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ABSTMCT

In this thesis Arthur Miller's four major plays,
All My Sons, Death of a Salesman, The Crucible, and A View 
from the Bridge, are evaluated in terms of Miller's own goal 
as a playwright? to write plays that, through an aesthetic 
experience, create in their audience a higher consciousness 
of man's position in the world, She conclusion which is 
drawn is that the material with which Miller has worked has 
failed to express efficiently the message he wished it to 
convey in all of these plays except Death of a Salesman? 
only in this play has he created a drama of higher conscious
ness.
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INTRODUCTION

Arthur Miller has said; "I take it as truth that 
the end of drama is the creation of a higher consciousness 
and not merely a subjective attack upon the audience's nerves 
and feelings.11 ̂ By this he means that the audience should be 
made aware of "causation in the light of known but hitherto 
inexplicable effects"(P.P., p. 53). Miller thinks this 
higher consciousness can be achieved if the "passions" of the 
audience, are aroused by the drama "so that by the route of 
passion may be opened up new relationships between a man and 
men, and between men and Man. Drama . . . ought to help us 
to know more, and not merely to spend our feelings"(C.f.0 
p. 53).

A drama that creates a higher consciousness, then, 
must first be an excellent play; a work of art that effi
ciently patterns the experiences of its audience by the 
skilful use of structure, symbol, dialogue, and characteri
zation, for unless it offers its audience a significant 
aesthetic experience as a play, any insight into the human 
condition it might also offer will appear a preachment. In

Ârthur Miller's Collected Plays (New York! Viking 
"Press, 1957)'9 p. 21.' Abbreviated"”hereafter as P.P. All quotations from the plays are from this source.



other words, before a play can create in its audience a 
greater awareness of man's position in the world, it must 
involve the audience's experiences with the experiences it 
witnesses. Then, this awareness must come from the materi
als of the play; the story should be naturally expressive, 
not burdened by a meaning forced upon it by the author which 
cannot be represented dramatically„

If these conditions are met in a play, the audience 
(viewers or readers) that experiences such a drama of higher 
consciousness should come away from it with an increased 
awareness of the reasons behind certain human actions, of 
possible personal and social relationships, and of what it 
means to live, for I share with Miller the view that the 
greatest plays are involved with the question, how is a man 
to l i v e ? 2 This thesis then, will apply Miller's aim as a 
playwright to his plays and by so evaluating them undertake 
to answer the question: "What success has Miller had in
writing drama that creates a higher consciousness?

Ever since the production of All My -Sons, in 1947, 
critics have felt obliged to consider Arthur Miller’s plays 
in any treatment of important recent American dramatic w o r k s . 5

2Arthur Miller, "The Family in Modern Drama,11 The 
Atlantic. GXCVII (April 1956), 36. .

^See entries in the List of Works Consulted for Alan 
S. Downer, Joseph Wood Krutch, Eric Bentley, and John Gassner.



He has called some of this attention upon himself by setting 
forth his serious intentions in introductions and articles, 
but this practice is not unusual, and the plays themselves 
must contain some elements that justify the seriousness with 
which they are examined and judged, both in theatrical and 
insscholarly publications, This critical attention is not 
dependent upon performances of his plays, for although 
Miller's most recent play, A View from the Bridge, ended its 
Hew York run in 1956 and he has had no new play produced 
since then, there has been no lag in the publication of 
articles on his work.

The appearance of his Collected Plays in 1957 gave 
fresh impetus to examinations of his plays as literature, 
and among these recent articles there are three which should 
be briefly mentioned here. William Welgand uses Miller's- 
early, unpublished plays as the basis for his analysis of. 
Miller's mature work, which he describes as a confrontation 
between the "man who knows" and the "man who learns" in 
"Arthur Miller and the Man Who Knows.Gerald Weales takes 
the position that the proper approach to Miller's plays is 
to examine the concern of each of his heroes with his iden
tity"' and develops this view convincingly in "Arthur Miller: 
Man and his I m a g e . "5 Outstanding even among these important

^Western Review. XXI (Winter 1957), 85-103
^Tulane Drama Review, VII (Fall,;, 1962), 165-180.



contributions to a comprehension of Miller's major works is 
an article by Henry Popkin, "Arthur Miller; The Strange 
Encounter,"6 which through a carefully written analysis of 
the chief plays proves that Miller confronts ordinary 
characters with extraordinary situations.

The only full-length scholarly study of Miller to 
be published to my knowledge is a short (121 pages) book by 
Dennis Welland.7 Wplland tries, with some success, to cover 
Miller’s entire writing career, but his bibliography indi
cates a skimpy examination of critical,,articles, both by and 
about Miller. The information he provides I have found 
accurate, however, and until a more complete study is made, 
this one must be considered basic.

This thesis will take into.account these studies of 
Miller's work, other critical comments on particular plays, 
and Miller's own discussion of his objectives as it examines 
Miller's four major plays. Following a synopsis of the play.; 
under consideration, its structure, language, symbolism, and 
characters will be criticized, and it will be evaluated as a 
drama of.higher consciousness.

The four plays to be so considered. Miller's major 
works, are All My Sons. Death of a Salesman. The Crucible.

6Sewanee Review. LXVIII (Winter i960), 43-60.
7Arthur Miller (Hew York: Grove Press, ihci, , 1961).
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and A View from the Bridge„ Three other plays are available 
for study; The Man "Mho Had All the Luck, An Enemy of the 
People, and A Memory of Two Mondays, Of these works, the 
first two are not reprinted in Miller's Collected Plays, 
indicating his own attitude toward them. The Man Who Had All 
the Luck is an amateurish piece that closed after four per
formances in 1944, of interest because it contains the 
prototype for the father-son conflict which was more fully 
developed in All My Sons and Death of a Salesman, but unable 
to bear extended analysis. An Enemy of the People saw only 
thirty-six performances in 1951; since it is a free transla
tion and adaptation of Ibsen's play it would be out of place 
in a study of this kind. A Memory of Two Mondays was included 
in the Collected Plays; in fact, Miller admits" that he loves 
nothing he has written more than this "pathetic comedy," as 
he labels it (C.P., p. 49). But it is a slight piece, heavy 
with nostalgia, a curtain raiser, out of place in a study of 
Miller's major works.

Miller has admitted that the depression influenced 
his writing and that he is fascinated by the works of Ibsen, 
Chekhov, O'Heill, and Dostoyevski,® but literary influences, 
Miller's politics— all the pressures that make Miller write

®In his article "The Shadows of the Gods: A Critical
View of the American Theatre," Harper's, CCXVII (August 1958), 
35-43.



as he does— while an obvious area for more work (there is 
Miller biography yet), are outside- the scope of this paper 
its concern is to describe and evaluate four of his plays.



CHAPTER I

ALL MY SOUS

All Mjr Sons had 328 performances in Hew York at the 
Coronet Theatre from January 29 to Hovember 8, 194-7. The 
structure of the play follows the delayed exposition pattern 
of Ibsen"s Ghosts. The first act is deliberately slow- 
moving, Miller says, so that the contrast between the placid 
civilization in which the action occurs and the horror of the 
crime to be revealed might be greater (P.P., p. 18). The 
crime is Joe Keller’s; a manufacturer of aircraft parts 
during the war, he allotred faulty cylinder-heads to be shipped 
out of his plant rather than chance the loss of his contract. 
As a result, twenty-one pilots Were killed. Joe has evaded 
legal responsibility by claiming to have been sick the day 
the parts were shipped, and his partner, Steve Deever, has 
been jailed for the crime.

When the play opens Joe and Kate Keller's elder son 
Larry has been missing in action for three years, but Kate 
still will not admit he is dead. Their younger son, Chris, 
must make his mother realize that Larry is gone for good, for 
he plans to marry Ann Deever, Larry's girl and the daughter 
of Steve Deever, Joe's partner. Ann is visiting the Kellers,



and while Mrs, Keller suspects the intended marriage, Chris 
and Ann cannot bring their love out in the open in the face 
of her fanatic belief that Larry is alive. As the first act 
ends, Ann’s brother George is about to arrive, having just 
visited their father in jail for the first time since he was 
sentenced, and it is clear that the senior Kellers are afraid 
that George will freshly accuse Joe of being responsible for 
the faulty cylinder heads.

Their fears are justified. George Leaver has changed 
his mind and now believes his father is innocent. Chris and 
Ann argue with him, and Joe himself explains the situation at 
the plant the day the heads were shipped so convincingly that 
George’s suspicions are allayed. Leaver's excuse for shipping 
the heads is that Joe promised to take full responsibility 
over the phone; Joe denies the phbhe call and claims he 
couldn't go to the. shop in person because he was sick. But 
in the casual conversation that follows George's abandonment 
of his suspicions, Mrs. Keller lets slip the boast that her 
husband hasn't been sick in fifteen years. This indication 
of guilt is covered by the entrance of a neighbor who has cast 
Larry's horoscope and "proved" he couldn't have been killed.
To force his mother to give up her vain hopes for Larry's 
return,.. Chris reveals his intention of marrying Ann, Larry's 
girl. And now Kate Keller admits the fear that makes her keep 
hoping:



. Mother; To Ohrls . . e Your brother's alive, 
darling, because if he's dead, your father 
killed him. Do you understand me now?
(OoPo. p„ 114)

Keller turns away the accusation by pointing out that Larry 
never flew a P~40,. which the parts were for, but Ghris calls 
him the murderer of the twenty-one pilots that crashed.
Keller tells him he was only trying to save the business for 
him, Ghris, and the act ends with Chris's agonized cries,
"Shat must I do, Jesus God, what must I do?"(p. 116).

At the beginning, of Act Three Kate Keller advises her 
husband to tell Chris he is willing to go to jail to expiate 
his crime. Joe repeats that he covered up the flawed machin
ery only for his family, and nothing is bigger than the 
family (p. 120). Ann tries again to make Mrs. Keller admit 
that Larry is.dead so that Chris will not feel guilty with 
her. When she refuses again Ann shows her Larry's last letter 
written the day he was reported missing. Before its contents 
can be revealed Chris enters to find out whether or not his 
father has accepted the responsibility for killing the pilots. 
Keller turns his anger aside by.the argument that he was not 
the only war profiteer, that half the country would have to 
go to jail if the same reasoning were applied to them (p. 125) 
But the situation is changed when Chris reads Larry's letter. 
He throws the accusation in his father's face; Larry writes 
that he has read about what Joe did and he intends to commit 
suicide. The meaning is clear to Joe: "... I think to him



they were all my sons. And I guess they were , , , "(p. 126) 
He goes into the house and shoots himself.

This synopsis of All My Sons should indicate the 
structure of the play; it is built around the delayed revela
tion, It should also indicate the legitimacy of Joseph Wood 
Krutch's criticism of the play as stiff, with "a certain 
irony too simple, too neat, and obviously contrived,"9

The contrivance of the play’s structure most often 
pounced upon by critics, and justifiably so, is the letter , 
that Ann withholds until the proper dramatic moment. This 
letter is an easy way of resolving the plot; a piece of time
worn stage machinery, it is "esthetically meretricious,"^
The plot is also rendered unlikely by the way Ann and her 
brother George act concerning the guilt of their father, "It 
is , , „ hard to believe that George and Ann Deever, particu
larly Ann who was home at the time, would not have known 
enough about their father’s trial to suspect that Keller was 
guilty,1 All My Sons is such a "well-made play" as to be 
unconvincing.

9The American Drama Since 1918 (Hew York; George 
Brasiller, Inc,, 1957)$ P. 324,

TOJohn Gassner, Theatre in our Times (Hew York; Grown 
Publishers, 1954), p. 344, Also see Alan 8, Downer, Fifty 
Years of American Drama, 1900-1950 (Chicago, Henry' Regnery Go,, 1951771^, - — — ■ ,

T TW, Arthur Boggs, "Oedipus and All My Sons," Personal 
1st, XLII (October 1961 ), 5557""^, ~ "



"In their language „ „ „ filler's] people may well 
possess as little imagination as any characters ever brought 
upon the s t a g e , T h i s  blanket condemnation can be sup
ported by reference to the language of All My Sons; all too 
often the characters forsake conversational banalities only 
to sermonize, Ann ends a reminiscence with "Gosh, those dear 
dead days beyond recall"(p, 75), Ann's contributions to the 
following dialogue are representative of the inconsistency 
of the language throughout the play;

Chris; , . . You remember, overseas, I was in 
command of a company? ‘ ...
Ann: Yeah, sure,
Chris; Well, I lost them,
Ann; How many? '
Chris; Just about all,
Ann; Oh, gee$
Chris; » „ „ They didn't die; they killed them
selves for each other , , „ , Everything was
being destroyed, see, but it seemed to me that
one new thing was made, A kind of--responsibility. 
Man for man,(p. 85) -
The few examples in the play of an eloquence built

of the commonplaces characteristic of the Kellers and their
associates stand out because of the wasteland of trivia that
surrounds them. Emotion and pressure, as Chris backs his
father into a corner about the pilots that died, produce the
following from Joe;

I^Henry Popkin, "Arthur Miller; The Strange Encoun
ter," Sewanee Review. LXVIIl (Winter i960), 35, . •
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Kellerj » » „ What could I dot I'm in busi
ness, a man is in business; a hundred and 
twenty cracked, you're out of business, the 
process don't work you’re out of business; 
you don't know how to operate, your stuff is 
no good; they close you up, they tear up your, 
contracts, what the hfell's it to them? You 
lay forty years into a business and they knock 
you out in five minutes, what could I do, let 
them take my life away? {ft .115)

The repetition of "business" as if it were a magic formula,
the imitation of "business" thinking by the unanswerable
logic of "the process don't work you're out of business," and
the passionate identification of a man's life with his work
in this speech help to explain G. W„ Couchman's claim that
Miller has "a rare gift for the poetic in the c o l l o q u i a l . " ^

The language of the play, in general is made up of
banalities, especially in the scenes between. Ohris and Ann;
their dialogue often sounds like that of idealistic high
• school students. Eloquence is occasionally forced from the
vocabulary, but more often in times of crisis the speeches
approach sermons, as when Chris informs his mother: "You can
be better1 Once and for all you can know there's a universe
of people outside and you're responsible to it, and unless
•you know that you threw away your son because -that's why he
died" (pp. 126-12?).

Symbols play a small part in All My Sons, although

^"Arthur Miller's Tragedy of Babbitt," Educational 
Theatre Journal. VII (October 1955), 206.
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much is made in the course of the play of "Larry's tree," an
apple tree that was planted in his: memory and which was
broken off in a windstorm the night before the play begins.
Kate takes this as proof that "it was too soon to plant a
tree for him," to which Ohris answers, "The wind blew it 
down. What significance has that got?" (p. 72). The pur
pose of the tree seems to be to symbolize the presence of the 
dead Larry as a participant in the events, but the device is 
strained and out of place in this emphatically prosaic play.

Characterization of the Kellers * neighbors, the 
Baylisses and the Lubeys, is weak and unconvincing with the 
exception of Sue Bayliss, who in her dialogue with Ann is 
revealed as a complex person who can defend her husband's 
right to be an ordinary doctor against Chris's idealism.
The other neighbors, however, make no apologies for being 
background figures who occasionally comment on the action and 
sometimes help it progress, but do both as functions of the 
plot, not as people.

George Leaver, although he receives more attention, 
is also almost a device of the plot: his ominous visit pro
vides the end of the first act with the appropriate cloud, 
and his function in the second act is to irritate the Kellers 
and cast doubt on Joe's innocence. Having raised the ques
tion of Joe's innocence, he departs, leaving no coherent 
impression of himself behind.
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George's sister Ann, although she has a key part to 
play in the plot as noted above, is much better character
ized. She is on delicate ground through the whole play, 
being the lover of both the dead Larry and his brother Chris, 
and this touchy position allows her to be more than the "love 
interest." Her conflict with Kate Keller over Chris under
lines her attractive frankness, which almost equals Kate's 
own passionate abruptness. Kate herself is a vivid character, 
an addition to the type "possessive mother." She embodies 
the status quo, and she and what she represents, the concept 
that everything must be done for one's own, is Keller's 
defence.■

The trouble with Chris Keller as a character is that 
we never see him from the inside. "We do not see the develop
ing process by which he comes to grasp the great and simple 
truth that he does; so that when it comes upon us, we are 
unprepared to believe i t . C h r i s  is supposed to represent 
the alternative to Joe's materialism; he has hold of the 
play's truth, that "there's a universe of people outside and 
you're responsible to it" (p. 126), and like most "good" 
characters, he doesn't quite come off. Sue Bayliss calls his 
moral superiority "phony idealism" (p. 94), and while he is 
clearly sincere about his convictions, there is a patent

1̂ Max Lerner, Actions and Passions (Hew York: Simon 
and Schuster, Inc., 19WJ7™pT ’2$J
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simplicity about the convictions themselves that make his 
speeches about responsibility close to parodies. As an 
alternative to Joe's selfishness, the weakness of his 
characterization makes the alternative appear equally weak. 
While tihris receives as much dramatic attention as his father, 
he cannot be the protagonist.^ The' action of the play is 
"to bring Joe Keller to a realization of his social responsi
bility": Joe is central.

Partly because of his relationship with his wife and 
the dialogue it causes and partly because of his well- 
motivated defensive speeches to Ghris, it is possible to see 
Joe Keller from the inside and understand his feeling for the 
practical as his son Chris is never seen and understood. But 
still there are weaknesses in his characterization when we 
consider the revelation that must come to him at the end of 
the play.; Joe is allowed to wax eloquent about the profit 
motive, as his long speech quoted above indicates, but , 
throughout the play "a special point is made of his. ignorance, 
so much so that we may doubt even the presence of the crude 
intelligence that made him a success in the first p l a c e . "1.6 

- Joe marvels over the possibility of a man making a 
living as a book collector (p. 60) and the fact that "every

15Boggs, p. 560.
1-6popkin, "The Strange Encounter," p. 35.
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week a new book comes out" (p„ 64) He mispronounces "broach" 
and when his mistake is pointed out to him he admits that he 
"ain't brainy" (p„ 97)° Joe's stupidity is emphasized so 
often that even after Msrrationalizations have been torn 
away one by one and he is shown Larry's letter, it is uncon
vincing that he should understand what it means to him.

Joe Keller has accepted the "American myth of the 
primacy of the family" and the attitude that there is a 
difference between morality and business ethics. 7̂ His 
"extreme allegiance to a lesser good, the family," has 
destroyed his social consciousness; he has become "merely a 
shell, a man without a conscience.® - This image of Keller, ' 
a man totally committed to his son, his family, and his 
business, is all too convincing. That he could believe,in 
his own guilt even in the face of the testimony of his two 
sons is too much to expect. Miller himself seems unsure that 
the dramatic action will carry the truth home, for he has 
Chris sum up for Mrs. Keller and the audience the necessity 
of being ruled by conscience; "that is, of acting in accord
ance with a standard of values that embodies man’s responsi
bility to his fellow beings":19 "You can be better! Once

ITCerald Weales, "Arthur Miller: Man and his Image,"
.Tulane Drama Review. VII (Fall 1962), 168.

^William g, Dillingham, "Arthur Miller and the Loss of 
Conscience," Emory University Quarterly. XVI (Spring i960), 42.

^Dillingham, p. 43.
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and for all you dan 'know there's a universe of people outside 
and you're responsible to it, and unless you know that, you■ 
threw away your son because that’s why he died" (pp. 126-127).

All My Sons is an unconvincing play, artificially, 
not artfully, constructed to prove the thesis contained in 
Chris’s speech: a man must act responsibly toward society.
The fact that Joe is guilty of social irresponsibility is 
p r o v e n , 20 but his acceptance of his guilt is unconvincing 
because it is incompatible with his character as the audience 
has perceived it throughout the play; such a man could never 
make "so deep and substantial a personal d i s c o v e r y " 2 1  i n  the 
amount of time he is allowed, if ever. This crucial weakness 
added to the letter contrivance that underlies the plot, the 
banal language, and the faceless neighbors indicate that 
since in All My Sons Miller fails to use structure, dialogue 
and characters skilfully enough to create an aesthetic 
experience, the effect, is one of a play too awkward to carry 
the sermon devised for it, not of a drama that creates a 
higher consciousness.

^Ppopkin, "The Strange Incounter," p. 40.
^^Baymond Williams, "The Realism of Arthur Miller," 

Critical Quarterly. I (Summer 1959b 144.
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GH4PTEB II 

DEATH OF A SALESMAN

Death of a Salesman ran for 742 performances at the 
Morosco Theatre In New York from February 10, 1949, to 
November 18, 1950. The play chronicles the last days of 
Willy Loman. Old and confused by the way his life has 
betrayed his dreams of himself and his son Biff, Willy re
tains his hold on his hopes for the boy regardless of the 
facts. In structure the play follows the vagaries of Willy’s 
mind as the strain of holding his dream against all pressures 
forces -him to remember scenes from his past. Willy Loman 
lives- the question that, must be asked to gain greater 
awareness of man’s position in the world: how can a man
"achieve a sense of genuine fulfillment and identity?"22

As the play begins Willy Loman returns to his home 
in. Brooklyn from an abortive business trip to New England.
He agrees with Linda, his wife, that he is too old to stay 
on the road; he will ask for a desk job. His sons, Biff and 
Happy, hear, him talking to himself and discuss the change in 
their father. Biff admits his own failure to find what he

22jkrthur Miller, "The Playwright and the Atomic 
World," Tulane Drama Review, 7 (June 1961), 8,

18 • "
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wants to do is a contributory factor in WilljH-s unrest; 
he is working as a laborer in the West, just drifting from 
job to job-,, and has come home, as usual, in the spring, to 
get a fresh start „ Happy is dissatisfied with his job. in a 
Hew York store, and when Biff suggests they buy a. ranch 
together, at first he is enthusiastic, but he quickly changes 
his mind; first he must prove he can make the grade in Hew 
York. Biff intends to buy a ranch if he can get a loan from 
Bill Oliver, for whom he once worked as a salesman.

Meanwhile Willy has repressed his present problems 
by reliving the past, when Biff and Happy were in high school 
and idolized the father, when Biff still had a promising 
career ahead of him as a college athlete. But even then 
Willy had doubts about his abilities as a salesman, doubts 
that even Linda couldn't fully alleviate; and a scene of 
himself making love to a woman in Boston interrupts Willy's 
idyll, bringing with it doubts about -Biff as well— he doesn't 
study, he's too rough with girls, he steals . . . .  Willy's 
scene in the past is interrupted completely by Charley, his 
next-door neighbor.

But while playing cards with Charley the past recurs 
to Willy in the form of the lost opportunity to go to Alaska 
with his elder brother Ben, "the only man I  ever met who 
knew the answers," as Willy describes him (p. 155). Charley 
leaves Willy to relive the scene in which he tried to prove
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to Ben that he was Bringing up his boys "rugged, well liked,
•all-aroundM (p„ 15?) by having the boys steal lumber from a 
housing project. When Willy asks Ben how he should teach his 
boys, Ben will only repeat his slogan: "William, when I
walked into the jungle I was seventeen. When I walked out 1 
was twenty-one. And, by God, I was rich!" (pp. 159-160). As 
Willy exults that he is on the right track, his memory of the 
past is interrupted by Linda.

Willy goes off for a walk and Biff and Happy come in
to ask Linda what has happened to their father. In this 

/ . . 1 : 
scene, the only one that takes place outside Willy's con
sciousness, Linda warns Biff that his presence in the house 
can only result in a fight unless he tries to understand 
that Willy is coming to the end of his rope. His old friends 
are dead, he is finding it harder and harder to make sales, 
and as a result he has been put on straight commission and 
been reduced to borrowing money from Gharley. "He's a human 
being, and a terrible thing is happening to him. So atten
tion must be paid," Linda says (p. 162). Willy has been try
ing to kill himself: he has deliberately driven off the
road, and he has prepared a way to gas himself.

Biff promises to try the business woyld once more, 
but admits he and Willy are not suited to the city; they 
should be "mixing cement on some open plain or--or carpen
ters" (p. 166). Willy returns and rejects this description of



himself; "Even your grandfather was better than a carpenter" 
(p„ l66)o But Willy’s anger is averted when he learns of 
Biff’s plan to try for a loan from Bill Oliver, and he 
immediately begins giving Biff conflicting advice about how 
to approach the man. First he says Biff should "talk as 
little as possible, and don’t crack any jokes" (p, 168), 
then he advises Biff to "start off with a couple of your good 
stories to lighten things up. It’s not what you say, it’s' 
how you say it— because personality always wins the day"
(p. 169). As the family finally retires for the night, Willy
is sustained by the hope that Biff will be great yet (p6 171)
and he is planning to ask for a job in the city. The first
act ends on this note of hope, the falsity of which is in
dicated by Biff’s discovery of Willy’s suicide preparations-- 
a length of rubber tubing hidden behind the water heater.

The next day, as Willy prepares to leave for his
interview with Howard, his employer, he is still in the
bouyant mood of the night before, and he makes plans to plant 
the garden. Linda reminds him of all the money they need 
and tells him to meet his sons for dinner to celebrate this
new start for all of them.

Willy’s interview with Howard goes about as badly as 
possible; not only does Willy fail to be transferred to Hew 
York, Howard fires him. Willy lowers his salary requirements; 
he tells Howard how he decided to become a salesman back when
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"there was personality in it „ „ „ „ There was respect, and 
comradeship., and gratitude in it" (p. 180), and he ends by 
reminding Howard of promises his father made to Willy thirty 
.years ago*. But he can't even save his traveling job; he is 
fired.

His shattering experience with Howard sends Willy 
back into the past again, to the time he refused Ben's offer 
to work in Alaska because he believed he was building some
thing as a salesman with his firm. But even then his 
uncertainty was with him, for when Ben asks "What are you 
building? Bay your hand on it" (p. 184), Linda has to remind 
him of the legendary salesman who at eighty-four could make 
a living by selling to friends.

His job gone, Willy goes to borrow money from Charley, 
In Charley's office he meets Bernard, Charley's son, the 
bespectacled weakling who helped Biff through high school, 
now a successful lawyer. At first Willy pretends that Biff 
is doing well too, but this falls through and he asks Bernard 
to tell him why Biff never caught on. Bernard can only sug
gest that something must have happened in Boston. Biff 
followed his father there after he flunked mathematics, to 
get Willy to talk to his teacher, and when he returned,
Bernard says, "I knew he'd given up his life" (p. 190). But 
Willy refuses to admit he had anything to do with Biff's 
sudden loss of ambition. Charley loans Willy the money he
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needs to pay his life insurance and then tries to get him
to accept a job, but Willy refuses. As he leaves, he is
still trying to cling to his dream that Biff will 11 end up
big” (p. 193)„

While Happy waits in the restaurant for Biff and
Willy to join.him for dinner, using a line full of lies, he
picks up a girl (who has a friend for Biff)„ But when Biff
comes in he is in no mood for women; he has waited all day
to see Bill Oliver, only to realize he was never a salesman
for-him, but a shipping clerk. His interview, like Willy's,
went as badly as possible, for he not only didn't get the
loan, he stole Oliver's fountain pen in retribution, making
it impossible for him to try again. Biff is determined to
get everything out in the open, to get down to the "facts"
about himself and Willy, But Willy, with his job gone,
refuses to believe his hopes for Biff are gone too.

Willy: I was fired, and I'm looking for a
little good news to tell your mother, because 
the woman has waited and the woman has suf
fered. The gist of it is that I.haven't got 
a story left in my head, Biff. So don't give 
me a lecture about facts and aspects. I am 
not interested. How what have you got to say 
to me? (p. 199)

Biff finds it impossible to convince Willy of the truth, and
as he talks Willy begins to remember what happened in Boston.
Terrified as the full meaning of the past begins to dawn on
him, he escapes to the washroom and the two :boys leave with 
their pickups.
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In the washroom Willy relives the scene in his Boston 
hotel when Biff earne to him to ask him to intercede with his . 
mathematics teacher and found Willy with a woman. At first 
Willy tries to lie his way out of the situation and keep 
Biff's mind on making up the credits he needs to go to 
college; then he tells the boy he will understand these 
things when he grows ups '"She's nothing to-me. Biff, I was 
lonely, I was terrible lonely" (p„ 208), But Biff cannot be 
mollified. He calls Willy a fake and leaves him on the floor 
on his knees, ^

This is the posture in which the waiter finds Willy, 
As he leaves the restaurant, having been deserted by his 
sons, he asks directions to a seed stores "I've got to get 
some seeds, right away, nothing's planted, I don't have a 
thing in the ground" (p, 209),

On their return home late that night. Biff and Happy 
have to face their mother's accusations "You invite him for 
dinner . , , and then you desert him there. There's no 
stranger you/d do that to!" (p. 210). Biff accepts his guilt 
and wants to talk to Willy, to tell him he is leaving for 
good, Willy is outside, planting the garden.

As he plants Willy talks over the "guaranteed twenty- 
thousand-dollar proposition" (p. 212) with Ben--should he 
kill himself for the insurance money? It would be something 
for Linda, and his funeral would impress Biff, But would
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Biff call him a coward and hate him for doing it? He hasn’t
made up his mind when Biff comes to "bring him into the house.

Biff tries" to leave Willy with a handshake, but he
won’t have it that way.' To him. Biff ruined his own life
for spite and now is trying to put a knife into him (p. 215).
This goads Biff into showing Willy the suicide-hose and
warning him that if he kills himself there will be no pity
for him. Biff goes on, tearing open all the lies they have
all been living with, especially the lie that he. Biff, has
great possibilitiess .

Biff, at the peak of his fury: Pop, I’m nothing!
I’m nothing. Pop. Oan'T you understand that?
There’s no spite in it any-more. I’m just what 
I am, that’s all.

Willy, astonished: What’re you doing? What’re
you doing? To Linda: Why is he crying?
Biff, crying, broken: Will you let me go., for
■ Christ’s sake? Will you take that phony dream 
and burn it before something happens? (p. 217)
Convinced by Biff’s tears that he does love him,

Willy decides to commit suicide for Biff. He turns to Ben 
again for support, asking "can you imagine that magnificence 
with t’went.y thousand dollars in M s  pocket?" (p. 219). Sure 
now that there is purpose in what he does, Willy kills him
self in his ear. ,

There follows a "Requiem" which takes place at Willy’s 
grave. Bach of the main characters finds his own meaning in 
Willy; to Biff, Willy had the wrong dreams; Charley claims



"a salesman is got to dream" (p„ 222); Happy thinks Willy had 
"the only dream you can have;— to come out number-one man"
(p. 222), But the play ends on Linda's speech, and she can't 
understand^ why Willy killed himself. Especially now, when 
the last payment on the house has been made, and they are 
free and clear.

The length of this synopsis is due to an attempt to 
clarify the structure of Death of a Salesman. Its form, 
based as it is on Willy's mind, is probably the most in
teresting formal element of the play. Brooks Atkinson,

\reviewing the play when it was first produced in 1949, found, 
Death of a Salesman "a fresh creation in a style of its own," 
a work in which "the form is so: completely, blended with the 
theme that you are scarcely aware of the writing,"23

But other critics were very much aware of the writing, 
usually agreeing with John Gassner that "the expressionistie 
and realistic styles exist in a fused state"24 in the play. 
Realistic elements include the colloquial dialogue (with 
the exception of Ben's stylized speeches) and the familiar 
suburban background, "The hallmarks of Expressionism are its 
employment of symbolic eharacters--The Man, The Woman, the 
Hameless One (all three in Ernst Toller's Man and the Masses),

23new York Times, Feb. 11, 1.949, 27,
24a Treasury of the Theatre: From Ghosts to Death of 

a Salesman, 3rd, ed„ (lew York: Simon and Schuster, 1960),
p. 1062,



Elmer Bice8s Hr0 Zero, Miller's Leman--and its presentation, 
of dream states in which hidden forces of every variety 
become plainly v i s i b l e . " 2 5  .

In Death of a Salesman, the "hidden forces"are those 
of Willy's repressed past. "Where the dramaturgy in All My 
Sons was realistic and retrogressive in Ibsen's tradition, in 
Death of a Salesman it is subjective, free-associational and 
deeply psychoanalytic."26 $he past comes back to Willy not 
as a flashback but with "the inner logic of his erupting 
volcanic unconscious,"27 and his memories or hallucinations 
are held together by his immediate tensions and conflicts, 
while at the same time his memories explain those conflicts. 
By dramatizing the mind's activity, Miller reveals a new 
experience, a fusion of past and present, using a "complex, 
'mind-centered' point of view.”28 This' "expressionistic 
reconstruction of naturalistic substanee"29 is a powerful 
form for dramatizing Willy's mind at work; it is also a more

25nenry Popkin, "Arthur Miller: The Strange Encoun
ter," Sewanee Review. LXYIII (Winter I960), 50.

26wo David Sievers, Ereud on Broadway (lew York; 
Hermitage House, 1955), p. 391.

27Daniel E, Schneider, M.D., "Play of Dreams,"
Theatre Arts. XXXII (October 1949), 20. . -

^^Edward Groff, "Point of View in Modern Drama," 
Modern Drama. II (December 1959), 275. .

^Baymond Williams, "The Realism of Arthur Miller," 
Critical Quarterly. I (Summer 1959), 145. -
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powerful method than realism could have been for creating 
the atmosphere of false consciousness in thepplay, "the 
conditioned attitudes in which Loman trains his sons," which 
-atmosphere is "broken into by real consciousness, in- actual 
life and relationships011 ̂0 par from being a "long-series of 
flashbacks that give the play its illusion of liveliness,"51 
the scenes that Willy relives from his past take us back "to ' 
the germinal moment of calamity"32 as Willy is forced to 
understand the reason for Biff's failure and, implicitly, 
the reason for his own.

As was the' case with All My Sons, Death of a Salesman 
is often adversely criticized because of its language. ■ Dennis 
Welland suggests that a more skilful use of language might 
have helped to make clear the "subjective angle from-which 
Willy is being viewed."53 Miller has indeed taken on a diffi
cult job; the play is to be seen through the eyes of the in
articulate Willy, but to heighten his language in a way that 
would make this point of view clearer would mean changing his 
character. Miller accepts the ambiguity -of the point of view

50Williams, p. 145=
51Eleanor Clark, "Old Clamour, New Gloom," Partisan 

Review. XVI (June 1949), 635. ... y . ™  ~'~
-^Kenneth Tynan, "American Blues: The Plays of

Arthur Miller and Tennessee Williams," Encounter, II (May 
1954), 15. ' .i - . ,

55Jy?thur Miller (lew York: Grove Press, Inc., 1961),
P . 7 1 e - - '



and chooses to put into Willy's mouth only the vulgar, 
cliche-ridden language that is appropriate to this man of 
no education, taste, or intelligence„ ind working with a 
vocabulary "devoid of words for anything but the necessities 
of life and the ingredients or symbols of success,"5^ Miller 
is able to find the "poetic in the c o l l o q u i a l 11̂  by employing 
the general idiom of American speech. In this play only one 
speech stands out as Joe Keller's did (see.page 12 above); 
with one exception the dialogue is naturally expressive of 
the characters and suits, the speaker perfectly.

The single speech that jars id Linda's "attention 
must be paid" speech (p. 162)„ Its language is not wrong for 
her, but she doesn't really want Biff and Happy to "pay ' 
attention" to their father, but to show sympathetic under
standing. As it is, the speech makes "too insistent a demand 
that the.audience listen, that it react," and sounds like 
Miller.demanding attention from the audience. "He should 
show Willy's destroyed potential as a human being, not merely

34-popkin, "The Strange Encounter," p. 53. On language 
in Salesman see also Tynan, p. 15; Gassner, Treasury -of the 
Theatre, p. -1062; and.Frederick Morgan, "Botes oh the Theatre, 
as reprinted in The Play, ed. Erie Bentley (Mew York;
Prentice-Hall, Inc.',1 1951), p. 747 =

W. Couehman, "Arthur Miller's Tragedy of Babbitt, 
Educational Theatre Journal, VII (October 1955), 206.



insist that it is there.”56
Because of the subjective nature of Death of a 

,Salesman, taking place as it does within Willy's mind, sym
bols are used more freely than in All My Sons (see the dis
cussion of.Barry's tree above). As the play begins Willy 
enters carrying two sample cases; "they are like the two 
sons he has carried through life; they are a burden we want 
him to set down with honor . . . ."57 j^a when his two sons 
desert him in the restaurant, Willy's first thought is that 
he needs to buy seed; he hasn't: "a thing in the ground" (p. 209) 
hOw that his "seed" has disowned him. fhe setting itself is 
symbolic, with the new apartment buildings crushing the Loman 
home as the present presses on.the past.

Ben is more symbol than character; his stylized, 
repetitious language makes him less Willy's memory of his 
hr.o,ther. and more the Aggressive American out of the nine
teenth century. Wote Ben's description of Willy's father, 
the itinerant flute peddler;

Bens Father was a very great and a very wild- 
hearted man. We would start in Boston, and 
he'd toss the whole family into the.wagon, and 
then he'd drive the team right across the

^^Qefald Weales, "Plays and Analysis," Commonweal, 
BXVI (July 12, 1957), 382. "It sounds like an appeal a 
dramatist makes to the audience when he's not quite sure 
they are with him." Laurence Kitehin, Mid-?Century Drama 
(London: Faber and Faber, Ltd., I960), p. 62.

^Schneider, p. 18.



country; through Ohio., and Indiana, Michigan, 
Illinois, and all the Western states. And 
we'd stop in the towns and sell the flutes 
that he'd made on the way. Great inventor.
Father, With one gadget he made more in a 
week than a man like you could make in a 
lifetime, (p. 157)

The Loman family history "recapitulates the history of the 
nation"58 from Mew England peddler moving West to entrepre
neur (Ben, who is dead) to Willy, a peddler again hut walled 
in by time payments and apartment buildings that cut off the 
light. The. pressure on Willy to succeed, which Joe Keller 
spoke of directly, is symbolized in the play by Ben and his 
taunt that he was rich.by the /time he was twenty-one.

In a sense, Willy Loman is himself a symbol, as has 
already been mentioned in connection-With the play's Expres- 
sionistielements: Loman, society's "low-man.Willy is a
salesman, "the most representative member of our commercial 
society; . . . .. when the salesman dies, this society dies. 
Every strand of evidence, in and out ..of the play, points to 
the symbolic reading of the salesman's role."^

Since the form of the play is "the process of Willy 
Loman8s way. of m i n d , t h e  other characters can be defined

^Gpopkin, "The Strange Encounter," p. 49.
39gehneide-r, p. 18, and Popkin, "The Strange Encounter," p. 55. .
^Popkin, "The Strange Encounter," p. 49.
^Hiller, P.P., p. 24. Also see pp. 25-26, 30, 31.



by their relationships to Willy, Ben, as well as having 
symbolic value., can be seen as a projection of part of 
Willy's personality,^ the embodiment of Willy-as-a-success, 
Howard, Willy's employer, is no brutal capitalist; absorbed 
in his personal life, Howard is just another little man.
Willy is fired by a younger Willy.^ Happy, too, is another 
Willy; he is the result of Willy's teaching, as his final 
speech in the Requiem makes clear„ Charley, the successful 
business man and father, serves with his successful son 
Bernard as a contrast to Willy and Biff. Charley is the 
"exact antithesis" of Willy, yet "the only person who under
stands Willy the failed salesman, ■. . „ „ understands him in'- a
wholly unsentimental way „ „ . ."44

- ’ •
Binda was created by Willy, although he did not know 

it. Miller says (0.3?.. p. 55). She identifies herself com
pletely with- him, as when she tells Biff s "If you don't have 
any feeling for him, then you can't have any feeling for 
me" (p. 162). She has always encouraged Willy's dreams and 
ignored his self deceptions, thus contributing to his plights

Lindas . . „ Bid you sell anything?
Willy s. I did five hundred gross in -Providence
and seven hundred gross in Boston,

. 4-2sister M. Bettina, SSHB, "Willy Roman's Brother 
Bens Tragic Insight in Death of a Salesman," Modern Drama,
I? (Pebruarŷ ,. 1962)., 412. .

^Welland, p. 54. ^Welland, pe 55



Lindas No] Wait a minute. I've got a pencil.
She nulls -pencil and paper out of her apron 
pocket. That makes your commission . . V Two 
hundred— -My G-odS Two hundred and twelve 
dollars]
Willys .Well, I didn’t figure it yet, but . . .
Linda; How much did you do?
Willys Well, I--I did— -about a hundred and 
eighty gross in Providence. Well, no— it came 
to— roughly two. hundred gross on the whole trip. 
Linda, without hesitations Two hundred gross.
That’s . . She, figures.
Willys The trouble was that three of the stores 
were half closed for inventory in Boston. Other
wise I woulda broke records.
Lindas Well, it makes seventy dollars and some 
pennies. That’s very. good. (pp. 147-148)
If Linda uncritically encourages Willy,Biff is his

conscience. Superficially, Biff knows that Willy betrayed
Linda with the woman in Boston; but beyond this, Biff is that
part of Willy that searches for an identity, fleshed out.
Biff says he ’’can’t take hold of some kind of life” (p. 161);
Willy says, ”1 still feel--kind of temporary about myself”
(p» 159). At the beginning of. the play Willy says of Biff:
’’Not finding yourself at the age of. thirty-four is a disgrace!
(p. 154), but in the end he kills himself so that Biff may
continue their search for a place in the world.

To interpret Willy Loman!s character is to interpret.
Death of a Salesman; the chief merit of the play is this
facts its themes cannot be separated from his character.
Willy has allowed his ideal of material success based on
personality to corrupt his relationship with his son Biff.
He is incapable of believing that Biff could love him as a
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failure, so he is continually driven to deception and exag
geration. When at length he is fired and can no longer 
pretend that he himself is a success$ he is all the more 
determined that Biff succeed, for he cannot bear to admit 
that the values he has always lived by are hollow.

"The two themes of Death of a Salesman show the 
failure of Willy Boman in his social role as salesman and his 
private one as father * e Willy fails as a salesman
because he accepts the image of salesmanship as society de
fines it? personality is all that is needed. While a 
criticism of the society that encourages such an image is 
implicit,, this is not to say that Willy is a victim of
society, for he chose to accept his ideals readymade, he was
not coerced into them.^ Neither can Willy be seen as a 
victim of the ’’capitalist system. ”̂ 7 Howard’s deficiencies 
as a capitalist persecuting a faithful worker have been noted 
above; really, the only obvious capitalist in the play is 
Ghafley,.who offers to help Willy with no strings attached. 
Willy’s failure as a salesman cannot be laid to any system;

^  j @Hn, Edwards, ” Arthur Miller $ An Appraisal,11 Time
and Tide. XLII (May 4, 1$6l), ?40o , "

^See John Gassner, Theatre in our Times _(lew York: 
Crown Publishers, 1954), p. 34%, %nd Joseph Wood Erutch, The 
American Drama.-S.lnce. 1918. 2nd. ed. (lew York;--':&eorge - 
Braziller, Inc., 1957) , p.. 328. . ' -

47 ' ■>Eleanor Clark, "Old Glamour9 lew Gloom," Partisan Review. XVI (June 1949), 633» _



he is the victim of his own delusions, his own "moral weak™
ness and irresponsibility,"^

Willy’s personal failure as a father is tightly 
linked to his social failure as a- salesman„ But "Biff’s 
discovery of his father's marital infidelity appears crucial 
to the play’s main line,when it should he only contributory„” 
Willy’s adultery is a plot device«, providing suspense„ Biff, 
hints at it (pp. 138,. 164), and Bernard brings it up more 
specifically ("What. happened in. Boston, Willy?" (p„ 190] )«,
As an explanation of Biff's failure it is too easy and too ■ 
trite-*® and it is significantly overlooked in the final show
down between Biff and Willy;.the emphasis in this scene is 
rightly placed instead on Willy's "phony dream" and "the 
basic controversy of their lives is exposed."51

Biffs I am not a leader of men, Willy, and 
neither.are you.
0 0 ° ° 9 ° ° 6 © © © © © 0 0 0 .0 © © O © o
Will you take that phony dream and burn it 
before something happens? (p. 217)

^Krutch, The American Drama Since 1918. p. 328. 
Also see John Mason Brown, Still.Seeing Things (lew York; 
McGraw-Hill look Company, 1951)7 P» 197*

^^Harold Qlurman.- Lies like Truth (lew York: The
MacMillan Go., 1958) , p. 71. — . - - _

50oiark, p. 634.
51Winifred 1. Busenbury, The Theme of Loneliness in 

Modern American Drama (Gainesville, Floridas.University of 
Florida Press, I960),' p. 21,
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Miller has expressed this controversy between them 

as the conflict for Willy's faith between the system of love, 
embodied in Biff, and the law of success that Willy believes 
in, "the law.which says that.a failure in. society and in 
business has no right to live" (O.P,, pp. 35-36). But 
"Biff's 8law8 of love never dramatically judges Willy8s 8law8 
of success";52! happens is that Biff is overcome by pity
for his father and forgives him for following his delusion 
by falling on his neck in tears.

Instead of a "law of love," "the muscular proletarian 
life is recommended as a healthy alternative to commerical-= 
ism."53 in the showdown scene as elsewhere (pp. 138-139$ 166), 
Biff rejects the business world in favor of "the work and the

i
food, and the time to sit and smoke" (p, 217) that he enjoyed 
as a ranch hand in the West.. . He rejects the city for the 
farm and the beautiful sight of "a mare and a new colt" (p. 138) 
But this Bousseauistic alternative, besides being hackneyed, 
is never directly seen. Willy plants his garden, he promises 
I/inda "a little place out in. the country" , (p. 174) some day, 
he thinks of the Alaskan job Ben offers him as "me and my boys 
in those grand outdoors" (p. 183), but these wistful cliches 
are as close as he ever comes to considering Biff's idea of

52Tom Driver, "Strength and Weakness in Arthur Miller,"
Tulane Drama Review. IT (May i960), 50.

53p0pkin, "The Strange Encounter," p. 57.
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what a man should, do*, He never says, as Joseph Wood Kruteh 
reports him saying, "that he might have led a happy life If 
he had followed his own bent and become, for example, a . 
carpenter"; this is Biff’s idea, and at this point, the 
only time Willy speaks of Biff’s alternative, he rejects it 
completely (p, 166)„ Shese trite alternativesvalues are 
"dimly and imperfectly seen’’53> because that is the way Willy 
sees them, and we are looking at them through his eyes. To 
put the question "how is a man to live?" in the form "should 
Willy have been a salesman or a carpenter?’’, then, is 
ridiculous. Willy has made his choice and he lives out the 
result of that choice in the course of the play. Willy will 
not burn his dream; instead, he sacrifices himself so that 
Biff may have the means (the twenty thousand, dollars) to 
attain it.

It has been suggested that it is this fanatic 
adherence to an ideal, however false and misleading, that

54~Ihe American Drama Since 1918. pp. 328-329.,
."The Strange.Encounter," pp. 56-57.
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gives Willy Loman sueh."tragic stature” as he possesses.^ 
Whatever label is given Willy’s obsession with success, 
heath of a Salesman is. a dynamic portrayal of his search for 
identity and sel-ir-fulfillment and finally for a means to make 
himself immortal* Willy passionately rejects Biff’s sugges
tion that he is "a dime a dozen," an indistinguishable

56"#illy Loman is a tragic character of sorts because 
of his capacity for suffering „ Q „ and his refusal to re
sign himself to failure * » » His very agony gives him 
tragic stature," John Gassner, "Tragic Perspectives; A 
Sequence of Queries*11 Tulane Drama Review, II (May 1958), 21 „ 
Also see Gassner’s Masters of the Drama. 3rd ed. (lew York: 
Random House, 1954), p0 745, and his Theatre in our Times, 
p» 348*

Almost every,, critic of heath of a Salesman at least 
mentions tragedy or uses its vocabulary,"usually to agree with 
Gassner that while Willy’s fanaticism and suffering are tragic, 
his lack of awareness.denies him the name of tragic hero*
Alvin Whitney points out as well that "a search for dignity 
cannot have the same stirring power as.the use of dignity 
already achieved to play a great part in a significant uni
verse," in "Arthur Miller: An Attempt at Modern Tragedy," 
Transactions of the Wisconsin Academy of Sciences, Arts, and 
Letters, XLIljjfl953) ̂ 'W^sT^This, like most of the criticisms 
noted below,took into account Arthur Miller’s own.tragic 
theory, which he presented in "Tragedy and the Common Man,” 
lew York Times,, Feb* 27, 1949, .II, I, and in- his Introduction 
to his Collected .Plays, ppe 31-36,- Other critics.who have 
treated this subject specifically include: Sister M, Bettina,
SSlh, "Willy Leman’s Brother Ben; Tragic Insight in Death of 
a Salesmaho" Modern Drama, IV (Feb, 1962), 409; G, W, '- 
Couchman, "Arthur Miller*s Tragedy of Babbitt," Educational 
Theatre Journal, VII (Oct, 1955), 206-211; Emile McAnany,
S,J,, ’The Tragic. Commitment: Some Motes on Arthur Miller,"
Modern.Drama, V (May 1962), 11-20; Herbert J. Muller, The . 
Spirit of Tragedy (lew York; Alfred A, Knopf, Inc*, 1956), 
pp.* 316-317; George de Schweintz, "Death of a Salesman: A
lote on Epic and Tragedy," Western■Humanlties Review, XIV 
(Winter I960), 91 -96; Paul Siegel., 11 Willy Loman and King 
Lear," College..English,. XVII (March. 1956), 341-344; T. 0,Worsley, "Ameiiean Tragedy," Mew Statesman, LVI (August 23, 1958),. 220, _ _  — — —  ̂ , ■■ _
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cipher; "I am not a time a dozen! I am Willy Leman, and you 
are Biff Loman!" (pa 217), even after he has been casually: 
fired from the job that gave him a reason for existence, 
after he has accepted charity from Charley, and especially 
after he has been deserted by his sons; and driven to the 
futile gesture of planting a garden so that he may believe 
in a futureo

In Death of a Salesman, as has been shown, Miller 
successfully uses a fusion of the realistic and expression- 
istie styles to dramatize the workings of Willy Leman's mind«
With its expressive dialogue and evocative characterizations,

/ -

the play is an artistic blending of symbolism and realism, 
past and present, which patterns the experience of its audi
ence in a way that is aesthetically significant. Using 
Willy's adultery as a plot device weakens the play, but still 
it is an approximation of drama that creates in the audience 
a higher consciousness. It is possible for the audience, 
through the aesthetic experience of the play, to become more 
fully aware of man’s position in the world; to learn that a 
man must find a way of coping with his past; he must have 
some hope for immortality; he must retain his belief in his 
own uniqueness and identity. While none of these insights 
are original, the fact that they are incorporated into a work 
of art throws them into higher relief and makes them securely 
elements of the audience’s consciousness,



OHAPfEE III

THE OHUOIBEE

The Gruelble had 197 performances at the Martin Beek 
Theatre in Hew York from January 22 to July 11, 1953. This 
dramatization of the Salem; witchcraft trials of 1692 focuses 
upon John Proctor's struggle against giving up his conscience 
to the theocracy.

Act One (An Overture) establishes John Proctor’s 
earlier adultery with "Abigail "Williams when she was a servant 
in his house. He has confessed his sin to his wife and 
repentedbut Abigail still has hopes of supplanting 
Elizabeth Proctor. Proctor’s independence and individuality 
are underlineds and at the same time jealousies and hatreds 
among the townspeople are particularized by the Reverend 
SamUel Parris’s fear of enemies and factions and by Ann 
Putnam's envy of Rebecca Hurse’s children. The demonologist 
John Hale finds evidence of witchcraft in the behavior of 
Abigail and the other girls, and at the act’s close they cry 
out upon certain Salemites as witches, beginning the persecu
tion. , ’ :

IAct Two begins with a scene that demonstrates the 
uneasy relationship between.John Proctor and his wife. The 
witch trials have become serious: the court has the power
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to hangs, and Elizabeth thinks her husband should tell the 
court that.Abigail admitted to him she knew nothing of any 
witches. When he hesitates, she suspects, him of continuing 
his affair with the girl. Mary Warren, their new servant, 
reveals that Elizabeth has been accused at the trials, and 
Elizabeth reasons that this is Abigails plot to murder her 
and marry Proctor. John Hale comes to examine Elizabeth, . 
followed by officials, of the court who arrest her. Proctor's 
protestations of his wife's innocence shake Hale's self* 
confidence, but she is taken, leaving Proctor promising to 
discredit Abigail even if he must implicate himself as a 
lecher to do so.

In the climactic third act Proctor presents evidence 
to Hathorne and Eanforth, the judges, of the spurious nature 
of the proceedings. He has convinced Mary Warren to admit 
that the antics of the girls are all pretense. But Abigail 
is able to drive.Mary into hysterics, and as. his last defence 
Proctor admits his sin with Abigail to prove her accusation 
of Elizabeth is motivated murder. But when Elizabeth is 
asked to confirm Abigail's harlotry she lies to save her 
husband's reputation, and his case against Abigail falls 
apart. Hale believes Proctor, but the judges prefer to be
lieve Mary Warren, whom Abigail frightens into accusing 
Proctor himself.

The fourth and final act takes place in the jail as
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Proctor awaits execution; Elizabeth9 being pregnant, is safe. 
Hale, convinced now that the witches he helped to find are 
innocent, is trying to get the accused to confess to witch
craft and save their lives. John Proctor asks Elizabeth if 
he should not confess: “Let them who never lied die now to
keep their souls. It is pretense for me, a vanity „ » . “
(p. 323). Thinking himself unworthy of a martyr's death, he 
is willing to confess until he realizes he must sign his 
name and have his confession made public; he tears up his 
confession and goes to the gallows rather than lose his name.

The structure of The Crucible. as thb above synopsis 
should indicate, is. conventional, as was that of All My Sons. 
It is interesting to note that Miller first toyed with the 
idea of approaching the town of Salem impressionistically 
and forming a context of cause and effect by a “mosaic of 
seemingly disconnected scenes.11 Such a form would have been 
similar to that of Beath of a Salesman, and would have re
sulted: in a totally different play. The reason Miller 
decided to write the p-lay in its present form was that “the 
central impulse for writing at all was not the social but the 
interior psychological question,.which was the question of that 
guilt residing in Salem which the hysteria merely unleashed, 
but did not create. Consequently, the structure reflects 
that understanding, and it centers in John, Elizabeth, and 
Abigail" (Q.P. p. 42). Because Miller saw the hysteria in
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Salem as a reaction.against guilt already present, then, 
the play took the form it did, with Proctor's adultery as 
the mainspring of the plot.

Miller's invention of Proctor's adultery and use of 
it as the core of the play's structure has "been sharply . 
criticized as "an easy theatrical motive . „ „ that explains 
nothing," that in fact destroys the play by casting away 
"the element of religious and psychological complexity which 
gives the Salem trials their dramatic interest in the first 
place."57 This is to compare Proctor's adultery with Willy 
Ionian's and reject them both on the same terms. But while 
Willy's affair with the woman in Boston is used to explain 
Biff's rejection of his father, Proctor's affair with 
Abigail is more than."merely a thread of the plot,"58 ±s 
the plot, and to discard it would be to deny Miller his right 
to work with the Salem material as he understands it. As far 
as the structure of the play is concerned, Proctor's adultery 
is integral; however, it will be considered again as an 
aspect of characterization; . :

George Jean Wathan has made a.sweeping criticism of
"I 1the play's structure, pointing out that there is "a too

. . imi ..... .

57hobert Warshow, "The liberal Conscience in The 
Crucible." Commentary, XV- (March 1953), 267.

58william Wei'gand, "Arthur Miller and the Man Who 
Knows," Western.Review, XXI.(Winter-1957), 92.
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great intensity in the early stages of the play which reduces 
the tensions that s h o u l d ,  c o m e  l a t e r ,  e,59 Such a subjective 
statement would be impossible to prove, but I think it would 
be safe to say that the fourth act, concentrated as it is 
upon Proctor’s subtlS reasoning, seems rather, tame after the 
spectacular climax of Act Threei the,demonstration of the 
hypnotic power of the "bewitched" girls, a climax "as well 
designed as anyone can find in modern dramatic literature,"^0 
according to one critic, - .

The scene in Act One in which Proctor and Abigail 
first confront each other seems a structural flaw; their 
being left together at this point is, unlikely.-61' The frank
ness with which Abigail.reveals her love for Proctor in the 
scene seems odd too, since the bewitched Betty is lying on 
a bed nearby, and Abigail knows she may come out of her trance 
again at any minute. The opening passage of Act IV, in which 
Tituba and Sarah Good demonstrate that-their weak minds have " 
completely accepted the delusion that they signed pacts with 
the devil, contributes only a contrast to the attitudes of 
the Proctors and Rebecca Eurse and could be dispensed with

59Theatre in the Fifties (Eew York: Alfred A. Knopf,
Inc., 1953),.p. 103T '

^Jordan Miller, American Dramatic Literature (Hew • . 
YorkMcGraw-Hill Book Company,196T ),' p ' 557» ..... '

Gerald Weales, "Arthur Miller: Man and his Image,"Tulane Drama Review, VII (Fall 1962), 179.



as a distraction^
The crisis or turning point, of the plot uses a

,tsentimental mechanism/1 the wife who has never lied, "almost
as outrageous as the hidden-letter trick in the last act of
All My S o n s » "63 proctor plants the suggestion very heavily;
Elizabeth is "a woman that never lied, and cannot, and the
world knows she cannot" (p. 275), he tells Hale in Act Two.
Danforth, the examining judge, reports that Elizabeth claims
to be pregnant but

Danforth: There be no sign of it-=-we have
examined her body.
Proctor; But if she says she is pregnant, 
then she must be I That woman will never lie,
Mr.■Danforth.
Danforth: She will not?
Proctor: Sever, sir, never, (p. 291)

This is to prepare us for Proctor’s later affirmation that
dishonesty is actually a physical impossibility in' Elizabeth:
"In her life, sir, she.have never lied. There are them that
cannot sing, and them that cannot'weep^<=my wife cannot lie.
I have paid much to learn it, sir" (p. 305). The trouble is,
we have never seen him learning it; Elizabeth's honesty in
practice has never been dramatically realized; we have only
Proctor's word for it. We are expected to accept his word,
as Danforth does, so that her.lie, that Proctor did not
commit adultery, can be the ironic falsehood that convicts

^^pennis Welland, Arthur Miller (lew York: GrovePress, Inc., 1961), p. 89.
^Weales, "Man and his Image," p. 174.
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him of lying about Abigail's nature». $he conventional 
structure of The Orucible is weakened .by the scene between 
Abigail and Proctor9 the opening passage of Act Four, and 
the. device of the honest .woman who lies at just the wrong 
time.

The quotations already given.from The Orucible • • 
illustrate the "period" language the characters speak. The 
language is simple and unpretentious for the most part, "re- 
lying mainly bn the use of unusual, forms of the verb and on 
'Mister1' as a form of address," and this "rustie=»archaie" 
speech gives the characters "a natural eloquence and simple 
dignity.Miller used terms like "poppet" and syntax like 
"she say" to remind the audience that the play is taking
• ■ : 'i ' ' ■place in another time, but stopped short of using all the old 
language, "with words like 'dafter8 instead of 'daughter8 
which would have made it too difficult to understand."65 
The context of the play, seventeenth-century Salem, should 
justify "a degree of formality and bibieal austerity,and

■^Welland, p. 86.
^Miller as quoted by Henry Hewes, "Arthur Miller and 

How. He Went to the Devil," Saturday Review, XXXVI (Jan. 31. 
.1953)":, 24. .......... ..-  .

^John. Gassner, Theatre at the Crossroads (Hew York:
Holt, Einehart and Winston, Inc.,.. 19E0),"p. 274.  Also see
the Times literary Supplement, August 29, 1958-si p. 482, and 
Laurence Eit-ehin, Mid-Century Drama. (London: Faber and Faber,
Ltd., 1960), p. 60. - , - . . . . . .
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beyond simply reminding the audience of the play's period,
the cadences of the language they use heighten the effect of
the characters' "big speeches." For example, notice the
striking emphasis that the adjectives "pointy" and "reddish"
and "shudder" used as a transitive verb provide in Abigail’s
warning to the other girls;

Let either of you -breathe a word, or the edge: of 
a word, about the other things, and I will come to 
you in the.black of some terrible night and I 
will bring a pointy reckoning that will shudder 
you. And you know I can dp it; I saw Indians 
smash my dear parents’ heads on,the pillow next 
to mine, and I have seen some reddish work done 
at night, and I can make you wish you had never 
seen the sun go down I (p.- 238)

Hiller exercised considerable restraint in his attempt to
create a language that would suggest the period; at the
climax of Act Two, when Proctor turns-on Hale, "the plain
ordinariness of his language, lit by an unexpected simile, a
rhetorical repetition, and an inversion of the normal order
of two adjectives, is all.that is needed to make it
adequate"̂ T’ to the situations

Why do you never wonder if Parris be innocent, 
or Abigail? Is the accuser always holy now?
Were they horn this morning as clean as God's 
fingers? I'll tell you what's walking Salem—  
vengeance is walking Salem. We are what .we 

- always were in Salem; but now the little crazy
children are jangling the keys of the kingdom,
and common vengeance writes-the law! (p. 281)

While certain critics find Miller's adaptation of the language

^TWelland, p. go.



awkwardg I. believe that in general his solution of the 
language problem is successful0 Specifically, the repetition 
in speeches of John and Elizabeth Proctor of the formula "I 
think" is "a very skilfully managed way of suggesting the 
scruples, the misgivings, and the conscientious earnestness 
which are all that these people can bring against the diabolic 
impulse of the witch-hunt,"̂ 9

Similar to the symbolic use of "I think1," the source 
of light for each scene has a symbolic function. In Acts One 
and Three sunlight filters through high windows; in Act Four 
moonlight comes.through another high window, so that as "I
think" suggests bringing the light of reason to bear on the
unreasonable these single shafts of light attempt to pene
trate the darkness,TO- Aside, from these devices to call atten
tion to the rationalism of the Proctors, symbols do not 1 
figure in the play, - .

The cast of characters in The Crucible is long; 
twenty-one people appear-in the play. Since, as noted above, 
Miller was interested in "that guilt residing in Salem which 
the hysteria , „ , unleashed" (C»P,, p, 42), the minor

6®See Henry Popkin, "Camus as Dramatist," Partisan 
Review, XXVI (Summer 1959)$ 503; Erie Bentley, The Dramatic 
■Event; An American Chronicle (Hew York: -Horizon Press, •1954),
•p. 91; and Weales, "Man and-hls Image," p, 179, . 1

69feiiand, P. 79, ' '
T O ife l la n d ,  p .  9 0 ,



characters are more than background for the main conflict
as they were in All My Sons, Here, Mrs, Putnam’s jealousy
of Rebecca Hurse’s children, Thomas Putnam's greed for the
land held by Francis Hurse and Giles Oorey, and the Reverend
Mr, Parris's suspicion of factions trying to unseat his
ministry are essential to the play., essential if the hysteria
is to be credible. Among these characters.Giles Oorey,
irascible and courageous, is particularly successful. There
is an appalling innocence in his concern about his wife's
habit of reading strange books, and his horror is real when
his questions as to what significance such a practice might
have (p. 153), result in an accusation of his wife;

It is my third wife, sir; I never had no wife 
that be so taken with books, and I thought to 
find the cause of it, d ’y'see, but it were no 
witch I blamed her for. He is openly weeping.
I have broken charity-with the woman, I have 
broken charity with her. Ha covers his face, ashamed. (p. 28?)

The other characters are defined sufficiently for the part
they must play as members of the strange Salem community, with
the exception of Francis Hurse, His goodness is completely
overshadowed by that of his saintly wife, Rebecca, and he is
such a negligible figure even Miller forgets about him; "he
is kept on the.stage for a considerable part of Act II and
even more of Act III with nothing to do; no exit is marked
for him in Act II, , „ . and no cue for his entrance is given
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in Act III . . „ ."71

The characterization of the judges9 particularly 
Danforth, the spokesman for theocratic authority, has been 
criticized as too black; Kenneth Tynan calls the inquisitors 
"unmotivated fiends*"72 Miller points to the record of the 
trials #nd says that in fact he mitigated the "absolute 
dedication to evil displayed by the judges of these trials” 
by showing Danforth as about to conceive of the truth in 
order to make him "perceptible as a human being" (0,P,. p.43). 
Moreover, Miller says that now he believes he was wrong in 
mitigating this evil; if he were to write the play again, he 
would, "perfect his evil to its utmost and make an open issue, 
a thematic consideration of it in the play" because he 
believes now "that there are people dedicated to evil in the 
world; that without their perverse example we should not know 
the good" (C.P., p. 43). Perhaps such a play would be more 
accurate historically, but it would not have "one of the 
virtues of the play in its present form, . . . its revelation 
of a mounting tide of evil gaining, in an entire society, an 
ascendancy quite disproportionate to the evil of any individual

7 ̂ We Hand, p. 89.
7?"American Blues s The Plays of Arthur Miller and 

Tennessee Williams.Encounter. II (May 1954), 16; also see
War show,"’p.. 267. • -- - . •
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member of that society,"73 Because of the moment's hesita
tion Miller gives him when he understands what Mary Warren's 
confession means, and because of his sincere search for the 
truth, Danforth, at least, does not seem a fiend. Hathome 
is undeveloped in his evil, but Parris, as he frantically 
resists any examination of the legitimacy of the court, 
seems completely, blindly, deluded; in his position as self- 
appointed clerk of the court his intellectual cowardice helps 
define Danforth as a strong and believable character.

Elizabeth Proctor acts as a foil for the passionate 
Abigail; she analyzes herself in surprisingly modern terms 
as the cause of her husband's lebherys '

John, I counted myself so plain, so poorly made, 
no honest love could, come to me $ Suspicion 
kissed you when I did; I never knew how I should 
say my love„ It were a cold house I kept I - (p. 523)

This is in retrospect; earlier, in Act Two, her frigidity
is made clear in the following stage directions ’ "He gets up-,
goes to her, kisses her. She receives it. With a certain
disappointment. he returns to the table11 (p. 262). She is
not a-particularly attractive:character, but she has dignity
and her own quiet good sense; these qualities are suggested
in Act. Two and demonstrated more directly in Act Pour, when
she answers John Hale's hysterical concept that "life is
Sod's most precious gift; no principle, however glorious, may

^Welland, p. 84.
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justify the taking of it," with the quiet line, "I think
that be the Devil's argument" (p. 320).

Abigail's relationship- with John Proctor is the most
serious flaw in ffhe Crucible.

Abigail 0 . „ eould have been no more.than seven
teen when Proctor was her lover. She tells him he 
'put knowledge in her heart,' and she continues to 
protest her" love to him [pp. 239=241] . But she is 
totally vile, she seduced him, he feels no obliga
tion toward her . . . .  Miller lost sight of .
Abigail as a participant in a human relationship.•4

Abigail's motivation for crying out upon'Elizabeth Proctor 
is clear enough; there is a certain ambiguity in Proctor's 
attitude toward her in their scene in the first act that an 
impressionable girl might be supposed to build a dream on.
But if she is to he more than a plot device more attention 
should have been paid to her, as Henry Popkin insists. More
over, it is unclear whether we are to believe that Abigail’ 
organized the witeh-trials consciously to suit her purpose, 
or that she used them as the opportunity arose. Her position 
as ringleader of the girls gives her an authority that points 
at the former alternative, which obscures the moral issue of 
the play, the surrender of one's conscience to authority.

John Hale is perhaps the most interesting character 
in The Crucible; devoted to the study and diagnosis of
witchcraft at • the play's beginning,, he is totally convinced

/■ !:

-fSHenry Popkin, "Arthur Miller; The Strange Encounter," Sewanee Review. LZYIII (Winter i960), 42.



that he has made a dreadful mistake at its close; he is the 
only character who changes in the course of the play. Miller 
describes Hale as "a man who permits a beloved ideology to 
overwhelm the evidence of his senses past the point when the 
evidence of his senses should have led him to. question and 
revise his, ideology#"75 and the stages he passes through as 
his mind is changed are realized dramatically. John Hale 
is to be placed in the company of Joe Keller and Willy Leman, 
for "he discovers too late that the good he pursues |ridding 
the world of eviij has made him onesided and therefore 
brought him into conflict with the rest of life„"76 in 
William Weigand's terms, Halelike Keller and Loman, is the 
man. who learns, as opposed to Proctor, Chris, and Biff, who 
know- the truth. Unlike, the earlier characters , Hale is not 
the hero;' he does not die because of his erroneous beliefs, 
"but Hale takes the play over so completely from the victim, 
Proctor (who after all only knows and is static), that the 
latter*s martyrdom seems almost a sentimental afterthought."77 
Miller's hero.might well have been John Hale, a more interest
ing character than John Proctor, especially since Miller 
himself says', "I had explored the subjective world in

75As quoted by Hewes, p. 25.
7^William B. Dillingham, "Arthur Miller and the Loss 

of Conscience, " Emory.University Quarterly, XVI (Spring i960)., 48.
77wsigand, p. 93. Also see Warshow, p. 266.
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Salesman and I wanted now to move closer to a conscious hero" 
(P.P.« p0 44). But, like the play focused on something other 
than Proctor1s-adultery and the play focused on the unmiti
gated evil of the Salem judges, the play focused on John Hale 
is not the play Miller wrote. -

John Proctor’s heroism lies in the fact that unlike 
Joe Keller he refuses to commit the antisocial action which 
would justify the trials, to sign the confession and hand his 
conscience over to the judges, for this would mean, as he puts 
it, the loss of his "name," his identity.By the end of . 
the play we are prepared both for Proctor’s heroism and for 
the personal struggle it costs him, for his independent cast 
of mind is emphasized in the first.act and his consciousness 
of his own mixed motives is underlined in the second act.
His "greatest struggle is facing himself, not his accusers," 
as he defines his "personal identity and integrity in the 
face of a social situation which seems to demand a particular 
pattern of behavior."79

As we have seen before in connection with Ohris 
Keller, a "good" character can be very difficult to portray.
— — —      '

T^piiiingham, pV,% Also see David Batches Raphael,
The Paradox of Tragedy (Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana Uni
versity Press, 1960), p. 104.

79(jerald Weales, from a review of The Best American 
Plays, Fourth Series, 1951a19579 edited by John Gassner, in 
Commentary,' XXVI' (October 1958), 366



Proctor, like Ghris, has hold of the truth; in this case the 
fact that a man cannot live without a belief in his identity.* 
But Proctor is not a bystander to someone else's fate, as 
Ohris is, but the play’s hero, and so he especially must not 
appear spotless, or his death will be that of a martyr. Is 
Proctor’s adultery with Abigail an insistence on the human 
vulnerability of a decent man trying to understand and to 
translate into action the dictates of his conscience, as 
Welland has it (p„ 80), or is it a weakness of a man who has 
no faults,, as Erie Bentley b e l i e v e s A s  a matter of struc
ture we have granted the validity of Proctor’s adultery on 
the grounds that it is Miller’s choice.of subject matter, 
which must be allowed him. But as.we have noted the rela
tionship between. Proctor and Abigail is slighted; as a matter 
of characterization Proctor's "sin with the girl, which 
Miller tries to insist oh, lies outside the immediate concern 
and has no bearing on his -fate.”®̂

In The Crucible, we have a man of great personal in
tegrity who sacrifices himself for his beliefs,' Proctor’s 
is a conventional martyrdom for he is himself a conventional,

®Qlhe Dramatic Event, ps 92, "Though the hero has 
weaknesses, he has no faults. His innocence is unreal because it is total,"

®1 Weigand, p% 95.



romantic hero, not a hero-victim.^ Proctor's bitter criti
cism of himself as stained with the sin of lechery and thus 
unwSTthy of a saint's death merely postpones the inevitable 
and makes his decision to die rather than give up his "name" 
all the more glorious.

Miller, speaking of the theme of The Crucible. says 
that he wanted to write a-play that would show that "the sin 
of public terror is that it divests a man of conscience, of 
himself" (P.P.. pa 41). is he admits, this theme was sug
gested to him by f:he",Mc Car thy ism" of the early fifties and 
the notion that came from that phenomena that "conscience was 
no longer a private matter but one of state administration"
(P.P.* p. 4o). However, the value of the play need not
depend upon a parallel between twentieth-century "witch-hunts 
and their original;it is more to the point to ask if the 
play is successful as a play and to ask if it is drama of a 
higher consciousness.

If The Crucible is the exposition of its theme of

°2gee Seales, "Man and his Image," p. 173, and Tynan,
p. 16. . ■ .

^ " The Crucible's validity depends upon the validity
of the parallel and those who find it invalid point out that,
whereas witchcraft was pure delusion, subversion is a reality 
no matter how unwisely or intemperately it may be oombatted." 
Joseph Wood Krutch, American Drama Since 1918- (Hew York: 
George Braziller,- Inc., 1957)* p, 325. Also see Warshow, pp. 
265-271. Caspar H, Hannes finds -many parallels; see Polities 
in the American Drama (Washington, B.C.: Catholic University 
,of America Press,, I960), p. 184. Miller answers this criti
cism; see Hewes, p..25.
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the effect of organized terror on the Individual conscience $ 
in which "theme not character is all important, and where in 
fact the characters are inclined to become mere spokesmen"®^ 
for that theme, still it is an -intensely dramatic exposition, 
written with great force0 Miller5s experiment with period 
language is successful for the most part, climactic scenes 
attain a peak of emotional fervor, and while Proctor leaves 
much to be desired, especially -in his relationship with 
Abigail, the play as a whole is well done.

As an attempt to create a higher consciousness, how
ever, The Crucible affirms a great deal but contributes 
little toward an awareness of man's position in the world 
because of the obvious, didactic nature of its affirmations. 
If All My Sons fails to -create a higher consciousness because 
what it has to offer as an insight into man’s condition is 
not naturally expressed by the action. The Crucible fails in 
these terms because Proctor is too little a character and too 
much a living symbol of identity and integrity; because, in 
short, his character belongs to melodrama. His martyrdom 
is dramatically stirring, but it is too pat; the experience 
the play offers its audience is only the experience of melo
drama. The affirmations in The Crucible fail to become part

^Frederick Lumley, Trends in Twentieth-Century Drama 
(London; Koekliff Publishing Corp., I960), p. 202.. AlSo see 
lathan, p. 106,
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of the audience's consciousness because they are not presented 
as part of a significant aesthetic experience.



CHAPTER IV

A VIEW.,PROM THE BRIDGE

Arthur .Millere s most recent play, A View from the 
Bridge« had 149 performances in Hew York at the Coronet 
Theatre from September 29, 1955, to February 4, 1956, with 
AT'Memory -of Two Mondays as a curtain-raiser. The play was 
expanded to two acts for its London opening, and it is this 
later version, as published in Miller’s Collected Plays, that 
is under consideration here. In the play, Eddie Carbone’s 
guilty love for his niece Catherine drives him to destroy 
his own integrity by informing on her lover, an illegal 
immigrant, and to destroy himself in an attempt to repossess 
that integrity.

As the play begins, its narrator, the lawyer Alfieri, 
warns the audience of the timeless nature of Eddie Carbone’s 
crime and introduces him, a Brooklyn longshoreman. Eddie 
returns to his home to tell his wife Beatrice that her 
cousins are being smuggled ashore and to learn that his niece 
Catherine has been offered her first job. At first he ob
jects to letting Catherine go to work on the grounds that her 
chastity would be endangered, but he irrationally changes his 
mind and gives her his -permission. Eddie warns his womenfolk

59   -   . - - .
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not to reveal that they are sheltering Illegal immigrants, 
"submarines," by telling of the. fate of an informers "they 
spit on him in the street, his own father and his brothers"
(p. 589)„ It is suggested that all is not well between Eddie 
and his wife Beatrice*

 Alfieri sums, up the undisturbed pattern of Eddie’s
life and announces the arrival of the cousins* Marco, the 
older of the two brothers, is stolid and serious; he has come 
to America so as to be able to support his wife and children 
back in Italy, He treats Eddie with a- certain: formal stiff
ness, always conscious of their host-guest relationship, 
Eudolpho is unmarried, blond, handsome, cheerful, and rather 
innocent--his ambition is to buy a motorcycle to carry 
messages on. There is an attraction between Catherine and 
him immediately, which irritates Eddie, Eudolpho sings for 
her but Eddie stops him, warning the boy that he will attract 
attention to himself and increase the danger of his being 
picked up by the Immigration Bureau,

Alfieri inserts the suggestion that Eddie is beginning 
to have a destiny: "the weeks passed, there was a future,
there was a trouble that would not go away" (p, 397).
Catherine and Eudolpho are out together when Eddie, ner
vously awaiting their return, suggests to Beatrice that 
Eudolpho is no fit husband for the girl: - he sings on the 
docks, the men kid him, with his blond hair "he’s like a



chorus- girl- or sump1 n . . « I don’t like his whole -way,”
Eddie says (p, 398)« Beatrice tells him to let Catherine live 
her own life and brings up her own problem; "When am I gonna 
be a wife again,, Eddie?" (p» 399). He refuses to explain why 
he hasn’t slept with her for three months and she leaves him 
to wait for Catherine and Rudolph©„ When they return from a
movie Eddie lamely claims that Rudolph© shouldn’t be o u t ..
where-he might be seen and reported, RudolphO, sensing 
Eddie’s active dislike, leaves him alone with his niece,
Eddie suggests to her that Rudolph© is only planning to use 
her as a passport; to marry her and become a citizen, 
Catherine rejects this idea and goes to Beatrice for help in 
handling Eddie's objections to Rudolpho. Beatrice tells 
Catherine she must act more grown-up around Eddie; she must 
remember she’s a grown woman in the same house with a grown 
man, Catherine agrees, and begins to realize how important 
it is to Beatrice that she break her ties with Eddie,

Eddie goes to the lawyer Alfieri.to see if the law 
can help him. He hedges at first, repeating his suspicion 
that Rudolpho just wants a passport; then his real objection 
comes out; "The guy ain't right, Mr, Alfieri" (p, 407). He 
cannot bring himself to put his accusation into plainer words; 
instead, he speaks of Rudolpho's blond hair and his high 
voice, Rudolpho can sew; he has remade a dress for Catherine, 
But Alfieri tells him there is no law preventing "a guy which
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he ain't rights" as Eddie calls him (p. 408), from marrying.
legally, there is nothing Eddie can do unless he wants to
do something about the way the boy entered the country.
Eddie angrily rejects the idea that he turn informer; there
must be another way to prevent the marriage. Alfieri tries
to explain to Eddie what his problem really is;

You know, sometimes God. mixes up the people.
We all love somebody, the wife, the kids—  
every man's got somebody that he loves, heh?
But sometimes . „ 0 there's too much. You -
know? • . „ „ there is too much love for the
daughter, there is too much love for the. 
niece. Do you understand what I'm saying 
to you? (p. , 409)

But Eddie refuses to understand, even when Alfieri demands 
"She can't marry you, can she?" (p. 410). Eddie leaves, and 
Alfieri tells the audience that even though he knew what 
must happen, there was nothing he could do.

In the last scene of the act Eddie tells Budolpho 
"If I could cook,' if I could sing, if I could make dresses,
I wouldn't be on the waterfront . . . .  I would be like in 
a dress store" (p. 415). He offers to teach the boy to box 
and takes the opportunity to hit him. Eddie’s hatred is out 
in the. open and Marco lifts a chair in a feat of strength as 
a warning to Eddie. .

At the-jbeginning, of Act Two Eudolpho and Catherine 
are alone in the house. She asks him if he is only marrying 
her to become a citizen and he convinces her that Eddie’s 
suspicions are groundless. But Catherine still cannot bring
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herself to break with Eddie; she knows him$, she says, better 
than his wife does, and she ean’t just "turn around and make 
a stranger of him", (p. 421). • The two lovers go" into the bed
room and in a moment Eddie enters. He orders Hudalpho out 
of the house, and when.Catherine says she must go too, he 
grabs her and kisses, her. Budolpho interferes, and to show 
Catherine the kind of man she loves, Eddie kisses him. He 
warns Budolpho he could "throw him back in the water" (p. 423).

Eddie goes to Alfieri again for advice, but Alfieri 
tells him that kissing Budolpho didn’t prove he wasn't 
"right," and that he has no moral or legal right to stop the 
wedding. As Eddie leaves, Alfieri, guessing what he intends 
to do, warns him he won't have a friend in the world. But 
Eddie calls the Immigration Bureau and informs on Budolpho 
and Marco. '

Eddie returns home to find that the immigrants have 
been moved upstairs. "You got your house now, you got your 
respect,"Beatrice says (p. 426). Eddie presses his advan
tage; his respect must include doing as he wants in bed. 
Beatrice tells him Catherine will marry Budolpho in a week 
and asks him to make up with her; he refuses. Then he learns 
that Budolpho and Marco are sharing a room with two other, 
immigrants, relatives of the Biparis. Eddie is terrified; 
he has informed on these men as well; . "These guys get picked 
up, Biparl’s liable to blame you or me" (p. 429). The
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Immigration officers arrive and Beatrice and Catherine under
stand what Eddie has done® As. 'Marco is being taken away with 
the others, he spits on Eddie and accuses him of informing 
before Lipari and the other neighbors, Eddie tries to explain, 
but his friends turn from him wordlessly,

Alfieri bails Marco out to go to Rudoipho’s wedding 
after exacting his promise not to seek revenge. Meanwhile 
Eddie refuses to go to the wedding or to let Beatrice go 
unless Marco apologizes.to him, Marco has taken his name, 
he says, and he wants it back. But Beatrice says this isn't 
what he wants5 "You want something else, Eddie, and you can 
never have herI".(p, 437). Eddie is horrified at the sugges
tion and is almost relieved when Marco calls him into the 
street. He orders Marco to give him his name, to admit he 
lied, Marco calls him an animal and kills him. Alfieri 
concludes the play, mourning this man who wouldn't settle for 
half and who "allowed himself to be wholly known" (p. 439).

The length of the preceding synopsis was made neces
sary by the dense psychological motivation behind Eddie's 
acts. This synopsis also should indicate the most interest
ing structural feature of the play, the use of the engaged 
narrator, Alfieri. He provides an objective viewpoint from 
which to see the passions of Eddie Carbone through his com
ments on the action of the play, •

Alfieri is essential to the play's structure because
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11 he is the bridge from which, it is seen, His function in
the play has been heavily criticized; he is seen by some as 
an admission on Miller’s part of his failure to weld the 
theme securely to the actions of the characters; he has been 
called "a cross between the Greek chorus and Mary Worth,’’̂ 6 
It is true that "any connection between Eddie and the 
passion-ridden heroes of old should have been made implicitly," 
but such a connection is only a subsidiary purpose in Alfieri8 s 
final speech: here he sets the story "not in historical, but
in moral perspective „ . „ to prevent our seeing Eddie as the 
animal Marco has just called him,"87 Without the perspective 
Alfieri provides, Eddie’s story becomes sheer sensationalism; 
incest, homosexuality and blood-feud on the waterfront,
Alfieri represents the final development of the commentator 
in Miller’s plays. In All My Sons, Jim Bayliss is "a tent ac
tive raisonneur. who attempts now and then to state-the 
opposition between Joe and .Chris,and Linda, in her 
"attention must be paid" speech, also took on the role of •

^Dennis Welland, Arthur Miller (Hew York; Grove 
-Press, Inc,, 1961),, pv"':iQ5.

• 8%erald Weales, "Arthur Miller; Man and his Image," 
Tulane Drama Review, VII (Fall 1962), 174, Also see I. C, 
WorsleyTVAmerlean Tragedy," Hew Statesman, LVI (August 23, 
1958), 220, and Richard Eindlater, "Wo Time for Tragedy?" 
Twentieth Century, ChXI -(January 1957), 62,

'87Welland, p, '.104,
88Gerald Weales, "Plays and Analysis," Commonweal,LXVI (July 12, 1957), 383, _ _ _ _



commentator0 In A View from the Bridge, the commentator 
acts as a distancing element in the play's structure, and 
although his part has some "false notes/1 it is "an important
reason for the play's s u c c e s s * "&9 -

When the play's language is considered, Alfieri again 
bears the brunt of the attack, "The lawyer's speeches . . . . 
are consciously literary and unfortunately they are porten- 
tious and occasionally— 'his eyes were like tunnels'--dfs- 
eoncertlngly false (sic] poetic, "9° This criticism seems 
justified; Alfieri is fond of similies like the one Weales
quotes (from p, 4o6); consider "I could see every step coming,
step by step, like a dark figure walking down a hall toward 
a certain door" (p, 410), and this figures "When the law is 
wrong it's because it's unnatural, but in this case,it is 
natural and a river will drown you if you buck it now" (p. 424), 
The heightened language here is falsely poetic because the 
figures are stale, and obvious; paradoxically, the straining 
for fine language fails because the imagery that results is 
too "easy," too flaccid,

Budolpho and Marco, as immigrants, speak a variety of 
Inglish that sounds more Imaginative than the Brooklynese of 
the Oarbones, For example, Budolpho hits upon an exact image

^Raymond Williams, "The Realism of Arthur Miller," 
.Critical Quarterly, I (Summer 1959), 147,

9°Weales, "Plays and Analysis," p, 383,



to convince Catherine that they should not return to Italy 
to live: "How can I bring you from a rich country to suffer
in a poor country? . . . I would- be a criminal stealing 
your face. In two years you would have an old, hungry face" 
(p» 419). The vernacular of the Carbones-is close to that of 
the Homans and the Kellers, with a few dropped prepositions 
and inversions to give the flavor of Brooklyn Italians;
"He's bringing them feu. o'clock, Tony?" (p, 387), and again 
the effect is that of a close rendering of the appropriate.•, , 
speech patterns. But "the dramatic climaxes of this play,• 
more than any of the others, do not rely on words, but are 
passions visualized in action . „ „ . The intensity of action 
is often deliberately contrasted with the casualness of the 
dialogue,"91 e.g., the boxing match and subsequent chair- 
lifting episode that end Act One, and the kiss that Eddie 
gives Rudolpho.

The female characters in A View from the Bridge, 
Beatrice and Catherine, are similar to those in earlier plays. 
Like Linda Loman and Elizabeth Proctor, Beatrice is a fine, 
upstanding wife "who is not in the least sexually interest- 
ing,"92 and like them she has little to contribute to the

91 Welland, p. 106.
92nenry Popkin, "Arthur Millers The Strange Encounter," Sewanee Review. LXVII (Winter i960), 56.
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d r a m a ; 93 she really only witnesses Eddie’s struggle and calls 
attention to his misdirection of his affections. Catherine 
is reminiscent of Ann Deever; she too, as the object of 
Eddie’s incestuous love, is part of the plot, and she also 
must fight to marry the man she loves. But her motivation 
is more complex; she reciprocates Eddie's feelings without 
really understanding them, as is evidenced by her criticism 
of Beatrice as a Wife (p. 421). Her affection for Eddie is 
well brought out, and her Internal conflict over the choice 
she must make between Eddie and Budelpho is convincing. Her 
action once she has make that choice, however, seems very 
abrupt; Hudolpho makes a tender speech and she immediately 
asks him to make love to her; ”1 don't know anything, teach 
me, Hudolpho, Hold.me" (p. 42T). This request seems moti
vated not so much by her love for Hudolpho as by the dramatic 
necessity to provide Eddie with an excuse to reveal his 
desire for her and his hatred of Hudolpho.

Hudolpho and Marco..are characterized just sufficiently 
for the part they each must play: Hudolpho is rather weak,
but charming; Marco is strong, both physically and morally;, 
the formality with which he treats Eddie in the beginning, 
his consciousness of the importance of the guest-host rela
tionship, is an effective preparation for the ritualistic way

 ,,-m  ("iw .ifciirtTii—mi 7t t - rn

-̂’William J. Hewman, "The Plays of Arthur Miller," 
-Twentieth Century<, QLXIY (November 1958), 492.



he accuses Eddie and then claims his revenge.
It has been suggested that the impact of A View from 

the Bridge is lessened by a "weak realization of“the social 
framework surrounding Eddie C a r b o n e . I t  is true that the 
only neighbors who are characterized at all are Louis and 
Mike, but Eddie's story of Vinny Bolzano» the informer 
(p. 389)9 serves to encapsulate the mores of his particular 
society'/ and "Alfieri represent; [siqj both the secular and 
t h e  moral law, the social forces that Eddie is to r e j e c t . "̂ 5 
To have devoted more space to characterizing neighbors would 
have been out of place in this sparse tale. The context in 
which Eddie acts.is suggested economically here, as it was in 
Death of a Salesman, in which Charley, Bernard, and Howard 
represented the world Willy Loman could not cope with, 
instead of being dwelt upon in.detail, as was the case in 
All My Sons and The Crucible.■

The character of Eddie Carbone combines certain 
aspects of the characters of earlier Miller heroes. Like 
Joe Keller, Eddie is inarticulate except when talking about 
his work (p. 387); like John Proctor he has turned away from 
his wife and he chooses to die rather than relinquish his 
"name," his identity; most important, like Willy Loman he

94-john Edwards, "Arthur Miller: An Appraisal," Time
and Tide. XLII (May 4, I96I), 740. . *

95Welland, p. 100. .
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never understands M s  own motivation. Like all of them, 
too, Eddie is unintelligent ("If farmer John Proctor . . . 
seems to be a superior human specimen, he is benefiting from 
the enchantment lent by a distance of three centuries"If)»

But it is not his denseness that prevents Eddie from 
understanding his own motivation. His over-protective atti
tude toward his niece is spelled out for him as incestuous 
desire by Alfieri: "there is too much love for the daughter, 
there is too much love for the niece" (p. 409)* and Beatrice 
also suggests as much (pp» 398, 4-13, 426). But still, under 
Beatrice's direct accusation at the end of the play: "You
want something else, Eddie,and you can never have her1"
(p° 437) a Eddie is horrified at the suggestion: "That-'s what
you think of me— that I would have such thoughts?" (p. 438). 
He has continually managed to rationalize his acts; he is 
responsible for his sister's child, he sees through Eudolpho, 
he is just protecting the girl from herself. Eddie is even 
able to kiss .the girl passionately in a moment of near- 
hysterical jealousy (when the lovers come out of the bedroom) 
and yet blank this damning fact out of his consciousness.
Only Willy Loman is better at self-delusion.

Eddie is a victim of "incestuous inclinations, psy
chotic sexual jealousy, frenzied hostility to homosexuality,

98popkin, "The Strange Encounter," p. 35.
\ '
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and possibly incipient homosexuality „ „ . ."9? The latter 
possibility is supported by his very hostility to homosexu
ality, and by his unwillingness to use the terms that will 
make his accusation clear; over and over he repeats that 
Rudelpho "ain't right," with a most unlongshoremanlike 
coyness. -

like Willy Ldman, Eddie accepts the rules of his 
society as he understands them (in Eddie's case, the rule is 
"Thou shalt never inform on a relative"), but Eddie dies 
because he directly, knowingly violates those rules, Turning 
in the immigrants isolates him from his society, and "Eddie's 
need to reidentify himself with his society is suggested by 
his asking Marco to give him back his 'n a m e "98

In interpreting A View from the Bridge, as in inter
preting Death of a Salesman, the question is: is this play
anything more than the case history of a mentally confused 
individual, of "a man being broken and destroyed by guilt"?99 
It is suggested that the tale is of psychological interest, 
but that there is no.level of meaning, law, providence, or 
fate, upon which an action that transcended character might

97pqpkin, "The Strange Encounter," pp. 59=60.
98^iiiiam B. Dillingham, "Arthur Miller and the Loss 

of Conscience,11 Emory University Quarterly, XVI (Spring 1960), 
49, Also.see Weales, "Man and hisImage, p. 174.

^Williams, p. 147.



rest,11100 ig Eddie's death without meaning, "merely a 
mechanistic device, like a falling rock or a pistol shot"?^^

Willy Roman's fate is clear from his fourth speech,
"I'm tired, to the death" (p. 131), and the rest of Death of 
a Salesman Inevitably follows, -John Proctor is all too self
consciously a hero; after Act One it is clear that he will 
defy the authorities to his death, Eddie -Oarbone's death, 
like Joe Keller's, is something else again. To believe that 
Keller would commit suicide it is necessary to be convinced 
that he is capable of understanding his guilt* and while I 
have indicated that such a conviction is not possible, at 
least the whole of All My Sons is concerned with this one 
problem, Joe's guilt. ~ ;

A View from the Bridge is not unified as All My Sons
is, for Eddie is guilty not only of "social irresponsibility, 
informing, but also of incestuous desires. Eddie does not 
commit suicide, convinced of his guilt on either point, but 
dies defending his "name." The point is that central to the 
play is Eddie's psychology and what ’it drives him to do; his 
concern for his integrity is less the theme of the play, less 
an insight into man's condition, than a reasonable way to

1005>om driver, "Strength and Weakness in Arthur
Miller," Tulane.Drama Review. IV (May I960), 48.

^%erald Weales, "Review of Best American Plays, 
Fourth Series, 1951-1957, edited by John Oassner, 'r Commentary XXfrTOctober 1958) 5 366. - - ... ~



execute him. The audience is expected to understand that 
because Eddie wants his respect from his wife, as he asserts 
in speeches that are obvious "plants" (pp. 426,435). he is 
vitally interested in his integrity. But the connection is 
awkward and tenuous; when Eddie says at last that Marco must 
give him back his name (p. 437) and Beatrice claims he really 
wants Catherine, the audience has no choice but to agree with 
her? Eddie is only rationalizing his anger into a form he 
can accept. Integrity is never enough of an issue in the 
play for it to provide Eddie's death with meaning; the 
affirmation,of man’s need for an identity is not related to 
the play as a whole, but Is merely a satisfactory theatrical 
motive for Eddie’s death.

A View from the Bridge, then, has been shown to 
successfully employ the techniques of drama to a very limited 
end. The play’s structure is economical, partly because of 
the detached narrator; its characters sharply define them
selves by their reactions to each other, and its language, 
with the exception of Alfieri1s pseudo-poetry, is successful. 
The play offers its audience the experience of understanding 
Eddie Carbone, and as Alfieri says, he allows himself to be 
"wholly known" (p. 439), but this is all it offers: a psycho
logical study. The conclusion of the play, which is supposed 
to create a higher consciousness by making the audience aware 
of "the reasons for which a man will endanger and lose his
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very life,"102 cannot do so because Eddie's concern for his 
integrity is never dramatized in such a way that the audience 
is prepared to believe he would die for it.

102Arthur Miller, "On Social Plays," introduction to 
A View from the Bridge . (lew York: Viking Press, 1955), p, 18.



OOHCLUSIOl

Arthur Miller’s aim as a playwright, to produce drama 
that creates a higher consciousness? is a difficult one to 
achieve. Any man who avoids art for art's sake on the one 
hand and commercialism on the other to try to write plays - 
that will "help us to know more s and not merely to spend our 
feelings" (0,1,, p. 53) must resign himself to the fact that 
his work will be called didactic unless he is a consummate 
artist, able to incorporate the insights he offers his audi
ence completely into the dramatic material of his plays.
And, not surprisingly, most of Miller's plays do appear
didactic, as we have seen,

- All My Sons and A View from the Bridge miss creating 
a higher consciousness for the same reasons, in both, the 
hero's motivation for the end he chooses is unconvincing.
Joe Keller sentences himself to death because he understands
that he is guilty of social irresponsibility, an insight it
seems unlikely he could achieve, and the awareness the play 
offers comes to. depend upon the audience's accepting Chris.'s 
sermon to Mrs, Keller instead of being integral to the play 
itself, Eddie Oarbone decides suddenly that the point of 
what has happened to him is not that Rudolpho has taken away 
his niece, but that Marco has taken away his "name," and the

75 ' ’
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audience is unreasonably expected to shift its point of view 
along with Eddie and see the play as a parable of personal 
integrity instead of the psychological study that it has been 
right up to the final scene; again, the awareness the play 
offers is not part of a coherent aesthetic experience.

On the other hand, in The- Oruoible the hero's motiva
tion is never really in doubt, although Proctor agonizes over 
his decision at great length, Proctor's character is spot
less; while he has sinned, his sin has failed to make him 
human, it is merely the peg on which the plot is hung. As 
he goes to his execution drums are beating, and this is the 
final touch needed to make The Crucible great melodrama. The 
characters Abigail and Hale, both of whom, could have been 
fascinating, are bypassed for the sAng'le-faceted Proctors, who 
declaim morals for the benefit of the audience„ The insights 
are all prepackaged here, and the audience can enjoy a really 
thrilling melodrama as well, but there is no chance for it 
to experience a play that creates a higher consciousness,

While all four of the plays examined here attempt to 
say something about man's position in the world, only in 
Death of a Salesman does Miller successfully weld his insights 
to a framework strong enough to carry them without buckling 
under the strain. In Death of a Salesman, the statements the 
play makes about the conditions under which men live are part 
of a significant aesthetic experience. As has been shown,



these statements come naturally from the dramatic material, 
and can become part of the audience’s consciousness because 
the play itself is a skilful employment of structure,symbol 
dialogue and characterization to pattern the experiences of 
that audience. Through the medium of the play, the audience 
can become more aware of the importance to a man of his 
identity, his self-fulfillment, and his hope for immortality 
Death of a Salesman can create a higher consciousness.

Arthur Miller is often reported to be at work on a 
new play. From what he has done so far, we can assume that 
he will not repeat himself. While Miller’s preoccupation 
with the theme of personal integrity is evident in all his 
recent plays, his^development as. a playwright has not taken 
linear form, with each play a preparation for the next, but 
has been a series of experiments in structure, language and 
character, experiments in writing drama that, will create a 
higher consciousness.
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