most popular topic of
study. Bigsby’s 2005 study of Miller points out that

the play is “not an attack on American values” but
is “an exploration of the betrayal of those values
and the cost of this in human terms.” While such
critics as ERIC BENTLEY were early to find fault with
Miller’s poetic style, Lloyd Gareth Evans took a
closer and more positive look at Miller’s use of lan-
guage in 1977, and in recent years, we find Matthew
Roudané declaring Miller to be “one of the most
gifted and radical sculptors of language in Ameri-
can drama.” Stephen Marino undertakes a close
textual analysis of Miller’s figurative language and
reveals “Metaphors of sports and trees—expressed
by images and symbols of boxing, burning, dia-
monds, nature, fighting, air, and smells” throughout
the play. The Indian commentator Jayasree consid-
ers how Miller expands the notion of realism in the
play, and short pieces, including those by Terry
Thompson and Frank Ardolino, explore specific
references in the play to such things as Hercules,
Adonis, facial hair, sports, names, and numbers.

CHARACTERS

Bernard Not a central character, the Lomans’
neighbor Bernard is offered as a foil to the Loman
boys. He also shows, alongside his father Charley,
that it is possible to be successful without being
unpleasant as is Ben or Howard. As a child, Ber-
nard seems to idolize the tougher, sporty Loman
brothers, especially Biff, but unlike Biff and Happy,
he has a strong work ethic, does not expect to
get through on charm, studies hard at school, and
is consequently a highly successful lawyer. By the
play’s close, he is on his way to argue a case in
front of the supreme court and to stay with friends
in the Hamptons. He also has a wife and chil-
dren, something neither of the Loman brothers has
achieved. For all of his success, though, Bernard
is not boastful, being a polite and gentle man who
talks respectfully to Willy when he meets him in his
father’s office.

Charley Biff and Happy refer to their neighbor
as “Uncle” Charley but it is unclear whether he is a
relative or just a close family friend. Charley’s son,
Bernard, also calls Willy “Uncle,” and although
more studious than Miller, he has the same lanky
awkwardness that Miller had at that age. Miller
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insisted that Willy was nothing like ISIDORE MILLER,
but Miller had grown up across the street from two
of his uncles, and the good natured Charley could
be modeled on his father during his more success-
ful years; he was not a big talker and had offered
his brothers-in-law jobs when they needed them,
although in Salesman in Beijing Miller describes
his character as “gruff, ignorant, and peasantlike,”
which runs contrary to how he viewed his father.

In one sense, Charlie offers an ideal in the play:
He runs his own business, is content with his life,
and is a pleasant, good-natured man—all things
that seem to be beyond Willy’s grasp. Charley is
satisfied with moderate success without feeling
compelled to be the best, and he does not take
short cuts, relying instead on steady, hard work. He
does not trust the easy success of a scholarship by
winning a football game; he feels that you get what
you work for. Ever in the background, not forcing
himself but trying to help his unfortunate neighbor
through a difficult time, Charley loves and respects
Willy in a way that few others do. Indeed, Willy, in
a rare moment of honesty, remarks that Charley is
his only friend. This turns out to be true, as outside
of immediate family, Charley and his son, are the
only people who show up at Willy’s funeral. It is
here that Charley gives a speech to explain what
was so special about Willy in response to Biff deni-
grating the way his father lived.

Charley passes his mode of living on to his off-
spring, as Willy does, but his are clearly the better
values by which to live—his son Bernard is a car-
ing, compassionate adult and is nothing like the
self-involved Loman brothers. Willy criticizes him
for not being able to use tools as Willy can, but
Charley does what is suited to his nature, unlike
Willy, who refuses to accept that he would have
been happier as a carpenter.

Loman, Ben Willy’s older brother Ben died two
weeks before the play begins and left his fortune
to his seven sons but nothing to his brother. Willy
recalls Ben on several occasions during the play
and brings him to life for the audience, but this is a
Ben of the past. Willy seems to recall him especially
at those moments when he feels the most vulner-
able and in need of guidance. However, Ben has

no real answers. As a self-made man, Ben tells his
tale of finding a fortune in the African jungle as if
it were a solution, but it is merely a boast. Ben was
a selfish man and survived the jungle by plundering
it, just as he makes money in Alaska by denud-
ing the countryside. His father had left a wife and
two young sons to seek success in Alaska and was
never heard from again. Ben similarly ignores fam-
ily responsibility as he follows the father’s footsteps,
leaving his mother and younger brother to fend for
themselves.

Ben’s uncaring attitude toward others may
have helped him achieve great wealth, but he has
made his fortune mostly by luck; Linda is right to
be suspicious of where his offer will lead Willy.
Willy’s life may have been different if he had fol-
lowed his brother to Alaska, but there is no guar-
antee that it would have been any better. Ben's
lack of family feeling can be seen in the mean
way in which he trips Biff, the brusque way that
he treats Willy, and the long years of silence. Yet,
it is Ben to whom Willy goes for advice before
his act of suicide, and although Ben warns Willy
the insurance company may not pay out, he does
finally encourage him in this act. Since we never
see a real Ben, given that he died before the play
begins, it is possible to question the authenticity
of his presentation—with his fortune in diamonds
and seven sons, he sounds more the product of
a fairy tale than of reality. Although Linda con-
firms his existence and the diamond he once gave
them, aspects of his story may be colored more by
Willy’s need for a strong heroic figure than by a
true portrait of his brother.

Loman, Biff Although Miller himself had been
weak at math and a high school football player, Biff
is more closely modeled on Miller’s cousin Buddy
Newman, another sportsman who also was popular
with the boys as well as being a rather wild child.
The name Biff seems to indicate an abrasive nature
and someone who will have to fight to get what he
wants, but the name is ironic for Biff’s life so far has
been marked by his inability to stick to anything
and to quit anytime things become too difficult.

As a youth, Biff idolized his father and was led

to believe that since he was “well liked” he could
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get away with anything. He is highly popular in
the small world of high school, which only feeds
this belief. He begins to steal, no doubt feeling
that everything should be his by right; a football
from school, lumber for the house, a crate of balls
from Bill Oliver. Willy is desperate that Biff should
succeed in life, so instead of punishing him, he
condones the thefts and makes excuses, neglecting
to instill in his son the moral values that a par-
ent should teach a child. Biff is successful in high
school as a football player but reaps no benefit from
this because he never goes to college. Initially, he
had planned to retake the math course he needed,
but he catches his father with a mistress, and this
changes everything.

Biff’s self-confidence dissipates as he loses res-
pect for his father. As a result of this, his belief in
the fantasies that his father has fed him cannot
be maintained, but he has nothing with which to
replace them. Without direction, he leaves home
after arguing with Willy. He travels from job to job,
unable to maintain any position for long because
he cannot take orders. He even does time in jail for
stealing a suit. But out in the real world, away from
the destructive influence of his father, Biff begins
to recognize his own true nature and replace his
father’s dream with one of his own. Whether or not
Biff can achieve his dream of working with the land
is not as important as the fact that it is more suited
to his nature than trying to be a hot-shot business
man.

The older Biff may not like his father, but he still
loves him, and this sucks him back into his father’s
dreamworld for a time. When Linda warns him that
his father is considering suicide, to cheer his father
up, Biff creates a fantasy in which Bill Oliver will
lend him the money to start his own sporting-goods
firm and he and Happy will become rich. His family
is able to maintain this illusion, agreeing that Oliver
had really liked Biff and planning their advertising
campaign as if this plan could not fail. Biff is forced
back into reality when he waits all day to see Oliver
and the man does not remember who he is. As if to
put that dream behind him, or perhaps to reassert
his own nature, Biff steals Oliver’s pen before leav-
ing his office. He then tries to explain to his father
what he sees as the truth about the Lomans, but

Willy is incapable of accepting such a vision; all he
sees is that his son still loves him and so is worthy
of the sacrifice he is now prepared to make.

Loman, Harold (Happy) Based on Miller’s
cousin Abby Newman who had had a reputation
with the ladies, Miller created Harold Loman.
Called Happy by his friends, Biff's younger brother
invokes a happy-go-lucky personality. However, we
soon learn that this is a deluded happiness. Happy
is not happy at all but pushes his inner discontent
to one side and lives a bitter and aggressive life,
sleeping with his bosses’ wives and girlfriends to get
petty revenge for their being higher up on the cor-
porate ladder. Forever seeking both parents’ atten-
tion with his declarations that he is losing weight or
getting married, Happy is as consistently ignored;
that no doubt accounts for his own ability in return
finally to ignore what is happening to his parents.

Happy does not reach the same level of aware-
ness as Biff, for by the close of the play, he deter-
mines to live life as his father, having learned
nothing of what that means. Since his childhood,
Happy has admired his father and his older brother,
forever fighting, largely unsuccessfully, for their
attention and approval. Although Biff left home,
Willy remained as a role model, and Happy has
become a pale imitation of his father. Bereft of
even the few decencies that Willy retains, such
as a conscience and sense of responsibility, Happy
presents an entirely disreputable figure. Despite his
supposed love and respect for his father, Happy has
no compunction about abandoning Willy in a bar
when he is clearly distressed, even denying that
Willy is his father to escape embarrassment. He
would rather chase women than deal with his own
father’s evident distress, and it is little wonder that
his own mother turns on him so coldly for this. His
response to her is equally cold when he refuses to
pick up the flowers, leaving Biff to play the role of
dutiful son.

Unlike his father who must work on commis-
sion, Happy is salaried, but he has not advanced in
business; he is an assistant to an assistant buyer. He
resents everyone who is over him at work, seeing
himself as the better man because of the false illu-
sions that his father fed both children growing up.
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He lives the rootless life of a bachelor who sleeps
with a string of women, and despite his claims
that he wants to marry, he also admits that he
would never give up this sexual freedom by choice.
Because he finds women so easy to charm, he no
longer values any woman enough to sustain a rela-
tionship. He is a morally bankrupt individual, and
Linda rightly calls him, “a philandering bum.”

Loman, Linda Linda’s central importance seems
to be as a voice of protest and outrage against
what is happening to her husband. She insists that
“Attention must be paid” to Willy and his suffering.
As Linda recognizes, Willy is a human being, and it
is a terrible thing that happens to him. Dreams,
illusions, and self-deceptions feed the action of this
play; Linda, in contrast, seems very much planted
in reality with her concerns over house payments,
mending work, insurance premiums, and her hus-
band’s care. She knows exactly what her sons are,
and she does not hold back on telling them, espe-
cially when they hurt her husband. Yet, despite
Linda’s clear sight, she allows her family’s dreams
to flourish; she even encourages them. It is only
when they are dreaming of a brighter future that
the family can operate together, and for Linda, the
truth is a small sacrifice to pay for the happiness of
her family.

Although Willy often derides and shouts at her,
a tendency that leads Biff to try to defend her, Linda
is no doormat and has chosen the life she leads.
Willy loves her despite his adultery, and he harbors
a deep guilt over this sexual betrayal, as evidenced
in his anger at seeing her mending stockings. He
tells her that she is his “foundation” and “support,”
and it is true, even if at times she secures him so
tightly that he dare not risk uprooting the family
to head to Alaska on his brother’s offer. She loves
him deeply and having little chance for her own
self-achievement, being a fairly typical woman of
the period, has dedicated her whole life to his hap-
piness. In every scene, her central concern is Willy.
She turns on her own sons to protect him and at
the close is bereft without her life’s companion.

Loman, Willy Willy’s name is a childish version
of the more adult William, indicating an intrinsic

immaturity in his nature. As Willy tells his older
brother, “I still feel—kind of temporary about
myself.” The Loman men all need to grow up and
find true direction in their lives, especially Willy
with his unrealistic dream of wanting everyone to
like him. Loman is often read as indicating Willy
to be a low-man, common and insignificant, as
opposed, perhaps, to Dave Singleman, the sales-
man who is “singled” out. Miller, however, declares
that this was unintentional, saying that he picked
the name of Loman subconsciously from a movie
he had once seen: The Testament of Dr. Mabuse.
For Miller, the name Lohmann evokes the voice of
a “terror-stricken man calling into the void for help
that will never come,” and this certainly applies to
the character Miller created.

Willy Loman’s whole life seems to have been
a sellout. His sons have turned out badly, and his
relationship with Biff has soured. But although a
braggart and adulterer, Willy Loman is not a bad
man—in fact, he is loved by all who are close to
him. It is their love that allows us to see his better
side and to sympathize with his plight. Willy also
loves his family and tries to give them what he feels
they are worth, even to sacrificing his own life.
Unlike his father and brother, Willy stayed with his
family and tried to be responsible. Willy’s problem
is that he wants to be successful but has not been
given the personality, ability, or luck to achieve
this goal. Overweight, overtalkative, and now over-
age, he has become redundant in a business world
that only tolerated him in the first place. But Willy
refuses to give up without a fight. He is a human
being and demands the respect and dignity that
most human beings deserve, and this determina-
tion makes him heroic.

Willy is the salesman of the title, but the first
salesman whose death that we hear about is Dave
Singleman. Willy idealizes Singleman’s death, but
realistically the man passed away on a train still
trying to make that big deal, and despite the many
people who attended his funeral, he died alone.
Salesmen must always be on the move, and such a
life inevitably wears people down. Singleman was
a salesman of the past who could still manage to
get by on being liked; Willy attempts to emulate
Singleman’s life in a less sentimental age. Working
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against greater odds, Willy runs out of steam, and it
is his death with which the play ends. His funeral is
not nearly so well attended, indicating a society in
which people hold less importance, and this seems
to be the final invalidation of Willy’s insistence
that personality is the key to success.

Willy recalls his idealized past both as an escape
and an attempt to discover what went wrong. Con-
vinced that his current unhappiness is due to his
failure to make his mark in the business world, he
searches for the answer to the question that he has
asked all his life: How do you become successful?
Willy has convinced himself that the answer is to
be well liked, and he passed this belief onto his
sons. However, Miller makes it clear that being well
liked has little to do with success. Miller uses vari-
ous characters in the play to exemplify that people
become successful through hard work (Charley
and Bernard), inheritance (Howard), or sheer luck
(Ben). Neither Howard nor Ben waste any time
trying to be liked, and both are depicted as selfish,
impolite, and rich.

Willy would have been happier working with
his hands, and his constant attempts to grow
something in the garden suggest his connection to
nature, but it is a connection that has become ster-
ile within the urban restrictions his job choice has
created. He derides Biff’s suggestion that he would
have been better off as a carpenter, for he views
being a salesman as a vocation. It is, alas, a voca-
tion to which, it seems, he has become increas-
ingly unsuited, but having made the decision to
follow this dream, he cannot change direction. His
fate becomes somewhat inevitable, given the poor
choices he has made.

Wagner, Howard Related by his recording
device (an early version of a tape recorder) to cold
technology, Howard foreshadows the hard-hearted
businessmen who decimate their work forces as
cheaper automation takes over. Howard has not
worked for his success; he inherited it from his
father. He has no time for his father’s old sales-
man and does not listen to what Willy tries to tell
him. The fact that he listens so poorly to Willy is
only further testament to Willy’s ineffectiveness as
a salesman. Howard represents a new development

in the business world—the uncaring and exploit-
ative way of doing business in which being well
liked holds no relevance and all that matters is the
profit line.

Woman, The (Miss Francis) By the late 1940s,
the “working girl” was becoming a social reality
that some welcomed but by which many more
felt threatened. To diminish such a threat, these
women were often discredited and belittled wher-
ever and however possible, largely to affirm old-
fashioned opinions of what was right and proper
for men and women to do. On the surface, “The
Woman,” as she appears in the script and not even
humanized by her name, Miss Francis, is portrayed
as being close to a whore, sleeping with Willy in
return for stockings. She is a fleshy character but is
not fleshed out, becoming the scapegoat for Willy’s
bad behavior. However, we know that Miss Francis
chose Willy—she is in control here. Though shown
as a temptress—Ilaughing as she appears in a black
slip to a background of sensuous music—being the
cause of Willy’s alienation from his son, she is also
shown to have power that is antagonistic to that of
the men: She threatens to disrupt the patriarchal
dream of a cozy home life with the “little woman”
and so represents the growing potential indepen-
dence and strength among women of the time.

MOVIE AND TELEVISION ADAPTATIONS

There have been at least eight film and televi-
sion versions of this play. The first was created in
1951 by Columbia Pictures with FREDRIC MARCH
as Willy Loman. Directed by Laslo Benedek, with
a screenplay by Stanley Roberts, Miller disliked the
adaptation and the way that March played Willy as
apparently psychotic. Reviews were mixed. While
Bosley Crowther felt that it was better than the
play, John McCarten found it downright boring.
March’s performance was received with a similar
ambivalence. However, the film’s failures have
more to do with the difficulty in transposing the
subjective realism of the stage play into film terms.
Its essential focus is on the centrality of the father/
son relationship between Biff and Willy, and in
that aspect, at least, it is successful. The studio
was meanwhile so worried about the reaction that
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businessmen might have to the play’s criticism of
capitalism that they tried to convince Miller to
agree to it being screened with an accompanying
short, explaining how great modern salesmen truly
were. Miller threatened to sue; it was shown with-
out the short.

Among other notable screen versions, Lee J.
Cobb and Mildred Dunnock were finally captured
on film in 1966 for CBS television, which was later
released on DVD as part of the Broadway Theatre
Archive series. Directed by Alex Segal, who had
worked on the teleplay with Miller, this version
better reflected Miller’s vision. Due to time restric-
tions, a fair amount was cut, and the resulting
film focused more on business than family aspects.
Public and critical response was overwhelmingly
positive, and it won a number of awards, with tele-
vision critic Jack Gould praising the production as
“a veritable landmark in studio drama.” In 1985,
DusTIN HOFFMAN recreated his 1984 stage version
in a film directed by Volker Schléndorff and a tele-
play again by Miller that this time cut very little.
More expressionistic than the 1966 film, this ver-
sion best captured on film the dramatic form of the
play. It was shown on television to an audience of
between 20 and 25 million, and reviews were again
favorable, with Mark Dawidziak calling it “a splen-
did marriage of theater and television.” In 1996,
while directing Alun Armstong in the role at the
NATIONAL THEATRE, DAVID THACKER also directed
a television version of the play for the BBC with
Warren Mitchell reprising his 1979 stage role of
Willy. The 1999 50th anniversary production with
BRIAN DENNEHY as Willy and ELIZABETH FRANZ as
Linda was also filmed and was aired on Showtime
in January 2000. David Patrick Stearns reviewed it
as “more than a play, but an inkblot with which we
examine ourselves.”
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“Dinner with the
Ambassador” (1985)

Miller traveled a lot on behalf of the rights of
other writers, and this essay account, first printed
in Nation in 1985 and reprinted in Echoes Down
the Corridor (2000), relates his experiences with
fellow playwright HAROLD PINTER as they visited
Turkey on behalf of International PEN. They
went to demonstrate their “moral solidarity” with
Turkey’s writers, artists, and political prisoners
in the hopes of influencing the country’s mili-
tary government to be less restrictive. Key govern-
ment figures whom they had hoped to interview
were unavailable, but they met with various artists
who had been imprisoned and tortured without
charges, as well as publishers and editors on both
sides of the conflict. After giving some social and
historical background on Turkey’s 1980 military
coup and the numbers detained and executed,
the essay focuses on the week’s “climax,” a dinner
given in honor of Miller by U.S. ambassador Rob-
ert Strausz—Hupé.

Miller describes their right-wing host and con-
trasts the elegance of the dinner to the plight
of political prisoners being ignored for expedien-
cy’s sake. Inspired by Pinter’s growing righteous
indignation over the attitudes of the guests with
whom they were seated, after the ambassador’s
welcoming speech, Miller quietly thanks him for
his hospitality but then publicly criticizes the com-
placency of the United States in the face of the
injustices that he and Pinter have witnessed. He
refutes his host’s claim that Turkey is becoming
a DEMOCRACY, speaks in support of the Turkish
Peace Association that had been a particular tar-
get of the government, and asks the United States
to hold itself to a higher standard of interven-
tion. Although the ambassador is visibly shaken,
Miller notes a fair amount of approval from other
guests. Shortly after this, Pinter further insults the
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ambassador with his candor and feels it best they
both leave. News of the press conference that they
jointly gave before leaving the country was largely
suppressed, and U.S. policy did not change by
their intervention, but they felt that at least the
oppressed in Turkey were given some hope that
the world had not forgotten them, making their
trip worthwhile.

“Ditchy” (1944)

Published in Mayfair Magazine in October 1944,
“Ditchy” was Miller’s first published short story.
Long unacknowledged, it was rediscovered in the
1990s by scholar George Crandell while look-
ing through materials at the HARRY RANSOM
RESEARCH CENTER. It tells the tale of a young man
in his twenties revisiting the place where he grew
up near Central Park and going to the spot where
he had been mugged at the age of seven. As the
unnamed protagonist recalls that time when three
[talian boys viciously beat him for his roller skates,
a similar trio confronts him. This time, he reacts
differently, with the maturity that the passing years
have brought. He befriends one of the youths,
called Ditchy, recognizing in an empathetic leap
that Ditchy’s aggression is a symptom of a harsh
upbringing and the unrelenting pain that a mouth
full of rotten teeth causes. Offering compassion
rather than anger, the man takes the youth to a
dentist, who pulls his teeth, and then the man
treats the youth to an ice cream.

The recollections might be autobiographical—
Miller grew up in this same area and had been
mugged as a child for his roller skates—but the
focus is on Miller’s interest in wayward youth,
especially in how thugs evolve and what motivates
them, an interest that would be developed further
in later projects. Through the compassion of the
protagonist, Ditchy significantly loses his teeth, a
symbolic suggestion that kindness wins more bat-
tles than aggression and a call to deal with troubled
youths more sympathetically to ensure that they
head along wiser paths.

The Eagle’s Nest (1942)

The radio drama The Eagle’s Nest was aired on
December 28, 1942, as part of the Cavalcade of
America series, starring Paul Muni as both the
19th-century revolutionary Giuseppe Garibaldi
and Alberto Liguri, a contemporary Italian fighting
against fascism. Showing the connection between
the stories of these two Italian patriots, Miller
highlights their joint commitment to freedom and
DEMOCRACY which are at odds with the dictator-
ship of Mussolini and is an unabashed piece of U.S.
propaganda. Garibaldi’s 1860s fight to unify Italy
is paralleled to Liguri’s current fight against the
Nazis, to drive home the ways in which freedom
can be endangered if the wrong people are given
power. Unpublished, a typescript can be found at
New York Public Library’s Center for the Perform-
ing Arts.

Echoes Down the
Corridor (2000)

Compiled by STEVEN CENTOLA from various writ-
ings that Miller penned between 1944 and 2000,
Echoes Down the Corridor is an excellent companion
piece to the revised Theater Essays of Arthur Miller
(1996) that Centola also edited. The 43 essays in
this collection are presented in roughly chrono-
logical order and mostly have been reprinted from
elsewhere, but these are generally more reflective
of Miller’s social and political views than his artis-
tic ones, although there is some theatrical com-
mentary interspersed. Centola’s aim was to present
the reader with a comprehensive array of Miller’s
skill as an essayist, and so the pieces are partially
selected for their variety of style.

The collection contains short sections from
several of Miller’s books of reportage during these
years, including Situation Normal . . . (1944), In Rus-
sia (1969), In the Country (1977), Chinese Encoun-
ters (1979), and Salesman in Beijing (1984), with
essays that originally graced the pages of the New
York Times, Esquire, Harper's, Holiday, The Nation,
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The Saturday Evening Post, and elsewhere. In “Pref-
ace,” Miller expresses surprise at how much he had
written about political life but recognizes evidence
of his longtime social commitment in this. Offering
an overview of U.S. social criticism from the 1930s
through to the century’s close, Miller warns against
the watering down of protest in art.

Booklist’s Ray Olson enjoyed the memoir type
essays but found the “political commentary and sat-
ire . .. leaden even when it isn’t dated.” However,
Publisher’s Weekly declared, “The distinguished
playwright’s personal dignity and decency resonate
throughout this low-key but affecting collection . . .
illuminating the fundamental beliefs that underpin
his activism as well as his art,” and Nora Sayre felt
that “no other writer I have read has brought such
life to domestic cold war” and suggests that Miller’s
“dramatist’s gift for writing scenes enhances his
recollections.” She concluded, “Miller is hardly our
leading optimist. But he is an adventurous student
of change, an unwavering dissident, and I find that
reading him makes me patriotic.”
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Elegy for a Lady (1982)

Although initially rejected by U.S. critics on its
1982 premiere, the brief one-act play, Elegy for a
Lady, which accompanied Some Kind of Love Story
on the double bill Two-Way Mirror, won better
reviews in GREAT BRITAIN and with subsequent
U.S. performances. In Timebends: A Life, Miller tells
us that the concept of Elegy for a Lady intrigued
him “as an attempt to write a play with multiple
points of view—one for each of the characters, plus
a third, that of the play.” He goes on to describe
Elegy for a Lady as, “A play of shadows under the
tree of death.” CHRISTOPHER BIGSBY suggests that

one should not try to decode the play in terms
of single meanings, as it is “a chimerical work,”
offering a misleading veneer that conceals hidden
depths. Despite its deceptively simple language
and effects, the play encompasses a multiplicity of
potential meanings.

SYNOPSIS

The Man enters a space that represents a boutique
to buy a gift for his lover. He asks the Proprietress,
who is a similar age to his lover, for help in choos-
ing an appropriate gift. He tells her that his lover is
dying, it is suggested, of cancer. He has considered
flowers but is uncertain of what type. The Propri-
etress tries to find out more information to guide
him wisely, but he actually knows very little about
this woman. He is married, an older man, and
uncertain how long they have even been together.
His lover has recently become distant, and he is
unsure of their relationship, including an uncer-
tainty as to how he feels about it. Having kept their
affair a secret, he is surprised that he is talking so
frankly to the Proprietress.

He considers a silk kerchief and notes that the
Proprietress looks very like his lover. She rather
vehemently points out that death is not inevitable
and holds her abdomen. They consider other gifts
but nothing suits. He recalls past times with his
lover as the Proprietress makes tea. She draws out
the callous way that he has managed a relation-
ship that, for him, has been about pleasure without
commitment. The Proprietress seems to become
the lover, explaining how she would have allowed
for his behavior out of love, and now offers him
absolution for his guilt over this. She suggests that
they just view each other as friends, though this
disturbs him. They embrace, and the Man chooses
a watch for the gift and leaves.

CRITICAL COMMENTARY

Reality in Elegy for a Lady is as unsubstantial as the
true relationship between the Man and his lover,
about which he has been less than honest to him-
self and her. During the play, he is forced to face
certain truths regarding why he needed her, what
he gave her, what she gave him, what she really
needed, and what their relationship has actually
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meant. This allows him to see himself more hon-
estly and to affect an attitude of responsive guilt
that humanizes him sufficiently to be forgiven.
What he comes to see is that his relationship with
this woman is ultimately meaningless because he
refused all along to invest it with any meaning. He
denied life to the relationship, just as he denied his
lover the baby that, we learn to suspect, she had
secretly wanted.

Miller asks that the scene be dreamlike but not
a dream: It is “the kind of waking projection the
mind often ventures into when it is stymied by
life.” Faced by the possibility of his lover’s death,
the Man has been led to consider his own mortal-
ity and to judge the worth of his existence. The
vagueness regarding the woman’s illness strongly
suggests that the only thing dying is their relation-
ship, largely because it has been given no real sub-
stance on which to feed. The Man has refused to
open himself to the involvement, commitment,
and pain that a meaningful affair would demand.
We come to realize that he has not even been a
friend to this woman, let alone a true “lover.” The
Man knows virtually nothing about her, neither
her interests nor her likes nor her beliefs. It is easy
to have the impression that the Man has simply
used this woman as an aid to regaining his reced-
ing youth. Only his word exists to the thought that
she is as uncommitted as he has been, and the tone
of the Proprietress’s responses seems to imply that
the woman has loved him deeply; her supposed
independence was just something that she faked
to keep him happy. It is apparently her love that
finally gives him the absolution from guilt that he
ultimately seeks.

The Man explains that his reaction to what he
believes is his lover’s impending death is unlike his
relief at seeing others pass on; this time, he feels as
if he’s “being pulled under . . . and suffocated.” He
would like to be able to leave and remember her
happy rather than alone and dying. Though on one
hand this may seem to be an attempt to escape the
unpleasantness of a sick lover, his feelings could
also imply an involvement that he is denying—he
may not feel love, but he certainly feels respon-
sible (possibly because he has used her) and conse-
quently guilty.

From the start there exists an implicit connec-
tion between the play’s two characters. The ambi-
guity of the play’s presentation could imply that
either might be the product of the other’s imagina-
tion, but it is the Man whom we see first. The Pro-
prietress variously depicts a complete stranger with
whom he can confide, a representative woman
whom he can try to understand, and the lover
with whom he needs to define his relationship.
Unable to connect with his lover in reality, he does
so through the freedom of illusion, and having
done so, he can now affirm their connection or its
lack, in the real world. His desire, yet inability, to
choose a suitable gift reflects the struggle which
he undergoes to create a proper connection—the
connection is finally made by the watch that sig-
nifies all that the couple really have given each
other—a little time.

Defensively, the Man separates himself from his
lover by insisting that she held no real feelings for
him just as he held none for her; but is this a truth
or another evasion! The Proprietress reproaches
him for his heartlessness, but the truth seems to
be that each has been equally self-protective and
reluctant to bare their selves to the vagaries and
uncertainties of a real relationship. The Man’s
indecision over whether to see them as having had
love or a friendship has resulted in their having nei-
ther. For all that, the Man keeps saying that he is
looking for the right gift to say the right thing—he
begins by looking for a gift that will say nothing,
rather than suggest any commitment. His final
choice of the watch shows more feeling: It becomes
an emblem of the time that they both will continue
to have, albeit not together. The interplay between
the Man and the Proprietress has led him to a bet-
ter understanding of himself and others, giving him
strength to continue into the future with a better
recognition of his relationship and responsibilities
to those around him.

FIRST PERFORMANCE

Elegy for a Lady previewed at the Long Wharf
Theatre in Connecticut, on October 26, 1982,
with Some Kind of Love Story with the same two
actors as part of a double bill titled 2 by A. M. The
title was changed for its 1989 British premiere to
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Two-Way Mirror. The following cast played it in
Connecticut:

Man: Charles Cioffi
Proprietress: Christine Lahti

Directed by Arthur Miller
Set by Hugh Landwehr
Music by Stanley Silverman

INITIAL REVIEWS

The few reviewers who bothered to attend the U.S.
premiere disliked it. Alain Piette felt it was “poorly
developed,” and Kevin Kelly an “entirely gratuitous
exercise;” even Frank Rich, who was sympathetic
to Miller’s desire to experiment with “aesthetic sim-
plicity,” felt that the staging was badly conceived
and that the attempt, though worthy, was unsuc-
cessful. The 1989 British premiere, directed by
DAvID THACKER with Helen Mirren and Bob Peck,
was better received. Although some critics remained
confused by the play, feeling it too sketchy and
introspective (see Hiley), Michael Billington praised
its “economy of language,” while David Nathan
enthusiastically likened it to “a Pinter conversation
piece.” Dan Jones saw it as “haunting” and “poetic”
while praising both the acting and direction.
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An Enemy of the People (1950)

Although Miller had always been an admirer of
HENRIK IBSEN, it was the idea of director Robert
Lewis and actors FREDRIC MARCH and Florence
Eldridge for Miller to write a new adaptation of
Ibsen’s 1882 play, An Enemy of the People. Upset
that they had apparently lost movie contracts due
to their suspected COMMUNISM, March and Eldridge
felt that a play in which a minority is unfairly per-
secuted for unpopular beliefs would send a timely
message. Lars Nordenson provided Miller with a
literal translation from the Norwegian, and Miller
sought to tone down some of Ibsen’s rhetoric to
focus on what he saw as the play’s polemic against
fascism disguised as democratic action. He trimmed
Ibsen’s five act play into three acts and cut some
of the more ponderous speeches, making the play’s
hero, Dr. Thomas Stockmann, less of an ambigu-
ously flawed elitist and more of what Miller would
call a holy fool. The basic plot remained intact, the
language was made more colloquial, and the town’s
mayor, Stockmann’s brother Peter, was given a
lengthy additional speech in which he villainously
defends totalitarian tactics in the interest of peace
and security, essentially promoting mob rule.

Given the climate of the times in which a play
advocating free speech would be viewed as critical
of a government trying to contain what they saw as
a communist threat, the production was not a great
success, closing after only 36 performances. Although
Miller had been unhappy with Robert Lewis’s direc-
tion, finding it too self-indulgent, he found himself
accused of creating anti-American propaganda and
of making Ibsen shudder in his grave. There has
been little scholarship on the play other than com-
parisons with Ibsen’s original, most of which favor
Ibsen, although Miller’s version has been filmed
three times and is frequently revived on stage.

SYNOPSIS

Act One

Set in a Norwegian town, Dr. Thomas Stockmann
is the medical officer of a brand new health spa that
has been attracting much tourism and boosting the
town’s economy. Family and friends gather at his
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house, mostly joyful at his rising importance, while
he takes a walk with his sons. His brother Peter,
the town mayor, joins them to try to discover what
Stockmann is working on. He is jealous of Stock-
mann’s part in discovering the curative nature of
the local waters and feels that he is in competi-
tion with his brother. The liberal editor of a local
paper, Hovstad, has come to ask permission to pub-
lish an article that Stockmann had written prais-
ing the waters, but Stockmann refuses, explaining
that he has good reason. Peter is annoyed at his
secretiveness, feeling that he is just doing it to be
the center of attention, and leaves. Stockmann’s
daughter, Petra, arrives home from her work as a
schoolteacher with a letter for her father. Suspi-
cious after a spate of illnesses among the previous
season’s guests, Stockmann decided to have the
water tested, for they had not taken his advice as
to where to lay the pipes, and this letter contains
the results. The water contains dangerous bacteria,
probably coming from his father-in-law’s tannery.

His friends applaud this discovery, and he
expects the town to follow suit and willingly close
the spa to make costly changes. Hovstad, particu-
larly, urges him on to expose the corruption that
led to this dreadful error, but Stockmann wants to
first speak to his brother. Peter is a leading investor
in the new spa, and rather than hurt a lucrative
business on which he insists the town depends, he
suggests that Stockmann’s analysis could be wrong
and objects to any closure. He demands that his
brother take back his report, but Stockmann angrily
refuses. Peter threatens to have him dismissed from
his post as medical officer and leaves after calling
his brother a “traitor to society.” Mrs. Stockmann is
worried how this will affect the family and begs her
husband to back down, but he insists that he can-
not live with such injustice.

Act Two

Hovstad plans to print Stockmann’s report in the
hope that it will topple the town’s governing body
that he sees as too conservative. He and his backer
wonder if they may be able to coax Stockmann
into underwriting the paper in the future with his
father-in-law’s money. However, after an intimi-
dating visit from Peter, who calls into question

the veracity of the report and threatens to tax the
whole town to pay for the changes, they turn about
and join in the cover-up. Stockmann is horrified
that they will not even print his report if he paid
them to do so.

Stockmann organizes a public meeting to tell
the townspeople directly about the report, but he is
trumped by his brother, who takes over the meet-
ing. Peter plays on the people’s greed by point-
ing out the huge loss in revenue if such a report
were broadcast. When Stockmann tries to read his
report, he is shouted down and is horrified at what
he sees as a miscarriage of DEMOCRACY. He mocks
those who had formerly supported him and refuses
to accept the majority decision. He is declared an
enemy of the people for not conforming to their
viewpoint.

Act Three

People are throwing stones through his windows,
and Stockmann plans to leave for America. He
receives an eviction notice; he and his family are
being shunned and threatened by everyone in
town; even Petra has been fired from her teach-
ing post. Peter comes with a letter of dismissal but
offers to take it back if Stockmann will retract his
report; Stockmann refuses. In a perverse effort to
absolve his tannery of the pollution, Stockmann’s
father-in-law has spent his daughter’s inheritance
on shares of the spa and offers Stockmann these
shares, pointing out that if the report is released,
these shares will be worthless. Even Hovstad offers
him a lucrative deal. Stockmann refuses all bribes
and decides to stay put and fight for the truth by
starting a new school that will teach its pupils to
resist what he sees as mob rule. The play ends as
Stockmann protects his family from stones being
thrown through the windows.

CRITICAL COMMENTARY

When Miller changed Stockmann’s original line
“The majority is always wrong!” to “The majority is
never right until it does right,” he illustrates the cen-
tral difference between the plays and the playwrights.
Where Ibsen believed in an aristocracy of intellect
but allows his Stockmann to become too egotistical
to be unambiguous, Miller believes in the possibility
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of social reform and a true democracy and allows his
Stockmann to take an unimpeachable moral stance.
As CHRISTOPHER BIGSBY explains, Miller wanted “a
saner spokesman for the nonconformist, someone
whose resistance to the majority has a moral base.”
Thus Miller purposefully removed Stockmann’s
more extreme language and contempt for the com-
mon man to make him more sensitive and appealing,
even while still ridiculously idealistic.

Miller wanted to use Ibsen’s play to highlight a
contemporary fear of the tyranny of the majority to
counter the rise of McCarthyism and to promote
the social importance of individual freedom. The
pressure to conform in U.S. society in the 1950s
was high, and Miller wanted to show the wrongness
of this and to applaud those who resisted. Stock-
mann stands by his beliefs and has his livelihood
taken away, a very real threat for many Americans
under investigation by the HOUSE UN-AMERICAN
AcTIvITIES COMMITTEE (HUAC). Miller was aware
of the risk that he was taking in such a confronta-
tional stance, but like his hero, he felt that it was a
truth that needed stating.

In Miller’s hands, the play becomes an explora-
tion of individual and community rights in the face
of principle and a study of the nature of rule. Miller
depicts the bureaucrats who run the town as authori-
tarian and narrow minded and fully prepared to sacri-
fice the individual for what they determine to be the
good of the whole. Tolerance of other opinions only
extends as far as the dissent remains unproblematic
and does not actually threaten the public’s material
well being. Expecting a human rapacity that will
reflect his own, Peter Stockmann cleverly manipu-
lates the townspeople with an apparently reasoned
speech that appeals to all of their worse instincts.
Those who initially support Stockmann for all the
right reasons hypocritically backpedal rather than
face any personal danger. Their inability to hold true
reflects a human weakness against social coercion;
it is always hard to be in a minority, but that should
never be conflated with being wrong.

Filled with a purer democratic spirit, Thomas
Stockmann rails against such a restrictive govern-
ing body but finds himself powerless against it. An
idealist and less attuned to human nature than his
brother, he cannot understand why the townspeople

would keep hold of the lie rather than pay the cost of
the truth and relocate the piping using tax revenue.
Though at times bombastic, he is nevertheless right.
He is offered various compromises, but he rejects
them all, preferring to suffer with his integrity intact.
Rather than see the townspeople’s fears as valid,
he is prepared to accept the role of the people’s
enemy, embracing his martyrdom with an almost
perverse pleasure. Sadly, his family must also suffer
alongside him, but Miller suggests acceptance of this
is worth the sacrifice. His wife is initially unhappy
with his course of action, urging him to be like the
rest of society and “learn to live with injustice,” but
she comes to accept the necessity of fighting for the
truth and stands with her husband at the close.

FIRST PERFORMANCE

An Enemy of the People opened at the Broadhurst
Theatre in New York City on December 28, 1950,
with the following cast:

Monrten Kiil: Art Smith

Billing: Michael Strong

Mrs. Stockmann: Florence Eldridge

Peter Stockmann: Morris Carnovsky

Howstad: Martin Brooks

Dr. Stockmann: Fredric March

Monrten: Ralph Robertson

Ejlif: Richard Trask

Captain Horster: Ralph Dunn

Petra: Anna Minot

Aslaksen: Fred Stewart

The Drunk: Lou Gilbert

Townspeople: Lulla Adler, Barbara Ames, Paul Fitz-
patrick, James Karen, Michael Lewin, Salem
Ludwig, Gene Lyons, John Marley, Arnold
Schulman, Robert Simon, Rod Steiger

Directed by Robert Lewis

Set and costumes by Aline Bernstein
Produced by Lars Nordenson

It ran for 36 performances.

INITIAL REVIEWS

John Chapman praised the production as “intensely
alive and intensely angry,” and BROOKS ATKINSON
declared, “You can hardly escape the power and
excitement of a bold drama audaciously let loose in
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the theater by actors and stage people who are not
afraid of their strength,” praising Miller’s translation
as “compact, idiomatic and eminently actable.” But
while Atkinson and Arthur Pollock, found Mill-
er’s translation of Ibsen’s play refreshing and vivid,
some, such as the reviewer for Theatre Arts, felt
that Miller’s version was too melodramatic. Others
saw his revision of Stockmann as a less ambigu-
ous hero running counter to Ibsen’s original vision,
and Robert Coleman declared the play “a rip-roar-
ing, muddle-mooded melodrama” that would make
Ibsen “shudder.” Reviews were fairly mixed, and
audiences stayed away, perhaps wary of attend-
ing anything advocating nonconformity under the
shadow of McCarthyism. In his negative review of
the play, Alan Thompson concluded that it was a
work of “agitational propaganda,” which he appar-
ently failed to realize was largely the point.

MOVIE AND TELEVISION ADAPTATIONS

To date, there are three filmed versions of Mill-
er’s adaptation of the play. In 1966, the Broadway
Theatre Archive series released a version directed
by Paul Bogart, starring James Daly, Philip Bosco,
Timothy Daly, and Kate Reid. Then in 1976, Steve
McQueen put on weight and grew a beard to play
Thomas Stockmann in a big picture version of the
play. Some changes were made, but it is fairly faith-
ful to Miller’s text; however, Warner refused to
distribute the film, uncertain of its reception, and it
stayed in the vaults until 1981 when it was finally
screened at the Public Theater and then released
to television. McQueen had wanted to be taken
more seriously as an actor, but he seemed mis-
cast in the role, and neither Miller nor the crit-
ics were particularly pleased with the production.
The most recent version was the PBS American
Playhouse production in 1990 starring John Glover,
Valerie Mahaffey, and George Grizzard, and it was
relocated to Maine. Jack O’Brien directed, and
Miller was happier with this version, which ran
just under two hours. Some critics felt that the
play had become too dated, others argued for its
continued topicality, and reviews remained mixed.
John O’Connor praised it as “a powerful depiction
of social corruption and selfishness” and applauded
its sense of outrage.
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Everybody Wins (1990)

In 1986, there was much gossip that a film titled
Almost Everybody Wins, first with Warren Beatty star-
ring and producing and later something produced
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by Linda Yellen, directed by Peter Yates, and star-
ring Ed Harris was about to be made. The film was to
be based on Miller’s one-act play Some Kind of Love
Story. It was not until 1988 when producer Jeremy
Thomas convinced Miller to give him the screen-
play that the retitled Everybody Wins was directed
for Orion Pictures by Karel Reisz, to be released in
1990. This screenplay expands an intriguing two-
character play into a full-length mystery movie.
Miller increased the cast by 16 and added multiple
locations to a far more complex plot. The resulting
text is less ambiguous than the play and more of a
political statement regarding the corruption of the
U.S. 1AW enforcement and judicial systems, along-
side explorations of faith and desire. The film is fairly
faithful to the published screenplay, but a few scenes
were rearranged, others were cut, and Angela’s mul-
tiple personality disorder was played down. The fol-
lowing synopsis is based on both versions, indicating
points of divergence.

SYNOPSIS

A private investigator, Tom O'Toole, drives to the
house of Angela Crispini for an interview, and in
the movie the song “I Want To Be Seduced” plays
in his car. Reluctant yet to talk, through flattery,
Angela persuades him to accompany her to the
penitentiary to see Felix, a convicted murderer
whose release, she hopes, Tom can help affect. Dis-
covering that the prosecutor is Charlie Haggerty,
a man against whom he has pitted himself before,
Tom becomes more interested. Felix looks scared
and beaten as he explains how he visited his uncle,
Dr. Victor Daniels, on the night of the murder, but
insists he did not harm his uncle. Felix was con-
victed on circumstantial evidence: a tooth of his
comb was discovered at the crime scene. Tom sus-
pects that this was a plant and accompanies Felix to
his appeal hearing. The appeal is denied. Haggerty
is angry to see Tom involved, but Tom suspects
that he knows Angela. Tom asks his friend, retired
judge Harry Murdoch, to help with the case.

Tom is uncertain of Angela’s involvement;
especially as she warns him that the police are
watching her. She says that she has evidence that
Felix was framed but evades Tom's questions
by seducing him. Returning home in high spir-

its, when Angela calls to ask him back, he agrees
to take on the case. Tom’s sister, Connie, a high
school teacher who moved in with him soon after
his wife died, warns him against Angela, not trust-
ing her motives. Tom ignores her and goes to see
Amy, the girl whom Felix said that he had gone
to see on the night of the murder. She lives with
a group of bikers near a cemetery and is a drug
addict. While there, Angela calls to tell him not to
talk to Amy until she arrives. In the movie, Angela
is less assertive and just asks him to ignore Amy.
Meanwhile, Amy tells Tom that Jerry killed Dan-
iels and confessed to the police but was sent home.
Jerry is in the cemetery praying at the gravesite of
Civil War soldier Major McCall, around whom he
has built a personal cult.

Tom finds an old mill where Jerry and his friends
are creating a place of worship, but he just misses
Jerry’s departure. He discovers Angela there, but
she behaves like a different person whom she
calls Renata. No alternative names are suggested
in the movie, and the conversation at this point
is mostly cut. “Renata” is angry with Tom. Tom
peruses Felix’s case file and tells Connie that he
may drop the case but goes to visit the murder site.
This is overgrown and vandalized, with “Love ya
Jerry!” painted on the wall. In the movie, the wall
says “Jerry is God!” and this scene is swapped with
one that plays later on in the screenplay when the
police deliver a harmonium to Jerry’s church.

Tom enters a bar to think about what he has
seen but cannot settle down. Outside, he sees
Angela and follows her. He watches her being
propositioned by a car driver and grows jealous, so
he talks to her. She is glad to see him but is fear-
ful when a car pulls up with Bellanca, the chief of
police, inside. The screenplay implies that this is
the same car, but the movie shows different vehi-
cles and simplifies this whole sequence, dropping
the part where Tom tells Angela that he loves her.
Angela asks Tom to take her home. She has a black
eye, given to her, she says, by a policeman. They go
to a diner where she persuades Tom again to stay
on the case, and they return to her house.

Tom visits Haggerty to ask for the case files,
which Haggerty reluctantly grants. Bellanca is also
there and angrily tells him that Angela is a hooker.
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Tom takes the court transcripts to Murdoch before
going to Angela’s. He needs to know why she is
involved, but she is reticent, though she tells him
that her father raped her and reminds him that
Daniels was her physician. As they argue, she turns
into Leontine, a crude whore, before falling asleep
from exhaustion (the movie again leaves out the
alternate name). Returning to Amy, she takes Tom
to meet Jerry. Once an addict, Jerry is now clean
and is the leader of his biker friends. When a steel
tube topples, Tom pushes Jerry out of the way and
wins his confidence. Jerry explains his cult and
talks about Angela. Jerry admits that his conscience
troubles him, but when Amy says too much, he hits
her. Tom asks him to call if he wants to talk and
returns to Angela’s.

Angela explains that she has multiple personality
disorder and has slept with Daniels because he footed
her medical bills (in the movie, there is no mention
of these, and their relationship seems less venal). She
and Tom sleep together again. Tom mounts surveil-
lance on Jerry’s place where he sees the police car-
rying in a harmonium for his church (this scene is
played earlier in the movie). Returning to Murdoch,
Tom is warned against the case as Haggerty is trying
for senator and will be reluctant to lose. Murdoch
admits that the case was weak but wants to know
how Angela is involved. The movie plays the scene
where Tom visits Daniels’s house at this point and
omits the following scene in which Angela takes Tom
bowling and annoys him by flirting with other men.

Tom’s sister is not happy that her brother is
still on the case and suggests that she should leave
because she feels that she is in the way. Meanwhile,
Jerry calls and asks to talk. Tom sees him, and he
says that he needs to have Angela there too. Back
at Angela’s, she explains that Jerry ran drugs for
Daniels, killing him because Daniels would not help
build his church. The police were reluctant to arrest
him because he knew that they were on the take, but
they might kill him if he talks to Tom. Angela con-
fesses that she was Haggerty’s gitlfriend and that he
nearly left his wife for her, but she left him because of
what he did to Felix. When Tom expresses extreme
doubt, she becomes Renata in defense (a less obvi-
ous personality switch in the movie) and then shows
him photographs and a ring.

Tom is called to the jail to talk to Felix, who
is on hunger strike. Tom assures him that he will
help, arranging to meet the prison chaplain later.
At the church, he sees Angela taking commu-
nion and praying; she knows the chaplain and had
asked him to persuade Tom to keep working the
case. The screenplay implies that the chaplain is
attracted to Angela, but that is omitted from the
movie. Back home, Tom and Connie violently
argue about Angela but make up. This is another
scene that is omitted from the movie, a scene in
which Connie is far less belligerent toward Angela.
Meeting Angela, Tom sees that she has a bruised
lip—she was hit by Haggerty who wanted his let-
ters back. Tom wants these, but she is reluctant to
get Haggerty into trouble. She agrees to give him
one letter. They find that her house has been ran-
sacked, but her locked filing cabinet is intact. She
and Tom physically fight when Tom tries to open
it. He leaves when she refuses to give him any let-
ters and is followed by a motorcyclist who tells him
that Jerry wants to talk.

Jerry has his motorcycle on the roof, seem-
ingly contemplating something desperate (in the
movie, he just stands quietly by the water). He
tells Tom how Angela helped him get into Dan-
iels’s house. He agrees to tell Murdoch every-
thing, but as they ride there, in his elation at
having confessed, Jerry crashes his bike and dies.
Refusing to give up, Tom persuades Murdoch and
Angela to talk (in the movie, he just takes Angela
straight to Murdoch). After this, Murdoch takes
over, explaining that he has sent Angela out of
state for protection and will sort things out. He
has Felix freed on bail, and Tom is delighted
until he goes to see Murdoch and discovers that
the corruption aspect is being ignored. As Tom
begins to leave, Angela attracts his attention. She
is in Murdoch’s guesthouse. Murdoch is throw-
ing a party that Haggerty and Bellanca are both
attending. Angela is happy that Felix is saved and
has become Murdoch’s girlfriend. Tom is angry
but goes when she asks so that he will not get
into trouble. Felix sees Tom leaving and thanks
him; life goes on as before. The movie finishes as
Tom walks off, but the screenplay has him driving
out of town much as he arrived.
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CRITICAL COMMENTARY

An essay “On Screenwriting and Language”
accompanied the published screenplay; it explained
Miller’s belief that in films the language necessar-
ily becomes “a servant to the images.” A reading
of the screenplay shows that Miller tried to follow
this through with as much detail regarding what
the audience sees as to what they hear. The result-
ing movie is a very visual piece, from its opening
evocation of a sleepy Connecticut town, which we
will learn is a hotbed of corruption, to the strange
symbolism of Jerry’s church. The town’s supposed
healer, Doctor Daniels, is at the center of a drug
ring, of which the police and the district attor-
ney are fully aware and from which they profit in
kickbacks. They will frame an innocent man for
the murder rather than risk the real killer facing
trial in case he informs on them all. Tom’s sister,
Connie, points out the depth of their society’s cor-
ruption, beginning even at high school as she feels
pressured to inflate grades of students who partici-
pate on sports teams. Even Tom, for all his noble
motives in taking the case to expose corruption, is
also motivated by lust for Angela and a desire for
revenge against Haggerty. His other work is equally
suspect as he investigates a prospective vice presi-
dent for a company to find out whether or not he is
homosexual.

Very few people in this world want to take
responsibility for their actions. Yet, the real mur-
derer, Jerry, who is strongly associated with Christ
in both text and image, feels an increasing need to
atone for the crime. His resulting death, however,
achieves little. It does not save society as the cor-
ruption remains intact, but at least Felix, as lucky
as his name implies, is freed. The fact that Jerry is
a murderer and that even the chaplain falls prey
to sexual desire suggests a fallen world in which
religion has lost its efficacy, an increasingly typi-
cal trope in Miller’s work. Jerry is constructing his
own church, which is based around another violent
figure, a Civil War soldier, Major McCall. It is a
primal one in which they make animal sacrifices
but one that leads Jerry to want to pay penance for
his crime, and in that, there may be hope.

Images of the Virgin Mary are prolific in both
movie and screenplay and are largely associated with

Angela, who may have been a whore but has an
essentially innocent core. Playing down her multiple
personalities in the movie makes some of her behav-
ior harder to follow, but she remains a sympathetic
character, with even Tom accepting her switch to
Murdoch as a natural self-defense. In the collec-
tion Arthur Miller Plays: Five, published in 1995 by
Methuen, Miller interestingly returned to his original
title, Almost Everybody Wins. While the 1990 screen-
play has Tom declare love for Angela and shows
many others lusting after her, the movie omits these
details. This makes Angela less of an object of desire
and more human. She saves Felix as a kind of atone-
ment for her life, telling Tom in the movie, “It’s the
one good thing I've ever done.” In a morally dilapi-
dated modern world, it has become increasingly hard
to make a difference, as Tom discovers, and victo-
ries, when they come, are necessarily slight.

PRODUCTION DETAILS

Everybody Wins opened in 1990 with the following
lead actors:

Tom O’Toole: Nick Nolte

Angela Crispini: Debra Winger
Jerry: Will Patton

Connie: Judith Ivey

Judge Harry Murdoch: Jack Warden

Directed by Karel Reisz
Screenplay by Arthur Miller
Produced by Jerry Thomas

INITIAL REVIEWS

Critical reaction to this movie was overwhelmingly
negative. David Ansen declared it a “joyless fiasco,”
Stanley Kauffmann felt that it “fails to achieve
even mediocrity,” and Vincent Canby called it a
“mess,” pointing to its “lapses in continuity” and
undeveloped themes. General opinion was that the
dialogue was stilted, the characters unengaging,
and the plot unappealing. Pauline Kael was a lone
voice who found the screenplay “surprisingly cool,
quirky” and urged her readers to see it.
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“Fame” (1966)

Originally published in Esquire under the title “Rec-
ognitions,” Miller retitled this short story “Fame”
in 1967 when he included it in his I Don’t Need
You Any More collection. It has been reprinted in
several other places since then, including HAROLD
CLURMAN’s 1971 edition of The Portable Arthur
Miller, the 1987 collection The Misfits and Other
Stories, and most recently, with the novella Homely
Gl in Homely Girl, A Life, and Other Stories in
1995. Miller revised this story into a short play
in 1970 and subsequently into a two-act comedy
for NBC’s Hallmark Hall of Fame, which aired on
November 30, 1978, and was the first writing that
Miller had done directly for television. The core of
this original story is a commentary on the insub-
stantial nature of fame or reputation. The episode
has some autobiographical basis and as CHRISTO-
PHER BIGSBY points out “captures [Miller’s] own
ambiguous feelings about fame.”

The story begins by describing how successful
Jewish playwright Meyer Berkowitz is becoming
sick of what he feels is the insincere adulation of
people who often just stop him in the street to
have the self-gratifying pleasure of having spo-
ken to someone famous. He avoids people on the
street, uncertain of how to respond should they
recognize him. He still feels a little ashamed of
his good fortune and insecure in his success, even
while he enjoys the popularity. He rationalizes
this ambiguity by deciding that what he wants is
for the public to see him, the man, rather than

the media figure whose face has appeared on the
cover of Look.

He goes into Lee Fong’s restaurant to have a
drink at the bar, equally worried that someone might
recognize him or that he might go unnoticed. Not
married, he worries about trusting any girl’s reac-
tion to him now he is famous. The restaurant owner
recognizes him and offers a drink on the house. His
nervousness mounts as he worries over whether or
not he can write another great play and overcome
his writer’s block, when a small man taps him on the
shoulder. Initially, the playwright assumes that he
has been approached because he is famous; he has
failed to recognize an old schoolmate, Bernie Gel-
fand. He recalls little more than the name, although
Gelfand, upset at his lack of recognition, insists that
they were once “best friends.”

Not having connected Meyer with the famous
playwright, Gelfand boastfully speaks of his own
achievements within the shoulder-pad industry.
Noticing the frayed clothing that Meyer habitually
wears, Gelfand assumes that his friend’s accom-
plishments must be minor. When Berkowitz teas-
ingly lets him realize that he is actually the same
Meyer Berkowitz who wrote the hit plays [ See You
and Mostly Florence, Gelfand, as Meyer expected,
becomes profoundly embarrassed over having
boasted about a success that now pales by com-
parison. Swiftly, Gelfand leaves with his mousy wife
in tow, and Berkowitz realizes the price of fame: It
makes it impossible for others to treat you naturally
as a fellow human, and it creates artificial but unas-
sailable barriers between people.

The story exposes Miller's uneasy recognition
that fame distorts how others see you and can inter-
fere with relationships. It becomes something one
both welcomes and rejects, and the act of being rec-
ognized or not becomes equally ambivalent. Success
offers a sense of achievement and a boost to the
ego, but it can also isolate and lead to a kind of guilt
when facing those less fortunate. It becomes hard to
judge whether others are reacting to a person’s fame
or to the individual, and this provokes the likelihood
of dishonest or shallow relationships. Meyer knows
that his revelation will embarrass Gelfand, but he
receives a perverse pleasure from doing it, nonethe-
less. It is not a friendship that he had valued, having
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forgotten all about the man, but his response allows
him to see that it is he who creates the barriers
as much as an adoring public. As Bigsby suggests,
Miller has transformed an anecdote “into a fable.”

FURTHER READING
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Fame (1978)

In 1966, Miller wrote a short story “Recognitions,”
which he retitled “Fame” when it appeared in the
1967 short-story collection I Don’t Need You Any
More. After this, Miller developed his consider-
ation of the rewards and detriments of fame into a
one-act play that was produced in 1970 at the New
Theater Workshop with EL1 WALLACH and Anne
Jackson, playing with a stage version of The Reason
Why. This eventually evolved into a two-act com-
edy for NBC’s Hallmark Hall of Fame, which aired
on November 30, 1978. Directed by Marc Daniels,
it starred Richard Benjamin as popular playwright
Meyer Shine and had a running time of 53 minutes.
This was Miller’s first play written directly for tele-
vision. It remains unpublished, but there is a manu-
script at the HARRY RANSOM RESEARCH CENTER. It
drew little attention, with a curt review from the
New York Times complaining that it had too much
exposition and that the film was overlong. Miller
described it as “a comedy about some of the absur-
dities of being famous,” although he admits that it
also touches on deeper issues, such as concepts of
mortality and the relationship between public and
private lives.

In the initial short story, the playwright is called
Meyer Berkowitz, and the film’s tale of Meyer
Shine begins in the same way by having several
brief encounters, underscored by the issue of the
playwright’s fame and how that affects his relation-
ships with others. Shine’s meetings are more devel-
oped but are essentially the same: a series of people
in New York who admire him and insist on rec-
ognizing his acclaim. Shine is uncomfortable with

the fame that three (up from two in the story) suc-
cessful plays have brought him, and he is uncertain
how to react or relate to these eager well-wishers.
He wonders what or whom they are acknowledg-
ing—Shine as a human being or writer, his plays, or
his publicity image—as he asks in a mirror, “Who
are you?”

In the next section of the film, Shine is about to
depart for Italy, where he is to meet a famous Italian
film director with whom he will adapt his play, Mostly
Florence, for the screen. His unassuming personality
initiates his uneasy relationship toward popularity.
A friend warns him, with lurid detail, about all the
perils of Europe, making him even more nervous
about the trip. On arriving, the car promised by the
film’s producer is not there, and Shine is forced to
deal with his own inadequate language skills in an
alien environment. This again leads him to ponder
who he is and what his relationship to others might
be. Accepting a ride from a non-English speaking
native, played by Raf Vallone, he begins to panic,
thinking that he has been kidnapped. This turns to
embarrassment as he realizes that the man is just
a teacher who enjoys his plays and, having recog-
nized him, was trying to help. He ruminates over
the implications of being well-known.

The Italian director is expansive in his praise of
Shine’s work, but Shine soon realizes that the direc-
tor plans to make substantial changes to his play for
the film version. An Italian starlet accompanies the
director, and Shine assumes, as does she, that she is
to play the film’s lead, Florence, who is something
of a MARILYN MONROE. Very beautiful, she fittingly
looks the part. Florence’s beauty is key, as it is
something that she cannot resist exploiting, espe-
cially in her career as a fashion model. However,
it has created a public image that is at variance to
her true nature, an image in which she now feels
trapped. This has led her to view her beauty as fake
and to destroy her self-confidence. To Shine’s dis-
may, the director wants to make Florence a female
jockey rather than a model, and rather than cast
the film star in the lead, use a homely American
jockey called Mona, whom he now introduces.

Mona, played by Linda Hunt, has no real inter-
est in the role, but having studied contemporary
drama for her doctoral dissertation, wanted to meet
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a playwright whom she has admired. Of all those
who have recently praised Shine and his work, she
is the most intelligent and insightful. She helps him
come to a better understanding of his own play
through their conversation. She equates his hero-
ine’s feeling that her beauty is not real to Shine’s
own attitude toward fame. With this insight, Shine
is better able to understand and come to terms with
the nature of his reputation. He returns to New
York, and Mona, rather than the beautiful Ital-
ian film starlet, stays in his mind. This encounter
has given Shine more confidence in his role both
as a playwright and as a public figure. He realizes
that the public image and the private man need
not be one and the same and that it is possible to
create art simply for enjoyment. As Shine tells the
playgoer at the close who tells him how much she
enjoyed his play, “Good, that’s why I wrote it.”

“The Family in Modern
Drama” (1956)

Based on an address given at Harvard University,
Miller’s essay “The Family in Modern Drama”
was first printed in Atlantic Monthly in 1956. It
has since appeared in Modern Drama: Essays in
Criticism (1965) and The Theater Essays of Arthur
Miller (1978). In it Miller attempts to define the
difference between plays that deal with the fam-
ily and those that take on the wider society. For
Miller, family plays are written in prose and seem
to demand REALISM in their presentation, while
social dramas ask for a higher language and lend
themselves to EXPRESSIONISM. The chosen dramatic
forms seem related to the subject of the play, but
Miller also questions previous definitions of those
forms, seeking to expand them to test their limits.
His ultimate aim is the quest for a form that can
successfully combine the best of both as a means to
mend the increasing split “between the private life
of man and his social life.”

From the start, Miller questions the way in which
we use such dramatic terms as realism and expression-
ism, offering his own definitions. While realism uses

prose and maintains a “fourth wall” to encourage an
audience to believe that they are witnessing actual
events, Miller reminds us that it is nevertheless “a
style, an artful convention.” HENRIK IBSEN’s charac-
ters and situations may seem real, Miller insists, yet
his subject matter is worked out on a symbolic level,
showing that realism is capable of greater complex-
ity than some would allow. Although Miller sees
U.S. theater since the 1920s being outwardly impa-
tient with the realistic form, he goes on to suggest
that many U.S. plays are realistic in disguise and
that the way to identify a realistic play is to consider
its subject matter. While family relationships are
best conveyed using realism, plays about social rela-
tionships tend toward symbolism or expressionism.
Miller illustrates this dynamic at work in the plays
of both Ibsen and EUGENE O’NEILL.

Miller breaks to ask a question that has become
central to all of his work, a question that he feels
should lie at the heart of all “great” plays: “How
may a man make of the outside world a home?”
His word choice implies the connection of family
to society, supported by his belief that it is within
the family that humankind learns those values and
elements that are necessary to survive in the wider
world. He identifies these as “safety, the surround-
ings of love, the soul, the sense of identity and
honor.” It is, however, the depiction of these val-
ues within a wider social context that gives them
weight. He points out that if Death of a Salesman
were only about family relationships, it would
“diminish in importance,” but “it extends itself out
of the family circle into society,” and its vision is
expanded “out of the merely particular toward the
fate of the generality of men.”

Miller then tries to show the relevancy of
expressionism to the “family—social complex.” He
describes expressionism in a technical sense as real-
ism stripped down to metaphor and abstraction,
which are shown representationally on stage, using
poetic language. As such, it is a form, he suggests,
that dates back to Aeschylus who chose to elimi-
nate “psychological characterization in favor of . . .
the presentation of forces” and so is nothing new.
Miller describes expressionism as a form that calls to
the intellect, whereas realism has emotional appeal.
He adds to this that when dealing with the public



162 Finishing the Picture

and society, we appeal to intellect as opposed to the
emotional response that we reserve for the privacy
of the family. He also asserts that the “language of
the family is the language of the private life—prose”
and the “language of society, the language of the
public life, is verse.” Thus, he builds a case that real-
ism and prose are used for family drama and expres-
sionism with its higher language for social drama.
T. S. Eliot’s The Cocktail Party puzzled audiences,
Miller posits, because it mixed the two, presenting
a family drama too poetically, whereas his earlier
Murder in the Cathedral coupled a poetic mode with
a social vision and was better received.

Using his definitions, Miller asks that we look
again at Thornton Wilder’'s Our Town. Rather
than the realistic family drama as it is sometimes
considered, Miller shows how Our Town, as its title
suggests, is concerned with a wider social vision,
presented expressionistically with poetic language
(which does not, Miller reminds us, have to mean
verse). The play’s only flaw, in Miller’s eyes, is a
limit in the form itself—that it must ultimately sac-
rifice psychological characterization for symbol.

Offering more evidence of why people tend to
connect the idea of family to realism, Miller points
out that while we learn familial roles subjectively
before we are even conscious of ourselves, social
roles are learned at a time when we have already
formed an identity, and so are more objective.
Since what we feel seems more real, the subjec-
tive roles appear more authentic, while those that
we have to intellectualize from an objective stance
seem more arbitrary and mutable.

When Miller goes on to disparage the inability
of realism or expressionism to “bridge the widening
gap between the private life and the social life,” we
begin to see the true purpose behind this explo-
ration of form. Miller himself is in search of that
bridge. He disdains contemporary efforts in poetic
drama as too personal and lacking in social import,
describing them as “mood plays” that abjure plot
and rely too much on improvisation. He worries
that U.S. drama might be becoming too focused
on the self and oversentimentalized. He puts for-
ward a challenge to himself and other playwrights to
“embrace the many-sidedness of man,” and to “tell
what ought to be.” “There lies,” he boldly concludes,

“within the dramatic form the ultimate possibility of
raising truth-consciousness of mankind to a level of
such intensity as to transform those who observe it.”
Miller is in quest of this very possibility.

Finishing the Picture (2004)

The title of Miller’s final play to be produced during
his lifetime was unintentionally ironic; it was one
on which he had begun working in the late 1970s
but set aside. It was not until 2002, after the death
of INGE MORATH, that he returned to it. The title
partly refers to Miller’s effort to complete the story
behind events that took place during the filming of
his 1961 film The Misfits with MARILYN MONROE. But
the play is less about Monroe than about the power
that surrounded her iconic status and how different
types reacted to that power. Miller told theater critic
Mel Gussow that the play depicts “the metaphor of
power as performance.” As with After the Fall, Miller
staunchly denied that the play was autobiographical.
He insisted that although his characters were based
on real people, they are simply characters and not
accurate portrayals of actual people.

Director Robert Falls, who had worked with
Miller on the 50th anniversary Broadway revival of
Death of a Salesman, put his own mark on the pro-
duction with the inclusion of video images before
each scene and a cinematic technique in the sec-
ond act that displayed a live feed of the actors
speaking to Kitty. At first, Miller was nervous of
their inclusion, but he saw how they helped under-
line those aspects of the movie industry that he was
attempting to expose, which include its artifice and
the self-centered nature of many of those involved.
Unlike a number of his earlier plays, Miller left this
script relatively untouched during rehearsals and
production. The play premiered at the Goodman
Theater in Chicago in 2004, but as yet, there are
no plans for it to play elsewhere or to be published.

SYNOPSIS
Act One

Before each scene, a collage of raw black-and-white
footage, presumably from the movie being made,
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is shown on scrims fronting the stage set. At the
play’s start, frames of an attractive woman’s body
parts follow an initial countdown sequence as she
meanders through the desert with a man and kicks
off her shoes. No faces are shown, and we can only
guess that this might be the film’s star, Kitty, being
visually objectified for us before the dialogue even
begins.

Set in Reno, Nevada, in 1960, during the elec-
tion fight between Nixon and Kennedy, the stage
action begins at dawn with first-time movie pro-
ducer, Phillip Ochsner, on his hotel veranda notic-
ing a distant forest fire. Ochsner, a former trucking
magnate turned producer for Bedlam Pictures,
arrived the previous night to find out why his film is
nearly five weeks behind schedule and millions over
budget. Kitty has taken to her bed while the cast
and crew wait for her to emerge. Ochsner intends
to assess Kitty to see whether it is possible for her to
complete her contract or safer for him to abandon
the picture. Having seen some rushes, Ochsner is
more concerned about the “coldness” of the film
than its star’s behavior. If he stops production, he
can collect insurance, but this would ruin Kitty’s
future prospects and possibly send her irretrievably
over the edge. He is reluctant to do this. The night
before, he began a relationship with Kitty’s personal
assistant, a woman in her forties, Edna Meyers.

Ochsner is a recent widower, and both he and
Edna are surprised at the depth of their mutual feel-
ings, but they plan to keep them a secret for the time
being to avoid gossip. Kitty stumbles into the pent-
house doorway, naked. Edna, swiftly covers her and
guides her to Ochsner’s bedroom where Kitty spends
the rest of the play occasionally mumbling incoher-
ent words from the bed but mostly curled up and
comatose. Various characters come to discuss Kitty’s
behavior and offer suggestions concerning what to
do about it. They also ruminate on their own lives
and involvement with the movie industry. The film’s
director, Derek Clemson, feels sorry for Kitty: He
knows that she has had a terrible upbringing and
suspects that she is trying to escape this through
drugs. The cinematographer, Terry Case, bluntly
reduces movies to the simplest level, suggesting that
they are based on “ass” and “animalism.” He recom-
mends a tough-love approach to Kitty.

Flora Fassinger, who runs a drama studio with
her husband Jerome, flounces in to complain about
the size of her room and the lack of a chauffeured
car. Supposedly Kitty’s drama coach, she is more
of a stand-in for Jerome, whom Flora idolizes.
Wearing five watches set to different time zones
to enable her to keep track of her husband’s star
pupils, she indiscriminately worships financial suc-
cess over true artistry. Kitty is her meal ticket, and
she intends to keep her dependent, acting as an
intermediary between Kitty and Clemson to keep
her presence essential. Her central concern is
always for her own status.

We discover that Kitty’s marriage to the film’s
screenwriter, Paul, is in trouble and that she is
approaching desperation. Although she is admired
around the world, she is unhappy—as Clemson
points out, just as the nation of America is. Edna
compassionately sees Kitty as afraid after having
lost belief in herself. The decision is made to fly in
Jerome, at a considerable expense, to see if he can
invigorate Kitty. The forest fire continues to rage as
news comes that the power supply to the hotel may
need to be cut.

Act Two

The film images at the start of Act Two depict
a mountain scene slowly metamorphosing into
Kitty’s body; that then turns into an inferno. The
action begins with the arrival of Jerome Fassinger,
who has flown from New York. He appears wear-
ing a ridiculous cowboy ensemble, including boots
and hat. Full of his own importance, even lording
it over Ochsner who is footing his bills, Jerome
is determined not to accept any responsibility for
Kitty. However, he will take full credit if he can
persuade her to return to work.

All of the characters come to talk to Kitty as
she veers in and out of lucidity. As they talk, their
faces are projected through live video onto a trans-
parent screen in front of the staged scene so that
the audience can see what Kitty sees. We do not
hear her voice, so it is as if we are listening to a
series of monologues, revealing both the nature
of the speakers and the kind of relationships they
have with Kitty. She and Edna are friendly, but
Kitty is cautious of her director and worried about
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her relationship with Paul. Ochsner tries to con-
nect with his star by talking about his own prob-
lems, including his wife’s recent death and his son’s
suicide. He explains how he rose from militant
Marxist to millionaire and ponders how this good
fortune occurred. He feels that he and Kitty may
be equally bewildered by fate, recommending that
she try accepting whatever happens rather than
worrying and take responsibility for her own life.

Jerome and Flora come to talk but are initially
ineffective. Jerome begins a confusing story about
Eleanora Duse, and Kitty begins to cry. Rather
than energize Kitty, he has reduced her to tears.
Then, much to Jerome’s pleasure, as he intends
to take full credit, Kitty seems to improve, offer-
ing to appear for the day’s shoot. However, against
Edna’s wishes, Paul insists on seeing her. He rips off
her bedsheet and sends her into hysterics. Paul has
become resigned to the idea of his marriage being
over; not even this screaming fazes him. His love
has turned to a kind of hatred, and he can only
recommend, much like Ochsner, that Kitty take
responsibility for herself because it is clear that no
one else wants to. Kitty collapses and is to be hospi-
talized for a week, after which she may or may not
complete the picture.

While Kitty sleeps, Edna tries to persuade
Paul that his marriage can be saved. He denies
this, knowing it to be false as he and Kitty have
both failed each other. The telephone rings with
news that the fire is out and that everyone is safe.
Arrangements are made to take Kitty to hospital
while Edna prepares for a dinner with Ochsner and
sighs at her reflected image in the mirror. She feels
tired and plain but, nevertheless, remains hopeful.

CRITICAL COMMENTARY

Never enthused by the Hollywood process, Miller
questions the artistic pretension of the movie
industry and satirizes a business which he views as
determined to turn everything and everyone into
product. The fact that we never can be certain if
this picture will ever be finished or, given Ochsner’s
doubts, if it is even worth completing are essen-
tial ambiguities regarding the value of art itself.
Recognizing an undeniable relationship between
money and art—for the former is needed to pro-

duce the latter—Miller does not mock the film’s
backer but mainly the crew responsible for creating
the movie. These people address Kitty for their
own selfish reasons and try to manipulate her to
satisfy their agendas—few display any real regard.
Whether or not the picture is finished affects them
all in different ways, and they each have a stake
in its completion, Edna seeming to be the possible
exception. The vignettes at Kitty’s bedside in act 2
reveal more about the characters who speak—their
desires, fears, and needs—than about Kitty. Kitty
has become their mirror, the screen that projects
their deepest needs and desires. She has ceased to
be a person.

Flora’s incapacity to acknowledge the spurious
quality of the work in which her husband’s ex-
students are engaged shows how her self-absorp-
tion has ruined her artistic judgment. Miller is also
concerned with the tenuous balance between the
capacity to create art and the danger of becoming
too self-absorbed. If this balance is thrown, then
each can destroy the other. In a troubled culture
that has made it increasingly difficult to gain a
sense of self or direction and purpose, the price of
creativity can be harsh. Kitty has become her per-
formance and has lost all sense of self. She wants
love, but the power that she represents destroys all
chance of that happening. People can no longer
respond to her on a human level but only as a prod-
uct. Her fragility is part of her charm, and to negate
that would make her less marketable.

Miller considers the necessary conditions for
a satisfying relationship within this environment
through his depiction of three couples—Kitty and
Paul, the Fassingers, and Ochsner and Edna. Ironi-
cally, the most recent of the three has the potential
to last the longest. Not as gifted as Paul and Kitty
or even as the Fassingers (who display some artistic
credibility despite their self-concern), Ochsner and
Edna have a patience and an ability to compromise
that is far better suited to emotional survival. Edna
is perhaps the only person to care truly about Kitty,
while Ochsner, despite his business background, is
apparently quite sensitive. He combines his practi-
cal outlook with an open-minded idealism to make
him still more attractive. Ochsner is closer to being
Miller’s mouthpiece than the figure of Paul, who
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fares little better than After the Fall's Quentin in
terms of sympathy as he reacts to his failing mar-
riage in a similarly self-involved fashion.

Miller has described the play as being about
power, and the power relationship between Kitty and
those who are both dependent on her and in conflict
with her is key. However, Miller is more interested
in the consequences of Kitty’s actions than in the
reasons why she behaves as she does. Hence Kitty
rarely speaks and never offers her point of view. She
remains paradoxical as a woman who gives people
joy just from looking at her but is personally too
depressed to continue. Like the women in The Last
Yankee, Kitty’s condition is a reflection of a mal-
aise that runs throughout U.S. society. As CHRIS-
TOPHER BIGSBY points out, with the country in an
election year and Nixon and Kennedy “arguing over
the future of the country and the sky lit by flames,
there is more than a hint of apocalypse.” Yet the play
is also framed by the hopeful romance of Ochsner
and Edna, two people who unexpectedly find a void
that is filled by the other’s presence and who find
potential love even on the edge of the abyss. It is
hard not to see in this couple something of Miller’s
unexpected relationship with AGNES BARLEY at the
time when he was completing this play.

The fire that had begun to rage at the beginning
has burned out by the end of the play, and as one
character explains, “The fire makes the seeds germi-
nate. The fire. The heat. It opens up the seeds.” So
the apocalyptic fire becomes an image of growth for
the future. Yet it is a mitigated hope, for although
the fire is extinguished, who knows when human
carelessness will set it blazing again?! Like so much
of Miller’s work, this play ultimately is underpinned
with a concern for responsibility to one another, sug-
gesting that a failure to take responsibility will always
have a severe cost. Because of this failure on the part
of most everyone we see, including Kitty herself, the
potential beauty of Kitty has become both silenced
metaphorically and literally, and the picture is not
completed within the span of the play.

FIRST PERFORMANCE

Finishing the Picture premiered at the Goodman
Theatre in Chicago on September 21, 2004, with
the following cast:

Jerome Fassinger: Stephen Lang
Flora Fassinger: Linda Lavin
Edna Meyers: Frances Fisher
Phillip Ochsner: Stacy Keach
Derek Clemson: Harris Yulin
Paul: Matthew Modine

Kitty: Heather Prete

Terry Case: Scott Glenn

Directed by Robert Falls
Set by Thomas Lynch
Produced by David Richenthal

It ran for a limited engagement of seven weeks.

INITIAL REVIEWS

Reactions were fairly mixed, but the previews
went well enough to extend the run for an addi-
tional week. Linda Winer, for example, declared:
“Deeply profound, it is not. It is, however, disarm-
ingly entertaining,” and Michael Phillips called
it “a static memory play, though not without its
moments of electricity.” He felt that the play was
disjointed, presenting too many angles, and that
the production was both wordy and poorly paced.
Michael Kuchwara, on the other hand, called it
a “startling and deeply felt new play ... rich in
characters and ideas.” His description of the play as
a “vibrant rumination on, among other things, art,
commerce, politics and that knottiest theme of all,
relationships between men and women,” indicates
that he enjoyed its diversity rather than found it
problematic.

Most critics perceived that here was an unusu-
ally humorous work from Miller, especially in his
portrayal of the Fassingers. Damien Jaques called
it Miller’s “most humorous work,” and described
its one-liners as “Neil Simon on a pretty good day.”
Several, like Richard Christiansen, felt it to be a
valuable addition to Miller’s canon but second
rank due to certain flaws in its construction and an
unevenness of character. Variety could not pass the
Monroe connection, and other dismissive reviews
from such papers as the New York Times and the
Wall Street Jowrnal, whose Terry Teachout called
the play “quite horrible,” no doubt made it harder
to raise money for a New York production. A year
after his death, Miller’s estate declared it had no
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plans to either publish or authorize further produc-
tions of this play.

SCHOLARSHIP

Outside of Christopher Bigsby’s brief chapter based
on Miller's manuscript and various production
reviews, nothing else has been published thus far
on this interesting play. As yet unpublished and
with only the single Chicago run, it may be some
time before this changes.

CHARACTERS

Case Terry As cinematographer, Terry Case is
a no-nonsense, seen-it-all Hollywood veteran who
recommends Kitty be treated with firmness. Unro-
mantic, he reduces Kitty to her shapely posterior
and sees her as a creature to be controlled rather
than as a human being with feelings. He delivers
much of Miller’s commentary on the people and
process of movie making; yet he, for all his candor,
is as much a part of the dehumanizing problem as
they are. More levelheaded than people like the
Fassingers, essentially he is just as heartless.

Clemson, Derek While John Huston directed
The Misfits, Derek Clemson seems less a portrait
than a stereotypical representation of this famed
director. Flora’s insistence on being a go-between
has disrupted his relationship with his star, who
responds to him cautiously despite his sympathies.
Burly and gruff, he is good natured and observant,
but he is also as much a businessman as he is an
artist—this grounds him—he will make money as
readily from smuggling artifacts as from making
movies, which suggests that for him money is the
bottom line. He tries to complete his movie, even
while realizing what that might cost its star. While
he sees Kitty as doomed with “100 pound weights
on her ankles” and “ghosts sitting on her chest,” his
movie comes first.

Fassinger, Jerome, and Flora Jerome Fassinger
is the head of a prominent acting studio which
Kitty has been attending; Flora Fassinger, his
devoted wife, is present as Kitty’s acting coach but
behaves more as a chaperone by insisting on being
an intermediary between Kitty and her director to

ensure that she is indispensable. Based on real-life
couple LEE AND PAULA STRASBERG, pioneers of
Method acting with the ACTORS STUDIO, they are
comically satiric, though without being demean-
ing. Miller may have disliked the Strasbergs’
involvement with Monroe, but he does not deny
their artistic commitment, which allows them dig-
nity through their belief in the importance and
craft of acting.

The flamboyant Jerome is called in to back up
his wife and to talk Kitty into returning to the
set, but he seems more obsessed with his own self-
image, parading around in a cowboy outfit. He is
not keen on responsibility: “Suddenly, everything
depends on me?” he complains. “I have never said
I was responsible for her!” When faced with Kitty,
he is initially ineffective, reducing her to tears, but
then claims all credit when she revives. He is only
interested in self-promotion and the ascendancy of
his acting school; having Kitty as a pupil is merely a
means to that end, and he will only allow that con-
nection to be positive.

Flora’s eccentricity is even more obnoxious; a
parody of the name-dropping show-business type
who is utterly focused on perks and status. She
keeps Kitty psychologically dependent to boost her
own sense of power by which she can demand a
better hotel room and a chauffeur. She worships
her egotistical husband, acting as his surrogate but
bowing completely to his authority when he is pres-
ent. The watches by which she keeps track of the
various performances of her husband’s star students
reinforce this unreasoned idolatry—she is not con-
cerned with the quality of those performances as
much as the number and the salaries.

The humor of their presentation distracts from
the unhealthy power that they hold over Kitty.
Their pomposity hides their lack of concern for a
charge who has become dependent on their appro-
bation. They cut Kitty off from others who may be
more able to help her fragile ego recuperate as they
insist that only they know what to do. Kitty has lost
touch with who she is, and they are only interested
in the image and not the person and so cannot help
her in that quest. First and foremost in both their
minds are their studio and the cash flow that keeps
this afloat; Kitty is just a means to this end.
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Kitty Kitty may be based on Monroe, but Miller
does not want that parallel to distract, and so he
gives her virtually no lines and insists that she not
be played as a blond. Although a central figure, we
see her face little more than we hear her, for she
spends most of her onstage time curled up in bed.
She wanders in and out of the action but is never
in close focus. The play is less about Kitty than how
others respond to her, for Miller’s target includes
everyone who is involved in the creative process of
filmmaking, from creator to consumer. Kitty seems
to be the figure on which they all feed. Through
their various reactions to Kitty, we get the mea-
sure of those around her while she herself remains
something of a mystery.

Kitty seems seriously disturbed, eating ice cream
for breakfast, popping pills, and wandering the
hotel naked. She has been to at least two well-
known analysts who have apparently been unable
to help. As Clemson explains, she has “ghosts sit-
ting on her chest . . . Ghosts of things she’s done.”
She struggles not to be objectified, but that is seem-
ingly her fate. Those around carefully administer
to her every whim but none really give her what
she needs—consideration as a human being rather
than as a fetishized object.

Dependent on others who are too self-con-
cerned to really help, she is also the one on whom
everyone else depends. She has come to define
herself against how well she can wield her power
over others. Paul points out that knowing that 40
people are waiting in the lobby for her proves that
she exists. Movies have taken over her existence,
but outside of movies, she has ceased to exist as
a person. Her fellow artists, meanwhile, are not
so narrowly defined; for example, Clemson has his
artifact sideline to keep him solvent, Terry may be
the recipient of an oil fortune, and the Fassingers
have their acting studio. Without her movies, Kitty
may just fade out of existence.

Meyers, Edna  As Kitty’s faithful assistant, Edna
takes the role of bright-eyed encourager, even
though in her forties. A warm human being who
always believes the best of others, her relationship
with producer Phillip Ochsner is sweet and uncom-
plicated. They display a seemingly grounded and

realistic romance in counterbalance to the Hol-
lywood nonsense around them. Though mousy, she
is a positive figure in her care for others, and with-
out her, Kitty would be permanently lost.

Ochsner, Phillip The film’s producer, a former
trucking-company executive, is depicted as a sane
and forthright figure. He is wise to the world and its
ambivalences and is ready to take responsibility for
himself and others. Having started out as a militant
Marxist, he had entered a union organization and
ended up a millionaire through several lucrative
shipping contracts. His wife recently died, and his
son earlier committed suicide, so his life has had
its downs as well as ups—this also makes him a
more balanced figure. This is the first movie that
he has produced, which may explain why he has
not yet been seduced by the Hollywood rigmarole.
Although he is centered on business, it is with a
decency that makes him more appealing than many
of the artists on display. He is not the stereotypi-
cal power-hungry philistine but a sensitive, level-
headed decision maker. His connection with Edna
humanizes him further for it is a serious attempt at
a real relationship. It also connects him to Miller
himself, with a wife recently dead, and a new hope-
ful relationship to a younger woman, Agnes Barley.

Paul As screenwriting husband to Kitty, Paul is
both exhausted and bemused by his wife. Marked
by sorrow and regret, he sees Kitty’s pain but feels
unable to help. Through him, Miller may be indi-
rectly answering the charge that was most often
brought against him—that he wrote The Misfits to
cash in on his wife’s fame. Paul, however, is con-
cerned with beauty rather than money: “Everyone
wants something from her,” he says. “We're no
exceptions; we want a beautiful film, so we insist
she wake up bright and fluffy even when she feels
like dying.”

While fairly reserved and philosophical in the
first act, Paul explodes in the second as he tries to
understand why his relationship has so evidently
failed. Miller does not make him particularly lik-
able or sympathetic. Just like Henrik Ibsen’s Tor-
vald in A Doll House, Paul has failed to provide the

expected miracle that his wife needed to save their
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marriage. Paul is emotionally stiff and has been
unable to give Kitty the love that she so desperately
needs—“We each promised to cure the other, but
we turned out exactly as we were”—but he at least
acknowledges his shortcoming, as does Quentin in

After the Fall.
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“Fitter’s Night” (1966)

“Fitter’s Night” was the only short story that Miller
wrote directly for his 1967 I Don’t Need You Any

More collection, as all of the other stories there

had been previously published elsewhere. “Fitter’s
Night” has subsequently been reprinted in HAR-
oLD CLURMAN’s 1971 edition of The Portable Arthur
Miller, the 1987 collection The Misfits and Other
Stories, and with the novella Homely Girl in Homely
Girl, A Life, and Other Stories in 1995. It recounts
one evening in the life of shipfitter first class Tony
Calabrese, who, like Miller once did, works on
the docks at the Brooklyn Naval Shipyard during
WORLD WAR II. The characters, including Tony,
are based on people whom Miller had met during
the nearly two years he worked there on the night
shift. Tony is called to a difficult repair job on a
ship. Although he feels that he is being suckered
into doing the job against his will—a little like his
marriage—having completed the dangerous repair,
he feels good about having completed the job, wins
real respect from the ship’s captain and crew, and
discovers a new sense of purpose and connection
in his life.

The story opens with a lengthy evocation of the
BROOKLYN NAVY YARD as the night shift arrives;
then it focuses in on Tony, an Italian American in
his forties. He has held several jobs as a steamfitter
and is good at what he does, but his work history
is patchy, and he has not been the most reliable
employee. In the past, he has bootlegged and has
worked for the unions, but he has never managed
to achieve the high life that he craves. He has skill
and likes flaunting it, but he is not the kind of man
to get ahead as he is generally too ready to take it
easy rather than to push himself. Planning his day
after he gets out from work, he thinks about seeing
his children and his mistress, but his wife is left out
of the picture. He is given an easy work assignment
and orders his helper, Looey Baldu, to complete the
job while he goes to find a coffee and take a nap.

Calling the British sailors “faggots” because they
obey rules, and being openly derisive of his fellow
workers, Tony’s intellect seems to be as limited
as his prospects. He meets a similar type, whom
they call Hindu, who tells him about nearly being
caught by his girlfriend’s husband. Both try to go
through their shifts doing the least work possible
and are faintly despised by Baldu, who has quit his
more lucrative meat-delivery job to do this work
out of patriotic fervor, having been found unfit for
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service. Looking for a place to nap, Tony recalls
how his traditional Italian family tricked him into
marrying a woman he despises and with whom
he has refused to sleep for the past 12 years. His
resentment of his wife, Margaret, seems to be all
that gives his life meaning.

Having been raised in the thrall of a wealthy
grandfather living back in Calabria, when Grampa
decided to come to America, Tony determined to
win him over, get his money, and move to Buffalo
with Patty Moran, a disreputable Irish girl from the
local saloon with whom he had been sleeping. He
met Grampa at the boat, bought him a new suit,
and took him on the town. However, his mother
had other plans; Tony had been seen talking to a
neighborhood Italian girl, Margaret, and his mother
was arranging a marriage. She persuaded her father
to offer Tony all that he has if Tony will marry Mar-
garet and settle down. The promise of that money
leads Tony to get a regular job and settle down,
although he still visits Patty rather than sleep with
his wife. However, Margaret complains, and in fear
that his grandfather will go back on their deal,
Tony reluctantly has sex with his wife.

Baldu wakes Tony to say that their boss is looking
for him, and he goes to find out why. In contrast to
Tony, Baldu loves his wife and feels uneasy when he
becomes attracted to anyone else. He is frustrated
working with Tony and Hindu, seeing them as lazy
and disliking the inefficiency of their workdays. He
hopes that this will mean an important job for a
change. As Tony, the Hindu, and Baldu are driven
to the urgent repair job that they have been called
to complete, Baldu sits in the back of the truck, and
Tony recalls the rest of his history.

Grampa hounded Tony to stop drinking and
whoring and got him to stay home with his now
pregnant wife. After Margaret had twins, Tony
went to claim his money, only to find out that it
was all in Italian lire that had become virtually
worthless. His grandfather had only discovered this
two weeks previously and apologizes, but Tony feels
duped and blames his whole family.

The job is to repair some bent rails that deliver
the depth charges on a destroyer that must meet its
convoy that morning. The exceeding cold makes
the repair close to impossible, but Tony is impressed

when ship Captain Stillwater shows him what is
needed and talks to him as an equal. He senses that
the men on this ship are depending on him, but he
urges the captain to wait until the next day to do
the repair properly. He is surprised at the captain’s
reluctance, expects him to be disappointed, and is
further intrigued at the captain’s continued plea.
Recognizing that he is being given a choice to do
the job or not, he surprises himself by offering to
try. He feels as if this is the first time in his life that
he has been given complete freedom to choose for
himself. Hindu is stunned, and Baldu is elated.

Tony competently completes the dangerous
repair with aid from Baldu, who now grows in his
respect, and is given the chance to sit inside the
truck on their return, while Hindu is put in the
back. Tony basks in the memory of a job well done
and the respect he was given by the ship’s crew,
and the captain in particular. It has allowed him
to see himself in a new light and to lose some of
the defensive cynicism that has been dragging his
spirits down and fixing his existence in a meaning-
less spiral. As CHRISTOPHER BIGSBY explains, Tony
exists as if his life is “on hold,” but this experi-
ence allows him to see the “missing connections
that have left him adrift and undefined.” However,
where he can go from here is left unsaid and makes
this glimpse of his potential finally more ironic than
triumphant.
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Focus (1945)

Disappointed by the failure of his first BROADWAY
play, The Man Who Had All the Luck, Miller decided
to try his hand at fiction and penned his first and
only full-length novel. Originally titled Some Shall
Not Sleep, he eventually settled on the more suc-
cinct title, Focus, since the way in which people
perceive others is so essential to his tale. His sub-
ject was a topic about which many were strangely
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silent—the casual racism and ANTI-SEMITISM that
he saw around him in U.S. society. He depicts it as
backed by mainstream religion, fueled by ignorant,
disgruntled people who seek scapegoats for their
own frustrations, and permitted by the moral iner-
tia of the masses who want only a quiet life. Miller
writes about the novel’s intention to illuminate rac-
ism in Jane Smiley’s Writers on Writing (2003).
Miller’s novel predates by two years Laura Z.
Hobson’s best-selling book (made into an award-
winning movie by ELIA KAZAN) Gentleman’s Agree-
ment, about a journalist who poses as a Jew to expose
anti-Semitism. Its own sales were respectable, top-
ping 90,000 copies in hardback and winning Miller
some serious attention. It was also widely exported
and translated, and author Malcolm Bradbury
describes it as a pioneering and definitive, though
too long undervalued, “postwar Jewish—American
novel.” It also marked the first substantial income
that Miller received from his writing, which gave

him the freedom to take time to perfect his next
play, All My Sons.

SYNOPSIS

Lawrence Newman dreams about a strange car-
ousel. Uneasy about the machinery that operates
it, he imagines a giant factory underground but is
awakened by a woman’s cries of distress. A man is
attacking her in front of Newman’s house, but no
one tries to intervene. Realizing that she is His-
panic and falling back on racist racial stereotyping,
Newman convinces himself that she must be at
fault and returns to sleep.

Newman owns a house on a suburban street
where he lives with his paralyzed mother. As he
heads to work, he buys his usual paper from Mr.
Finkelstein at the corner store. Waiting for his
train, he reads graffiti on the platform, much of it
anti-Semitic, and on the train, he plays a game of
trying to spot the Jews. His next-door neighbor Fred
comes to chat, and Newman feels uncomfortable,
seeing himself as superior to this common laborer.
He learns that the attacker the night before was
another neighbor and that the men put him to bed
because he was drunk and chased the woman off.
Fred expresses his disgust that Finkelstein's fam-
ily is moving onto their street; he dislikes all Jews.

He and some friends are organizing a meeting to
do something about this, but Newman declines his
invitation to join, feeling uneasy with such open
bigots.

Newman works as a personnel officer for a huge
corporation, where he hires and fires office staff.
Sitting in an office with glass walls, an idea that he
had proposed, he observes the stenographers under
his command. The problem is that his vision has
become increasingly poor. His immediate superior,
Mr. Gargan, asks to see him, angry that Newman
hired a girl who turned out to be Jewish, which
is against company policy. He blames Newman’s
shortsightedness and insists that he get glasses.
Newman already has glasses prepared, but has been
reluctant to fetch them as he knows that they make
him look Jewish. He goes to the optometrist for his
new spectacles and takes them home. His mother
confirms his opinion, and he falls asleep haunted by
the sound of the woman calling for help, the image
of the carousel, and a vision of a Jewish cemetery
being wrecked.

As work continues, he interviews Gertrude Hart
for a position. He is immediately attracted, as she
reminds him of a dream woman whom he has cre-
ated, but thinking her Jewish, he refuses her the job
on a fabricated excuse. He wonders if she thinks
that he is Jewish and almost wishes that she does
as she becomes angry and storms out. This has hap-
pened to her before. Called to see Gargan again,
we learn that one of the higher management team
thinks Newman looks too Jewish with his glasses
and wants him moved to a less conspicuous spot.
Newman resigns rather than accept the humilia-
tion of demotion after 25 years of service, and he
steals his fountain-pen desk set to take home.

At home, he reassesses his position, taking his
glasses on and off, uncertain whether he should
wear them or not. Going to water his grass with
them on, he senses his neighbor Carlson making
a connection between Newman and Finkelstein’s
extended family who is moving in down the street.
Going to get his Sunday-morning paper, Newman
is caught in a conflict between his neighbors and
Finkelstein; he accedes to his neighbors and buys
his paper instead from the non-Jewish street seller
and is rewarded by feeling that he is one of the
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group. However, his guilt at snubbing Finkelstein is
compounded by his neighbor Mrs. Depaw’s evident
disgust at his actions.

Tension on the street mounts as Carlson and
Fred complain about the “invasion,” and Newman
tries to decide whose side he is on. Fred joins him
on the porch to sound him out and possibly recruit
him to the group he is forming, with the backing
of local priests, to harass Jews. He is interested in
Newman’s war experience, but Newman is reluc-
tant to talk about it. Fearful of what Fred will think
if he declines, Newman agrees to attend his next
meeting. Again he feels included, and this gives
him strength and hope to find a new job.

Mr. Stevens at Akron Corporation tells him that
he has no openings, and Newman has no luck the
rest of the day. That evening, he goes for dinner
with an old acquaintance, from whom he learns
that Stevens had had an opening in personnel. His
enthusiasm dwindles as he realizes that he is now
being viewed as a Jew and that it will be far harder
to get employed. He goes to see Fred to revive his
former sense of comradeship and confide the details
of shooting a German during his service in World
War I. He also paints his shutters the same shade
as the others on the street so as not to stand out,
but Fred and Carlson seem to increasingly ignore
him, and he worries about ever finding work. One
morning, to his horror, he finds that his garbage has
been tipped out; it seems they have decided that
he is Jewish.

The viewpoint changes to that of Finkelstein.
His garbage has also been kicked over, but he is less
shocked, being used to such treatment. He won-
ders if Newman might be Jewish, and when New-
man comes to ask him who did it, he tells him that
it was the Christian Front and that they probably
tipped Newman’s garbage by mistake. Finkelstein
has also had a threatening note telling him he has
five days to get out.

Returning to Newman’s point of view, when he
asks Fred about the garbage incident, he assures
him that it must have been a mistake. Newman
has realized that the only way to get work is to
try a Jewish company, and when he goes in for an
interview, he meets Gertrude. She recalls him and
accuses him of turning her down because he had

wrongly assessed her as Jewish. Looking again, he
sees his mistake and apologizes. He confides his
attraction, and she softens toward him and offers
to help him become employed. She confesses that
she had thought him Jewish too, and telling him to
come back in an hour, he leaves feeling elated.

Newman dislikes his new job, but he has fallen
in love with Gertrude. So desperate is he for love,
he tends to downplay any potential faults that he
notices as they begin to date. Worldlier than he,
she tells him that she had once worked in Hol-
lywood and had a screen test but had looked too
Jewish to get anywhere. Walking in the park, a
girl asks for help finding her friend who has gone
off with a sailor. Gertrude eagerly offers aid, but as
they seek the missing girl, Newman suddenly feels
empowered to kiss Gertrude. She is surprised at
his passion and beginning to see a future with him
urges him to be more ambitious and also pressures
him into proposing. Both Episcopalians, he plans to
introduce her to his mother, feeling shaken by the
speed of events.

Newman drives Gertrude to the country for their
honeymoon, planning to stay at a hotel which he
has frequented before. On arrival, they are denied
a room because they look too Jewish—this is a
restricted hotel. Newman is mortified, but Gertrude
is caustically angry. She does not object to the hotel
being restricted but to being taken as a Jew. They
go to a restaurant and order clams to show the
world that they cannot be Jewish, given that obser-
vant Jews are not supposed to eat shellfish.

On their return, they learn that Finkelstein
fought with the street seller, and his storefront win-
dow was broken. Gertrude fearfully advises New-
man to befriend Fred. She recognizes one of the
men attending a meeting at Fred’s house and knows
that this means that violence against Jews is about
to escalate. She confesses that she has lied to New-
man about her Hollywood days. She was actually
the live-in girlfriend of a dog manicurist who orga-
nized a hate group to try to rid Hollywood of Jews.
Worried that they might both end up in jail, she
left him and came East. She insists that Newman
go to the rally and speak up to make sure that these
people do not mark them as Jews. Though fearful of
involvement, Newman reluctantly agrees, but again
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he dreams of the carousel and the Hispanic girl. He
wakes to see thugs again turning over his garbage.
Unable to confront them, he goes outside when
they have gone but then runs back inside when
he sees Finkelstein, whose garbage has also been
spread, start to walk down the street toward him.

The viewpoint returns to Finkelstein, who is
worried about his family. Not an observant Jew, he
feels a pull to visit his father’s grave. While there,
he recalls a Polish story that his father used to tell
him. A baron’s serfs rebel against oppression and
steal his money. He commands a Jewish peddler,
Itzik, to go and exchange his wares with the serfs
for the money. Itzik senses that the baron’s plan
is to then attack him and get the money, but he
just goes home and waits. His home and family are
destroyed, the baron walks in and takes the money,
and Itzik goes insane. Finkelstein’s father saw the
moral as being that there is nothing else that Itzik
could have done, but Finkelstein is dissatisfied.
Leaving the cemetery, he sees a gravestone toppled
and marked with a yellow swastika. He decides not
to be like Itzik and accept the role of victim but to
fight back. He goes to buy some baseball bats for
his store.

As the heat continues, tensions rise. It has been
nearly 40 days without rain. Newman attends the
rally where the crowd seems hypnotized by the
hatred that a priest is spouting. Too reticent to
applaud, the mob attacks Newman as a Jew and
throws him out. The police outside advise him to
go home. He senses that he is being followed, but it
is only Finkelstein, concerned for him, having seen
what happened. As they walk together, Finkelstein
tries to understand Newman, whom he suspects
may be with the Christian Front. Asking Newman
directly, “Why do you want I shall get out of the
neighborhood,” Finkelstein forces Newman to face
the obvious untruthfulness of the Jewish stereotype
by making Newman see him as an individual rather
than as a race.

Gertrude is angry with Newman for being
beaten. Frustrated, he goes to talk to Fred, telling
him to get his group to leave them alone. He asks
if Fred thinks he is Jewish, and Fred admits that he
has suspected Newman, especially since he mar-
ried a Jewish girl. Even as he denies that they are

Jewish, Newman knows Fred will not believe him,
but he insists that he will not move away. Recalling
how little help the Hispanic girl had received from
his neighbors and realizing that he would be in the
same position if attacked, he goes to warn Finkel-
stein that things are going to get nasty.

He advises Finkelstein to go to the police, but
Finkelstein points out that the police will do noth-
ing unless other people complain and support him.
Newman suggests that he move, to which Finkel-
stein asks him if he is a Jew. When he denies this,
Finkelstein asks why Newman does not move since
they think he is a Jew. He is angry at Newman'’s
lack of support over the Sunday newspaper, point-
ing out that it is people like Newman who are
allowing this to happen because of their passivity.
As a patriot, Finkelstein demands that Newman no
longer put up with such overt racism.

Newman waits for the attack, as Gertrude sug-
gests they move or try to befriend Fred again. His
sympathy for Finkelstein is growing, and he is find-
ing Gertrude’s evident racism troubling. After an
argument, they head to the cinema, and enter half-
way through a movie about Jews being persecuted in
Europe. The audience is audibly disturbed because
the actors do not fit their negative stereotypical
view of Jews, and Gertrude is angry with Newman
for taking her to such a movie. He explains that
he does not support the Christian Front, but she
is uninterested. Content in her racism, she is only
out to save herself. As they argue, they sense that
they are being followed. An older man and five
youths attack as they reach their street, with some
splitting off to go to Finkelstein’s store. Newman
points to send the rest that way but is ignored. He
sees Finkelstein face his attackers with two baseball
bats, as Gertrude runs off.

Newman joins Finkelstein, who hands over one
bat, and although the two sustain some injuries,
they drive the youths away. Newman finally rec-
ognizes Finkelstein’s humanity, helps him into his
store, and then is invited into his home. It strikes
him how normal it is. Finkelstein has sent his family
to relatives for safety. Newman feels a sudden calm,
as if the tension he has been under has passed.
No longer torn or confused, he embraces his own
humanity, just as he embraced that of Finkelstein.
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On leaving Finkelstein, Newman realizes that
no police have been called and that Gertrude has
done nothing to help. Learning that she instead
went to see Fred against his express wishes, he is
distraught at her abandonment. As Fred comes out
with her to talk, he dismisses them both and walks
away, a changed man. He feels disgust in the way
that he had hoped to send the attackers toward
Finkelstein and is now ready to stand up for him-
self. He, too, now refuses to be a victim. He goes
to the police station and reports the attack, and
when the desk sergeant assumes that he is Jewish,
he accepts the label.

CRITICAL COMMENTARY

Miller’s story of anti-Semitism on the home front
must have been intentionally combative. It high-
lights a trenchant fascism at home, even brandishing
a swastika, while U.S. troops were still fighting the
fight against fascism abroad. Given that Miller has
always been a pacifist, this questioning of the motives
behind WORLD WAR I is unsurprising. He calls to
question the spurious moral superiority of a culture
that sees itself as above the enemy by revealing its
own prejudice, moral inertia, and petty violence.
Newman’s recurring dream of the carousel and
its underground machinery becomes a metaphor
for the underground way in which prejudice seems
to be manufactured in America—with negative ste-
reotyping and outright lies. A “murderous monster”
is being created that Finkelstein, quite rightly, real-
izes will ultimately destroy the whole country if it
is not stopped. “How many times must it happen,”
he asks Newman, “How many wars we got to fight
in this world before you will understand what they
are doing to you?” Finkelstein knows that it is not
the Freds and Gertrudes and their like that need to
change but the morally deficient bystanders who
are in the majority and are being sullied by their
acceptance of a bigotry that they know is morally
wrong. Once they speak out against such racism,
it can be brought to a stop, just as Finkelstein’s
harassment could be halted if just a couple of the
other men from the street would go and complain
to the police, as Newman does at the close.
Finkelstein’s family story about Itzik the peddler
is one of violence and death, in which the victim is

used by the baron to reclaim his money from a peas-
antry he dare not push too far; the Jewish man makes
an easy scapegoat. Playing by the rules of the enemy
makes a person complicit in his or her own victim-
ization, and Finkelstein refuses to be intimidated any
longer. “I don’t know how to fight them but I will
fight them.” The United States of the 1940s was
uneasy, its people waiting for the end of a war into
which they had not expected to be drawn and fear-
ing another depression once the troops came home.
They are ready to hit out at any scapegoat who is
offered, especially when such offerings are given a
sense of credibility by the priesthood. Newman is
one of them, until Finkelstein forces him to recog-
nize him as a person and question his racist beliefs.

It is Newman’s moral inertia that most troubles
him, indicated by his recurring worry about the
Hispanic woman whom he ignored. Newman once
killed a man in the war, and even the hurt he did
to this faceless enemy has continued to trouble him
for years; once Finkelstein becomes fully human to
him, it would be impossible for Newman ever to
hurt him. However, it takes a long time for this to
occur as Newman’s prejudices have run deep and
unchallenged for many years; they become a hard
habit to break. Although the story is told mostly
from Newman’s point of view as he agonizes over
what to believe, Miller switches perspective occa-
sionally to Finkelstein to adjust and tighten our
focus on characters and events.

The concept of focusing underscores Miller’s
story on many levels as he focuses the reader’s
attention on a dark and controversial aspect of
U.S. culture. Newman’s vision changes focus once
he puts on his new glasses, a catalyst for change in
his life. It also alters at other points in the novel
once they are set in motion by this initial catalyst.
Gertrude constantly changes in his and our vision
(which is largely dependent on his)—at first, he
thinks she is Jewish, then an attractive Gentile, and
finally an unpleasant and narrow-minded bigot.
Her reaction at the hotel exposes the widening
difference between them; she sees nothing wrong
in restricting clientele but just wants them to know
she is not Jewish, while he is beginning to view such
restrictive treatment as wrong. Despite the violence
that is directed at Finkelstein and Newman, Miller’s
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ultimate message is one of hope. Both survive by
joining forces, and Lawrence has the possibility of
becoming a new man as his name has suggested all
along by taking the social action that Finkelstein
has recommended to save the United States from a
bigoted minority.

INITIAL REVIEWS

For a first novel by a relative unknown, Focus gar-
nered fairly respectable reviews. Alfred Butterfield,
reviewing it for the New York Times, praised it as
a “strong, sincere book bursting with indignation
and holding the reader’s attention” but felt that it
ultimately lacked “substantial meaning.” Although
Saul Bellow found it “implausible” and the New
Yorker complained about its predictability, Leo
Kennedy applauded its “indictment of bigotry and
social irresponsibility” and felt that the book was
“consummately skillful.” Iris Barry called it “a first-
rate horror story, cleverly as well as passionately
devised,” and reviewers from both Saturday Review
of Literature and Booklist responded positively. The
general consensus was that this was an eloquent
and significant work, notable for its forthright
treatment of a topic that few writers had faced.

SCHOLARSHIP

There has been little study of this book in journals
aside from Lob Ladislaus’s comparison of it to Max
Frisch’s Andorra and David Mesher’s more detailed
exploration. Mesher sees the book as a landmark
U.S. novel, possibly the first to address the issue
of the Holocaust, as it offers an “accurate con-
temporary expression of the American Jew’s reac-
tion to the destruction of European Jewry.” Recent
studies of Miller that go beyond his dramatic oeu-
vre include increasingly lengthy discussions of the
novel, suggesting that its importance is becoming
more widely recognized. Bradbury offers an insight-
ful overview, and CHRISTOPHER BIGSBY, describing
its writing as an “act of courage” given the racially
charged atmosphere in the United States at the
time of its publication, offers welcome attention
to the role of Finkelstein. Arvind Singh Adhikari
discusses the book’s message of universal brother-
hood in his contribution to Arthur Miller: Twentieth
Century Legend.

CHARACTERS

Finkelstein Miller’s choice for a representative
of the Jewish people in the story is the man who
runs the corner store, Finkelstein. A secular fig-
ure, he is a Jew in name only, but it is an iden-
tity that he embraces. Familiar with racism, he is
nonetheless not ready to give in to its pressure.
When he receives a threatening notice to leave,
he sends his family to relatives for safety and buys
himself some baseball bats with which to defend
himself. He refuses to accept his father’s story of
Itzik as suggesting that nothing can be done. He
declares his intention to fight by initially con-
fronting the street seller who is trying to take his
business and by coming out to meet his attackers
at the end rather than cowering in his house and
allowing them to run roughshod over him. He rec-
ognizes in Newman a man of intelligence, and he
feels betrayed when Newman acts no better than
a man of ignorance like Fred. It is this disdain that
pressures Newman to reassess his own position
and to discover a common humanity with his Jew-
ish neighbor.

Fred Fred lives next door to Newman and is a
laborer at the same firm that employs Newman.
While Newman works at a respectable firm, Fred
accepts him as an equal, even while Newman
secretly believes himself to be superior, but once
Newman buys his new glasses and loses his job, the
doubts increase to the point where Fred does not
even believe Newman's point-blank denial that he
is a Jew. Almost ironic, given that his own preju-
dices against most ethnic groups are based on false
stereotypes, Fred himself is a stereotype of an igno-
rant, violent working-class man with guns in the
house and a love of hunting. More a follower than a
leader of men, he helps organize a local hate group,
but it is not he who commits the violence that we
witness; Fred even claims ignorance when New-
man is attacked. The implication that he might be
able to control what happens becomes increasingly
doubtful. Once indiscriminate hatred is unleashed,
it tends toward mob violence rather than an orga-
nized attack, and wheels are set in motion that will
be hard to stop.
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Newman, Gertrude (Hart) Gertrude initially
asks for a job at Newman’s old firm, and he turns
her down, thinking that she is Jewish. Later, she
is able to get him a job at the Jewish firm that
eventually employs them both. Recognizing New-
man’s naivete, she recreates herself somewhat to
attract him, being desperate for a husband so that
she can quit working and lead an easier life. She
later confesses to the lies that she has told about
her time in Hollywood—she never sang or had a
screen test but worked as a typist; the actor who
she supposedly dated turned out to be a bigoted
dog manicurist—and it is clear that she is an
experienced deceiver. It is really Gertrude who
proposes and pushes for marriage, leaving New-
man uncertain as to how all this came about.
Once wed, she continually pressures him to make
more money, and there is a strong suspicion that
she sees him as little more than a meal ticket.
Gertrude longs for the high life, as indicated by
the expensive clothes that she orders to try on
and then returns. When Newman is faced with a
beating, she runs away to Fred rather than help
or even call the police. Her own safety takes pri-
ority over that of anyone else.

Gertrude’s admiration for Father Crichton, who
represents Father Coughlin, the radio evangelist and
notorious anti-Semite priest, tells us early on that
she is actually more racist than Newman and has
no qualms about scapegoating Jews. It is ironic that
everyone who meets her assumes that she is Jew-
ish, but this perennial discrimination has apparently
soured her rather than made her more sympathetic
or compassionate; she actively despises every minor-
ity group. Unlike Newman, who seems scared of his
own shadow, she is willing to be involved, as when
she helps the gitl in the park to find her friend or
answers back the hotel man who refuses them a
room on their honeymoon. But this willingness is
extended only to her own social group, and often
only to advance herself, as with her easy involve-
ment in the Hollywood hate group and her readiness
to join Fred’s.

Wilier than her husband, Gertrude senses at
once that they need to befriend Fred and to make
it clear to their neighbors that they are equally as
racist if they are to avoid a beating. She calls her

husband “Lully” as if to lull the Jewish sounding
“Lawrence” into something less threatening. We
initially feel sympathy for her when Newman cal-
lously turns her down for the job even while objec-
tifying her body. This continues as she rises above
this to find him work rather than try for revenge,
but as her small-minded racism becomes increas-
ingly evident, she becomes little better than Fred,
Newman’s bigoted neighbor. It is not surprising
that 