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‘All My Sons’

All My Sons concerns a manufacturer of aircraft engines, Joe Keller, who, under
pressure of wartime production, allows a batch of faulty cylinder heads to be
supplied to the Army Air Force in the knowledge that they may cause catas-
trophic failure and thus endanger life. He does so rather than risk losing his
contract and thus possibly his business, the business he wishes to pass to his
sons. In the subsequent court case he denies responsibility, insisting that he
had not visited the plant on the day in question and allowing his employee
and neighbour, Steve Deever, to take the blame. At the time, Deever’s daughter,
Ann, had been engaged to the Kellers’ son, Larry, himself serving in the Air
Force. Following their father’s conviction both she and her brother, George,
sever all connection with their father, refusing to visit him in prison, or even
to write to him. To sustain his own family, Keller sacrifices another.

When Larry, a pilot, goes missing, Kate Keller refuses to acknowledge his
death, not least because to do so would be to accept a symbolic connec-
tion between her husband’s action and her own loss. The play opens as their
other son, Chris Keller, invites Ann to stay, intending to propose a marriage
which will, effectively, signify public acknowledgement of Larry’s death and
thus precipitate a crisis for all of them as past and present are brought into
immediate confrontation. The action takes place in less than twenty-four
hours.

All My Sons is a play in part about the individual’s responsibility for his own
actions and in part about the obligations he has to his society. The crime at its
centre raises in stark form the clash between self-interest and human solidarity.
Yet it is a good deal more than this. There are still echoes of the Miller who,
in 1941, had sketched out his idea for a character he would never use but
who represented a dilemma which would surface in All My Sons. This was a
man, neither worker nor bourgeois, corrupted by ‘opportunity’, and there is
in the play, and particularly in the early drafts, a conviction that idealism and
justice shatter on materialism and corruptions which seem to shadow a desire
for success. Joe Keller denies transcendent values. The irony is that his son,
who insists upon them, becomes as much a killer as the father to whom he
presents his idealistic demands. And if there is an echo here of Ibsen it was a
conscious and acknowledged one. For Ibsen, too, committed himself to truth
as an absolute value and then, in The Wild Duck, wrote a play which dramatised
the price of insisting upon it.
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‘all my sons’ 79

All My Sons was born in wartime America but, even this deep into the conflict,
there were isolationist forces at work (Miller, himself, had been an isolationist
until December 1940, when Germany attacked the Soviet Union) and, to him,
Ohio (where the incident on which it is based occurred and where, in an early
draft, it is set) typified this feeling. There were, in other words, those who
believed in a more limited version of political, social and moral responsibility,
those for whom the central priority was looking after one’s own. Against this
he pitched the idealism he had encountered in the person of Watson when
researching The Story of GI Joe and that tension is evident in the play, perhaps
hardly surprisingly since the writing of the two works overlapped.

In 1944, Miller contemplated the fate of those who would return from the
war and re-enter a world whose values would be fundamentally different from
those operative in battle. Those prepared to lay down their lives not only for
a cause but more directly for one another would find themselves, it seemed to
him, back in a society that privileged the individual, that preached the virtues of
competition, that substituted the material for the spiritual or saw materialism
as an expression of utopian values:

Many hundreds of thousands of men are going to return from terrible
battles, and in some degree they will have shared Watson’s feelings of love
and identity with their particular comrades and units. And in differing
degrees they are going to have to transfer that love to other – civilian –
units . . . They walk out of the circle of imperative order, out of the unity
of feeling they had known in the Army. They go home.1

Like Hemingway’s figure in ‘Soldier’s Home’, however, such people are liable
to find themselves in an alien world. It is surely this feeling that lies behind All
My Sons and in particular the character of Chris Keller, back from the war to
a family concerned primarily with its own future and the business of making
money, a society in which his neighbours, too, seem to have put idealism aside
in the name of a post-war pragmatism. The business of America is, indeed, it
seems, business.

As Miller said of Watson, the soldier who would soon be returning to civilian
life in Situation Normal:

He must lop off at once that onetime feeling of exhilaration he got from
the knowledge that whatever the insignificance of his job, it was helping an
enormous mass of men toward a great and worthy goal . . . Now he must
live unto himself, for his own selfish welfare. Half of him, in a sense, must
die, and with it must pass away half the thrill he knew to being alive. He
must, in short, become a civilian again. There is a great and deep sense of
loss in that.2

It is tempting to feel that this is the rhetoric of a man who did not go to
war, a writer who projected on to those who did that sense of solidarity and
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80 arthur miller

idealism that he himself had experienced in the 1930s. Most soldiers were all too
ready to re-enter the competitive race. Yet his conviction that ‘Unless Watson’s
attachment to his family or his wife or his girl is so overwhelming that nothing
can distract him from it, he is going to feel the loss of a social unit, a group to
which he can give himself, a social goal worth his sacrifice’ (33) is undoubtedly
reflected in All My Sons. It is precisely Chris Keller’s sense of betraying his old
comrades that makes him feel guilty, a guilt that he is, finally, all too ready to
project entirely on to his flawed father. For though the play was seen as a study
of a war profiteer, it is equally about the death of the ideal, the failure of society,
as it is constituted, to offer the meaning which the individual seeks. ‘Watson’,
he suggests, is alone in American society today . . . because his comrades

are not with him, the men he loves . . . he is alone and misfitted here . . .
because America offers him no great social goal . . . he must live only his own
little life and do his own unimportant job when he gets out of the Army.
He must begin again the stale and deadly competition with his fellow men
for rewards that now seem colorless, even if necessary for his survival.

(36)

Whatever the unifying principle is to be it is not, Miller insists, to be ‘free
enterprise’.

All My Sons is about a man who places survival above value, self above the
group, pragmatism above the ideal, loyalty to family above responsibility to
society. It is also, however, about loss, loss of a sense of common humanity.

Miller’s failure to secure a production for his densely poetic drama, The
Golden Years, together with the actual failure in production of The Man Who
Had All the Luck, whose style eluded directors, critics and audience alike, led
him to attempt a more recognisable form. To that end he turned to Ibsen, in
part because of his commitment, in his social plays, to realism, but also because
‘dramatic characters, and the drama itself, can never hope to attain a maximum
degree of consciousness unless they contain a viable unveiling of the contrast
between past and present, and an awareness of the process by which the present
has become what it is’.3

Kate Keller, half desperately moved, half terrified, announces that ‘Every-
thing that happened seems to be coming back.’4 So it does. That, indeed, is the
circumstance of the play and its dialectic, as present interrogates the past and
the past infiltrates the present. When Chris Keller observes of the family that
‘We’re like a railroad station waiting for a train that never comes in’ (107), he
describes a sense of stasis that has drained their lives of meaning, the hopeless
hope of which O’Neill spoke and which is exemplified in The Iceman Cometh,
in which the future is no more than a mirror. They have stopped the clock,
stepped out of time into their own self-created fictions. Kate has constructed a
myth about her elder son and required the rest of the family to inhabit it, and
myth, by definition, is timeless.
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‘all my sons’ 81

In All My Sons the clock is started again and as a result the characters are
forced to acknowledge the implacability of time and the power of causality. In
Death of a Salesman Willy Loman was to describe himself as feeling ‘kind of
temporary’. This is the state in which the Keller family have lived since Larry was
reported missing. They have remained in suspended animation, too terrified
of the past to acknowledge its authority and hence held in an irony they can
only transcend by confronting the demons that so terrify them.

At the beginning of the play, Miller creates an atmosphere of what he calls
‘undisturbed normality’.5 What he was after, he has explained, was to locate an
ordinary environment from which extraordinary disaster would spring. Thus
it is set in a suburban world in which people are involved in ‘cutting the lawn
and painting the house and keeping the oil burner running; the petty business
of life in the suburbs’.6

The first act is designedly slow. It takes place ‘beneath a clear landscape in
the broad light of a peaceful day’.7 However, as Miller remarked of Mordecai
Gorelick’s purposefully ordinary setting, this only ‘made the deepening threat of
the remainder more frightening’ (T.134), for into this recognisable domesticity,
this Norman Rockwell scene of Sunday morning in an Ohio town, he slowly
infiltrates corrosive elements.

There is, we discover, no past that can be confronted with total honesty, no
future that does not carry a threat as well as a promise. The characters inhabit
a no-man’s-land. The primary action that drives the play has already occurred
and been buried, apparently, beneath the routines of daily existence. The living
are haunted by the dead whom they seek to exorcise with a simple denial of
the real. No action any of the characters can take will alter what has happened.
What is at stake, though, is truth, responsibility, and what Miller has called the
evil of ‘unrelatedness’. For in a play in which the principal characters are drawn
together by family affiliation, it is the fractures in relationship that most concern
him, the limitation of responsibility. The structure of the play, he insisted, was
‘to bring a man into the direct path of the consequences he has wrought’.8

As in his later work, what seems to have fascinated him is the gap that
opens up between action and the interpretation of action, between the self and
its idealised projections. These are people who have an image of themselves
which, in varying degrees, is at odds with the reality of their lives. Out of that
discrepancy comes what elsewhere he would be tempted to call tragedy, but
which might equally well be seen as irony, identity being placed at risk by the
very strategies which have been devised to sustain it.

When Ibsen discussed the first production of The Wild Duck (plainly a primary
influence on All My Sons) with the director of the Christiana Theatre, he stressed
both the ‘naturalness and realism’ of the play, at the heart of which, nonetheless,
was an affecting symbol, and the need for lighting that would reflect ‘the basic
mood’ of each act.9 Miller’s play reveals a similar commitment to realism and
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82 arthur miller

a similar symbol, though not with the same centrality and force as the wild
duck in the earlier work. He also, perhaps, learned from Ibsen a lighting which
reflected the mood.

In the first act the sun shines brightly, as Chris Keller and Ann plan their
wedding. In the second act it is twilight, as the mood darkens, while in the third
it is two in the morning with the moon casting ‘a bluish light’ on those whose
lives have been drained, suddenly, of colour and purpose alike. Like Ibsen’s
play, too, it is a combination of the tragic and the comic and brings the flawed
idealist into collision with an equally flawed social world, though what in Ibsen’s
play is a central theme here becomes a largely unexplored dimension of human
motivation.

The Keller home is hedged in by poplar trees and has ‘a secluded atmosphere’,
a physical description that develops a metaphoric force as the play unfolds and
we learn of the moral isolation of this family, or at least of its patriarch. Miller
pointedly tells us the financial value of the seven-room family home (fifteen
thousand dollars when it was built in the 1920s), a detail aimed at the designer
but also a clue to actors for whom this is to be a house in which money had
been a determinant and family a defining term.

Indeed the word ‘money’ recurs throughout the play, as a kind of counter-
point to the idealism generated by the war. Character after character invokes it
as a reason for relinquishing ideals or hopes. A next-door neighbour, a doctor,
has abandoned medical research, at his wife’s insistence, for a more lucrative
general practice – ‘You wanted money, so I made money’ (162). Another neigh-
bour becomes financially secure as a result of not serving in the war. Joe Keller,
whose wife also stresses money, complains that his son, Chris, ‘don’t under-
stand money’, while defending his own actions as no more than a reflection of
a more general morality: ‘Did they ship a gun or a truck outa Detroit before
they got their price? Is that clean? It’s dollars and cents, nickels and dimes; war
and peace, it’s nickels and dimes’ (168).

In the garden, meanwhile, are plants ‘whose season is gone’. The stump of an
apple tree stands down-stage, felled by a storm, its upper trunk, branches still
covered with fruit, beside it. Having said that he wished to be ‘as untheatrical as
possible’, and in particular keen to ensure that ‘any metaphor, any image, any
figure of speech . . . was removed if it even so slightly brought to consciousness
the hand of the writer’ (128), Miller placed this tree at the heart not only of the
stage but of the play, quite as much as Chekhov did the cherry orchard.

Undeniably, a tree fallen in its prime stands as a correlative for a son appar-
ently cut down in the war, and is identified as such by the characters, while a
storm occurring on the eve of a crisis in family affairs might seem an unneces-
sary underscoring of a drama which has its own logic, its own emotional tone,
its own internal dynamic. That it does not seem unduly theatrical is precisely
because the symbolism is read into it by characters neurotically alert to threat
and vigilant for evidence of change.
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To be sure, the action takes place in the fall and this could be seen as fore-
shadowing that change which is about to come over the Keller household. For
Joe Keller, as for the others, after all, the season is about to turn in a play
set, as Miller explains, in ‘August of our era’ (89), and which is, in effect, a
story of that era. August, however, also marks the birthdate of the dead son, a
reminder of the past that becomes an ironic comment on the present. The fall,
then, undoubtedly has symbolic force, as the characters wait for the balance to
change, but it is equally an element of that specificity designed to establish the
reality of character and event.

Issues present themselves to Joe Keller in an immediate and obvious way.
His life is a triumph over disadvantages, a triumph he will not readily allow to
slip through his fingers. He is a man for whom survival is a primary necessity,
whose ordering of the world has priorities designed to protect him from an
extended analysis of consequence. This is a man who has lived through the
Depression and knows how fragile a grasp he, or anyone, has on the world.
Survival, meanwhile, is not only a matter of maintaining a way of life and a
way of being but of insulating oneself from a knowledge of the consequences
of one’s actions, denying involvement in the world.

Nor is Miller concerned simply with an individual whose values are at odds
with those of his society. Joe Keller was not aberrant. In a sense he represented
a pragmatism which somehow co-existed with the language and fact of ide-
alism in wartime America. As Miller remarked in a 1999 interview, when he
wrote the play, ‘everybody knew that a lot of hanky-panky was going on . . .
a lot of illicit fortunes were being made, a lot of junk was being sold to
the armed services, we all knew that. The average person was violating
rationing. All the rules were being violated every day but you wanted not to
mention it.’10

In that sense, if Keller violated fundamental principles of his society he also
embodied other values equally observable in a society as dedicated to material
achievement as to a utopian vision. As Miller recalled, in his introduction to the
Collected Plays, All My Sons was conceived when the contrast between sacrifice
and aggrandizement seemed both sharp and profoundly disturbing: ‘when all
public voices were announcing the arrival of that great day when industry and
labor were one, my personal experience was daily demonstrating that beneath
the slogans nothing had changed’. The play was thus ‘an unveiling of what I
believed everybody knew but nobody publicly said’ (134).

Joe Keller’s crime is to have sent defective cylinder heads for use in aircraft
engines, as it is to have committed perjury in order to defend himself against
the consequences of his action. But this is not primarily a play about crime. It is
about a man’s failure to understand the terms of the social contract. These may
not be people whose actions are determined by religious convictions but when
Kate Keller observes that ‘certain things have to be, and certain things can never
be. That’s why there’s God, so certain things can never happen,’ she expresses
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84 arthur miller

Miller’s essentially secular conviction that there are certain values whose breach
threatens the structure of existence.

Looking back, at the turn of the century, he observed that, ‘the justification
that Joe Keller makes is that . . . you do what you have to do in order to survive’,
a defence which is ‘always understandable and always unacceptable’. The fact
is that audiences ‘know pretty well that given the kind of pressure that Joe
Keller was under they might have collapsed too, so that people participate in
the conflict. They don’t stand apart entirely from it because they know they’re
vulnerable.’11

When the play begins, Keller is seen reading the ‘wanted’ ads in the Sunday
newspaper. As he explains, he no longer reads the news section, a news section,
we later learn, in which he would have found his own name only a few years
before. As his neighbour rightly remarks, ‘it’s all bad news’ (90). Joe and his
wife live in fear of bad news, about their son and about the crime they have
conspired to deny, the two ineluctably connected in their minds.

Joe Keller is joined by two neighbours, one, Frank Lubey, ‘uncertain of
himself . . . thirty-two and balding’, the other, Jim, a doctor, ‘wry, self-
controlled . . . but with a wisp of sadness that clings to his self-effacing humour’.
Their wives are, respectively, Lydia, a ‘robust, laughing girl of twenty-seven’,
and Sue, ‘rounding forty, an overweight woman who fears it’. There is, in these
descriptions, more than a hint that this suburban setting contains elements of
regret and anxiety that extend beyond the back yard of the Keller household.
These neighbours, too, give something more than a social density to All My
Sons, act as something more than a chorus. They contain in themselves the
conflicts at the heart of the play, acknowledging, as they do, a tension between
the pragmatic and the ideal, and recognising the compromises that seem an
inevitable aspect of daily living.

Marriage itself, it seems, offers an image of such compromises in this Ohio
community, a fact that will surely cast its shadow over the proposed relationship
between Chris Keller and Ann Deever. The neighbours, too, are hardly unaware
of the tendency towards denial as issues which once seemed so urgent and
clear begin to seem less so, as ambition and habit blunt the edge of utopian
dreams.

The play begins with Chris Keller’s admission that he has invited his brother’s
fiancée, Ann, with the intention of proposing marriage to her. Since his mother
still insists that that brother is alive such an action must destroy her fragile faith,
for the fact is that, rather than confront her with the truth, both husband and son
have remained silent. However, when Chris insists that ‘Being dishonest with
her. That kind of thing always pays off’ (99) this is a statement that foreshadows
other dishonesties and other prices that must be paid, as does Joe’s reply, ‘I
ignore what I gotta ignore’ (100). Indeed, Chris himself shortly prevaricates in
the face of his mother’s questioning. And though the focus of the play seems to
be on Joe, whose past failings are revealed and whose guilt is affirmed, there is
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an ambiguity that attaches itself to Chris and which becomes more profound
as the play proceeds.

His early statement, for example, that ‘I don’t know why it is, but every time
I reach out for something I want, I have to pull back because other people will
suffer. My whole bloody life, time after time after time’ (100), seems to lack
substance, apart from the immediate issue of his proposed marriage. What,
precisely, has he reached for that he has been denied or required to relinquish so
that others would not suffer? This is a man, we begin to realise, who sees himself
as a martyr, an idealist, yet the suspicion grows that this is an image behind
which he hides. Doubts are swallowed up in his self-conscious presentation
of himself as an honest man doing nothing more than demand honesty, a
self-denier only now able to assert his rights. He presents himself, to himself,
as serving truth; truth, however, not only places him at risk but, as we see,
becomes a means of directing attention away from himself and his own moral
failings.

At the beginning of the play he announces that ‘I’ve been a good son too
long, a good sucker. I’m through with it’ (102). In what sense has he been a
‘good sucker’, beyond his failure to confess love to Ann, a love which has not
even driven him to see her in five years, and not, surely, solely because of fear
of disturbing his mother? He now declares his willingness to leave the family
business if necessary, but in fact is anxious to secure the terms on which he
can remain, while condescending to it. The business, he explains to the father
who has built it, as he knows, in part for him, does not ‘inspire’ him. But what
does? He speaks of having to ‘grub for money’ (102), as he later talks resentfully
of having to join ‘the rat race’. He wants, he explains, to build something he
can give himself to, quite as though he were still pursuing his metaphor of
immolation and sacrifice. Knowing that his father is desperate for him to stay,
he threatens to leave. Marriage to Anne, he implies, will secure his loyalty to
the business. She becomes his bargaining tool.

Chris feels guilty for his new happiness. In the war he had led men to their
deaths. He is a survivor who feels the guilt of the survivor. Beyond that, he
can see no connection between the sacrifices of war and the way of life it was
supposedly fought to preserve. Wartime camaraderie implies a conception of
human relationships and a shared perception of worth that seems to have no
correlative in a post-war world concerned with simple materialism, though
his own rhetoric seems quickly abandoned: ‘Annie . . . I’m going to make a
fortune for you!’ (122). It is a half-ironic remark but, retrospectively, perhaps,
reflects something of his unacknowledged ambiguity as a participant in a tainted
company.

Kate Keller, meanwhile, carries the authority in the house, defines its reality.
In an earlier version of the text she was in a more dominating position. Her
faith in astrology, indeed, a faith that was designed to bolster her desperate
belief in her son’s survival, generated the play’s original title, The Sign of the
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Archer, the missing son having been born under that sign. Astrology may, as
Miller suggests, have given way to psychology, his own flirting with mysticism
proving, he thought, one of the problems with earlier plays such as The Golden
Years and The Man Who Had All the Luck, but Kate still remains a powerful
figure.

The relationship between father and son may move to the centre of attention
but she holds a key to the action. It is her will that has both sustained them and,
in a sense, infantilised them since she wishes to deny time, process, causality.
For her, nothing must change. Chris must remain unmarried, her husband a
charming incompetent, unable to function, since to assume otherwise would
be to accept a view of the world that could only destroy her. If Joe Keller uses
the family as a justification for his actions, it is equally vital to Kate because
beyond it lies nothing but a kind of anarchy, exemplified by the death of a son.

In watching the London production, Miller felt that the emphasis had
changed from the father–son relationship, underscored by the title, to Kate:

The woman has it within herself, quietly and without demonstration, to be
a survivor . . . The women are less obsessional. The men are obsessed. The
women have to preserve that nest. They’re a very conservative force. That
production in England really made me think, how I had gotten misled.
What had I changed that title to? All My Sons. It completely altered the
central emphasis of the play . . . It was far more interesting to me.12

The Israeli production, likewise, shifted the emphasis as Kate was played by
a powerful actress whose leg had been shot off in the attack at the Munich
Olympics.

Interestingly, Kate Keller is called Mother not only by Chris and, not entirely
incidentally, by her husband, but also by the playwright, her speeches being so
indicated in the text. It suggests, perhaps, that Miller, whose stage directions
describe her as ‘a woman of uncontrolled inspirations and an overwhelming
capacity for love’ (102), feels close to her and alienated from her husband, who
is the only other character in the play not referred to by his first name in the
speech indicators. The fact is that the power system in the family changed with
Joe Keller’s decision to forward the defective parts, and with the criminal case
that followed. Kate’s knowledge, at whatever level it operates within her, strips
him of the authority he once wielded. He cedes his position as head of the
house, living in a temporal void enforced by his wife. Her desperate need to
deny the possibility of her son’s death, understandable in its own terms, also
derives from her desire to deny the terrible rhyme between that death and her
husband’s crime.

That connection is there, long before Ann’s revelation in Act 3 that that
son had deliberately taken his own life for shame at his father’s actions. It is
a connection that Kate can continue to deny so long as that son may have
survived. If he has not then such meaning as she has constructed will dissolve.
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As she says, ‘If he’s not coming back, then I’ll kill myself’ (107). Why? Not
simply because she will be admitting the death, three years before, of one son, a
terrible but hardly unique loss, but because a connection will be made that ties
the rest of the family to that loss. The only defence, in her mind, for Joe Keller’s
action is that it was done in the name of the sons. If one is not returning and
the other may defect, then it stands stripped even of this justification. It must
be named for what it is. As she says to her husband, ‘You above all have got to
believe’ (108). As a result, she keeps her son’s memory polished, like his shoes,
which she keeps ready for his return.

That connection is made by Ann. Speaking of her father, who she believes
to be responsible for shipping the faulty parts, she says, ‘He knowingly shipped
out parts that would crash an airplane. And how do we know Larry wasn’t one
of them?’ (117) (admittedly a curious remark since she is carrying a letter from
Larry which explains the circumstances of his death). When Keller shows signs
of agitation as a result, Kate interrupts to insist, ‘He’s not dead, so there’s no
argument’ (117).

Joe is an accommodationist. His public denials are matched by his private
ones. When Kate asks if Chris has discussed marrying Ann his reply is ‘he didn’t
tell me any more than he told you’ (106), though we have just witnessed such a
discussion. Having practised private deceits, he seems to have internalised his
own denials. Urging Ann to persuade her father to return to the neighbourhood
after his imprisonment he says, ‘Listen, you do like I did and you’ll be all right’
(115). The fact is that he is far from all right, but at this stage in the play we
are in no position to know this, though already there are sufficient hints to
undermine the assurance he displays.

He insists, apparently with conviction, that he had himself deliberately cho-
sen to return and confront his sceptical neighbours:

none of them believed I was innocent. The story was, I pulled a fast one
getting myself exonerated . . . The beast! I was the beast; the guy who sold
cracked cylinder heads to the Army Air Force; the guy who made twenty-
one P-40s crash in Australia . . . Except I wasn’t, and there was a court paper
in my pocket to prove I wasn’t.

(115)

Yet, of course, he was and knows he was. Is this, then, mere bravado, blatant,
calculated lying, or has denial sunk so deep into his being that the real has been
reinvented?

The speech ends with his boast that fourteen months later he had ‘one of
the best shops in the state again, a respected man again; bigger than ever’. Best.
Bigger. Respected. The language of material success blots out the language of
guilt. It is as though the words themselves define the real, are his defence against
self-knowledge. In his own mind he stands doubly vindicated, by the court and
by his renewed success.
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The ‘only way you lick ’em is guts!’ he insists, who had, of course, precisely
lacked the courage to face the implications of his own actions. He believes,
because he has to believe, that there is a space between his actions and the self
which those actions define. His observation that ‘you play cards with a man
you know he can’t be a murderer’ (116) is less a confident piece of advice than
a desperate article of faith for a man seeking the reassurance of normality.

His apparent confidence is easily deflated. A telephone call from Ann’s
brother, George, combined with her sudden appearance in the house, is enough
to put him on the defensive: ‘She don’t hold nothin’ against me, does she? . . .
I mean if she was sent here to find out something . . . I mean if they want to
open up the case again, for the nuisance value, to hurt us’ (124). The call comes
from Columbus, where their father is in prison. Suddenly, and with no further
prompting, he insists that he wants ‘a clean start’ for his son, that he wishes
him to inherit what he built for him, ‘without shame’.

Already the questions begin to accumulate. Why this nervousness, why this
insistence on a clean start and absence of shame, if he is not culpable? And why
does Miller indicate that his son responds ‘a little uneasily’ to the inheritance
he is offered, and that he is ‘a little frightened’ when asked to affirm that there
is nothing wrong with the money he receives from the company that will one
day bear his name?

Ann’s father has lost his name, his reputation, in the eyes of the community.
Joe defends his by refusing to acknowledge the connection between himself and
his actions, while his son tries to sustain his own self-belief by asserting an ide-
alism not without its roots in self-interest. Ann Deever, meanwhile, is to change
her name, become Ann Keller, a process that requires certain adjustments and
accommodations on her part, her new identity implicating her in the moral
values of the family she joins and which by the end of the play she knows to
be deeply compromised. The fact is that these are all characters whose motives
are mixed, who contain contradictions and who display different levels of con-
sciousness of that fact. They are all characters who insist upon the integrity of
their identities when they are in process of denying them.

Miller has said of Joe Keller that he feels justified in his actions because if
his business had been threatened he would have had nothing to hand on to his
son and ‘that would be a fate worse than death because one of his psychological
supports is that he is a provider . . . the father of the house . . . the man
from whom all power and . . . energy flows’. Nonetheless, ‘he does feel guilt
about what he has done’ but ‘at the same time feels that there was no other
way for him . . . It’s a craze quilt of motivations and contradictions inside
of him.’13

He would, Miller, suggests, be ‘a sociopathic person’ if he were wholly insen-
sitive to the social rules he has broken, fully capable of suppressing guilt for his
actions, yet at the same time he denies the force of his knowledge. His sensitivity
is, hence, both evidence of his guilt and of the survival of a moral conscience.
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Interestingly, Miller has also said that he is not criminal. Since he assuredly
is, his culpability being slowly exposed, what he seems to mean is that he is
not wholly so, that such a word hardly sums up a man who acknowledges a
hierarchy of values that places the needs of the family ahead of strangers with
whom he feels no organic connection, a man whose denials seem necessary to
his survival. But he is not the only person who survives by virtue of suppressing
the truth.

Speaking of Kate, Rosemary Harris, who played the part in the London
production, said: ‘one of the fascinating aspects of playing Kate, is the question
of how much she really knows or suspects. It is a very thin line.’14 Interestingly,
in watching the production Miller was convinced that ‘Rosemary played it as
though she knows it.’15 For his part, ‘Kate knows everything from the time
the curtain goes up . . . because she remembers the day it happened.’ On the
other hand ‘her life has consisted of trying to deny what she knows’. The same
is true of Chris ‘but with him it is buried deeper because it is so intolerable,
the idea of his betraying him and his comrades so that he simply will not
consider it’.16

There is, in other words, a layered consciousness in the play, a sense that
each character contains within him or herself a debate about contending values,
about competing versions of the moral world and of the real. They are drawn
together by love, but that love becomes the source of a certain corruption. It is
also not untinged with its opposite. When Chris precipitates the confrontation
that is to destroy his father he has, Miller has said, ‘to feel a certain, almost
vengeance upon his father or he would not be able to do what he does’. It is he,
more even than George Deever, who drives the issue to the point of crisis and
he has, as Miller suggests, ‘to feel resentment and hatred for his father, to some
degree’ in order to do this.

Indeed, no one in this play is without culpability, without cruelty, without
guilt. Kate’s obsession with one son’s fate makes her act with a callous disregard
for the future of the other. Ann and George act in some degree out of guilt
for the callousness with which they have treated their father. Even Joe Keller’s
suicide is, in part, an act of self-justification and ‘a counterblow to his wife
and son’. Reminding us that the Chinese reportedly hang themselves in the
doorways of the people who have offended them, and that many suicides are
motivated by a desire to accuse or leave a residue of guilt, Miller sees Joe as
laying before the wife and son he had invoked as justification for his actions,
their own culpability. Certainly Chris ‘would feel a burden of guilt to the end
of his life, in part because . . . he really knew . . . that he should not have
participated in the business without clearing this up earlier on’.17

Joe Keller knows he is guilty but has to preserve the idea of his innocence.
Kate knows, on some level, that her son is dead yet has to sustain the idea that
he has survived, or deal not only with that calamity but the corrosive truth of
her husband’s actions. Chris knows, or suspects, on some level, that his father
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is suppressing the truth but has an agenda of his own that makes him deny it to
others and himself and that makes him break his mother’s last grasp on hope.

This, then, is in part a play about repression, about the compromises effected
by individuals negotiating between private needs and public obligations. Joe
is not the only character to substitute the story of his life for his life. They all
construct fictions that enable them to justify themselves in their own eyes, as
much as in the eyes of others. And this, it seems, is equally true of the neighbours
and, beyond them, of a society that generates its own myths about innocence.
What we witness is in part a collision of fictions which are mutually destructive,
and, hence, their slow erosion, as what has been repressed begins to force its
way to the surface.

George Deever is the embodiment of this. He is, Miller insists, the return of
the repressed, while acknowledging that ‘you can’t live without denial’, that ‘the
truth and mankind are cousins not brothers and sisters’ and that ‘You have to
deny something in order to survive.’ ‘I think’, Miller has said, that ‘they are all
denying something. The difference is that what Joe is denying is a crime.’ But if
George is a reminder of what is being denied he also represents the innocence
of the pre-war world when he was a friend and neighbour to the Kellers. He is,
Miller has said, ‘the broken promise of the past’.18

Such themes, however, are secondary to the principal thrust of the play. As
Miller has explained,

the concept behind it was that Joe Keller was both responsible for and a
part of a great web of meaning, of being. He had torn that web; he had
ripped his part of the structure that supports life and society . . . that web
of meaning, of existence. And a person who violates it in the way he did
has done more than kill a few men. He has killed the possibility of a society
having any future, any life. He has destroyed the life-force in that society.19

The play has a distinctive rhythm as the tension is applied and relaxed,
as serious discussion gives way to a deliberately distracting comedy, as truths
threaten to break surface only to be momentarily concealed. This rhythm is
contained within a larger one as slowly doubts obtrude and lies are stripped
away. The first act ends with the news that George is coming directly from the
prison, or rather with the slam of a screen door as Joe Keller retreats from
what he fears is an impending doom and his wife stares into the future she sees
rushing towards her.

In the second act George is nearly persuaded to abandon his mission, seduced
in part by a nostalgia provoked by Kate who invites him to suspend his doubts
in the name of a past in truth long since compromised. Then, an inadvertent
remark strips away the pretence. The act ends with an angry aria from Chris as
the truth is finally exposed.

The third act, like the others, begins on a deceptively calm note and then
builds to a crescendo as Joe Keller seeks the only absolution available to him by
putting a bullet through his head as his wife cries, according to the director of the
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Manchester Royal Exchange Theatre production, ‘like Clytemnestra sobbing
before the temple’.20 This relaxing and intensifying of the mood constitutes
something more than a structuring device, a dynamic plotting of emotional
and intellectual tension. It is a rhythm equally apparent in the lives of people
who are drawn in opposing directions, torn, as they are, between the demands
of the material and the transcendent, in a society which has itself always been
a blend of the two.

These are people whose flaws, like those in the cylinder heads supplied by
Joe Keller, may have been covered up but still exist. Joe Keller’s acceptance of
culpability is not the only issue in the play. Meaning is not wholly disclosed nor
character as neatly aligned with dramatic function as at times it is in the work
of Ibsen – and The Wild Duck, for all its virtues, is rather too content to present
characters who are, essentially, defined on their first appearance. There is little,
for example, to be said for the sanctimonious Gregers Werle, who presents his
‘demand of the ideal’, beyond his sanctimony. Chris Keller’s commitment to
idealism, by contrast, is carefully motivated, being rooted in wartime experience
and tainted with a self-concern he is unwilling, and perhaps unable, to address.
Gregers remains unconcerned by the death he provokes; Chris Keller is broken
and left with a residue of guilt that cannot easily be discharged.

By the same token, Joe Keller is more deeply mired in denial, more confused
by a world he had taken to be so clear in its necessities, than ever was his
counterpart in Ibsen’s play. The neighbouring doctor, Relling, in The Wild Duck,
is there as a humane counterpoint, cynical but clear-headed; the neighbouring
doctor in Miller’s play is given a history of his own, an ambivalent marriage and
an unresolved tension that makes him something more than a marker. And so
it continues: Kate, Ann, George are not so many pieces in a jigsaw, fragments
of a whole, a completed picture. They are individuals whose motives are deeply
ambiguous and whose actions are suspect even to themselves.

This is not a well-made play whose energy is fully discharged with the final
pistol shot, whose meaning is wholly revealed in the telling. When, in the final
speech, Kate instructs the son, who has just precipitated his own father’s death,
that he should not ‘take it on’ himself (171), she is offering him advice wholly
at odds with what we have seen in a play in which the necessity to ‘take it on’
oneself is precisely the point. Why else, finally, did Joe Keller kill himself? Only
moments before, his mother had asked Chris: ‘Are you trying to kill him?’ as
the dead son, Larry, had said in a letter, ‘if I had him there now I could kill him’
(170). The lesson, in other words, has not been learned. The world is not made
over and nor are those individuals who acknowledge the issues but themselves
remain trapped in contradictory necessities. When Joe cries out ‘a man can’t
be a Jesus in this world!’ (169), he hints at a flawed human nature not finally
to be resolved by a bullet in the brain. Joe asks of his son that he ‘see it human’
(118). Chris, desperate to recover a lost idealism, fails to do so, a failure that,
in its own way, makes him complicit in the very crime he would condemn and
contaminates that idealism.
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Miller has never been interested in realism as such. His concern has been
with reality. In his own view, ‘Realism can conceal reality, perhaps a little easier
than any other form.’ His own commitment, he suggests, is to ‘the poetic, the
confluence of various forces in a surprising way; the reversals of man’s plans
for himself; the role of fate, of myth, in his life; his beliefs in false things, his
determination to tell the truth until it hurts’.21 In All My Sons the realism of
the style never obscures the reality, though certain truths are confronted and
others remain disturbingly unacknowledged. It seems clear that the suburban
amnesia, the retreat into routine, the surface equanimities can no longer be
maintained. It is as though realism itself can no longer sustain the forces it has
delineated with such seeming precision.

All My Sons expresses a familiar 1930s faith in the necessity for human soli-
darity but the play’s true strength comes from the ambivalence that seeps into
it. A work that could so easily have resolved itself into a moral melodrama that,
in stripping away self-deceit and lies, separating performance from actuality,
assumed that the residue was untrammelled truth, becomes instead a drama in
which motives remain problematic and the demand of the ideal is as suspect
as a life lived with no transcendent purpose. It is, finally, a play whose triumph
comes precisely from Miller’s own ability to ‘see it human’, to embody con-
fused values, flawed ambitions, betrayals, denials, profound disillusionments,
in characters convincing alike in their needs and self-deceptions.

In other words, there is more to All My Sons, and to the characters who
act out private dilemmas which are simultaneously public issues, than can
be accounted for by casual dismissals of it as ‘a well-made play’, predictable,
shallowly optimistic and content to rest in a simple display of causalities.

On the face of it, Miller’s decision to structure the play around the relation-
ship between a father and son implies a historical logic whereby the assumptions
of capitalism are challenged, defeated and replaced by a new generation whose
values, forged in wartime, are now to be socially and morally operative in peace.
Larry died in order to draw a line across a certain historical development. Chris
forces Joe to die for much the same thing.

There is, though, no suggestion that Chris will turn his back on business
following the death of his father, merely on this particular business. His argu-
ment with capitalism seems to dissolve into a generalised assault on a system
in which self-interest is the only operative principle and in which, therefore,
justice is mocked:

Do I raise the dead when I put him behind bars? Then what’ll I do it for?
We used to shoot a dog, but honour was real there, you were protecting
something. But here? This is the land of the great big dogs, you don’t love a
man here, you eat him! That’s the principle; the only one we live by – it just
happened to kill a few people this time, that’s all. The world’s that way, how
can I take it out on him? What sense does that make? This is a zoo, a zoo!

(167)
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The play may express regret, through several characters, that money has
become a primary determinant, but it is money that Chris promises to Ann.
What is at stake is a model of human relationships which turns on mutual
dependency, mutual responsibility. Ten years earlier Miller would have drawn
the political implications of this, and, indeed, did so in his early university
plays. Here he seems content with a statement of mutuality, except that this is
undercut by the suspect nature of Chris’s ‘demand of the ideal’, as Ibsen called
it in The Wild Duck.

All My Sons went through several drafts in which plot, characters and themes
were subject to radical revision. Miller was uncertain for some time as to where
its heart truly lay. The central event remained but he toyed with bringing the
convicted man from prison for a confrontation in the Keller house, which itself
was to be located distant from the scene of the crime. In these earlier drafts, the
whole family, and not just Kate, fail to reconcile themselves to Larry’s death.
Indeed, Kate is more determined than the rest of them to lay the ghost of her
son. Ann and Chris seem not to be planning marriage or even to be romantically
attracted to one another while, in the material that survives, the ambiguities
of Chris’s character move rather closer to the centre. Joe Keller, meanwhile,
is, in these early drafts, wealthier and determined to do what he can, short of
confession, to expiate his crime.

In an early notebook, we learn that Joe Keller has gone out of his way to
employ veterans. ‘We’re got enough of them in the plant to start another war.’
Their number includes an Air Force Lt Colonel: ‘He outranks the whole rest of
the shipping department’, observes Chris, ‘Extra flight pay when they go above
the fourth floor.’ A veteran, indeed a surviving member of Chris’s unit, becomes
a character in the play, thereby forcing him to recall experiences he would rather
forget. It is through him that Chris hears rumours of the Kellers’ involvement
in supplying damaged cylinder heads. This character, subsequently abandoned,
constitutes a living reproach for the betrayal of those who died in the war and
for the abandonment of those values that had supposedly necessitated their
sacrifices.

The discarded drafts that went to make up All My Sons are of considerable
interest, throwing light, as they do, on Miller’s evolving sense of the char-
acters, on his refinement of the plot and of the process whereby a simple
news story became an affecting drama.22 In an early version, the Keller family
had moved from Toledo, where the scandal occurred, to this new town where
they hope that nobody will remember or care. The comfortable family home,
left as a visual marker in the final version, is here a new acquisition and
stands as a sign of the wealth the family has accrued while their sons were
at war.

Thus, on returning from the war and discovering what his father’s company
had done, Chris confesses that
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I almost killed Dad . . . The firm had shipped bad heads, that’s all that
mattered. And this place – I had a six room house and came back to an
estate. I [had] a tin-roof machine shop and come back to a plant three
blocks square. Even if he’d never seen a jail the word innocent didn’t seem
to [occur] at all. I took a hundred and eighty seven beautiful boys into the
line and came out with two.

To this, Ann replies, ‘No wonder you feel guilty about Larry.’ In other words
here, at this early stage, guilt attaches itself to Chris Keller, as he acknowledges
his unease at what he is becoming.

As he explains, ‘I wanted to do something or be something that would make
them immortal.’ He wanted to be ‘a new man’, to ‘hold onto the love, the
brotherhood we made there. It was the only good thing we made there and I
didn’t want it to die with them. And I hated picturing them, and all the greed
and the cheap chizzling that people have to do in the world. I hated it. . . . I was
against us.’ In his army unit he even presented himself as being poor. The guilt,
in other words, predated news that his father had been charged with a crime.

His sense of revulsion, then, was not primarily a product of one criminal
action but of the precipitate loss of moral purpose, the betrayal of the dead
by those with other priorities, people like his father and, more significantly,
himself. He had returned to find himself heir not so much to a company tainted
with corruption as a company, a house, a lifestyle that was a reward for avarice,
a mechanism for turning the death of soldiers into profit.

His father’s temporary jailing was the shock that opened his eyes, but his
own guilt went further. It was a product of his failure to become what he had
promised himself he would. He was not a new man nor was this a place for such
and for that reason he says, ‘I’ll never forgive myself.’ Interestingly, however,
just beneath this handwritten speech is a phrase that Miller underlined: ‘The
family – live for the family.’ It is the one thing, besides Ann, that he sees as left
to him. It is what joins him directly to his father and it is, of course, to be the
justification that Joe advances for his own actions. But his exclusion of Ann
from that note, which was plainly to become the basis for a speech that was
never written, inspires her to reply: ‘If your family is the only thing in the world
I had rather . . . all right. It’s your family. But it’s your family, it’s not mine. I
cherish other things more.’

The reference is to Larry but here she goes on to identify precisely the same
contrast between his sacrifice and the enrichment of others that had so appalled
Chris: ‘And when he crashed – if he crashed – it made a cash register ring in
certain places . . .’ And one of the ‘certain places’ is precisely the Keller household.
As she says, ‘It’s not the money you made. You’re simply not mourning him.
You’re afraid of him, that’s all. Because you sinned against him in your souls!
That’s why he won’t lay down! For twenty acres of land with a view, for a
four-car garage.’
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Plainly Miller’s conception of Ann changed. Direct statements to do with
the family wealth deferred to a set that becomes a direct expression of it. Chris’s
guilt, subtly hinted at in the final text, is here specifically and directly addressed.
What we are looking at is a writer exploring his characters, testing the thematic
balance of his play.

Much of what is to be found in the early manuscripts is stripped away,
as revisions slowly expose the core of the drama. Yet at the same time there
are traces here that explain attitudes and values that survive but that have an
imminent presence. Thus, while Joe Keller was to have announced a million-
dollar grant for a memorial park – thus lifting him too clearly and starkly
into a world of his own, too remote to act as an image of a more general
collapse of values – he was also to have revealed that he had been poor until
1938, recalling that he ‘had a dollar change after buying Larry’s ice skates’.
The reference disappears but the feeling of insecurity does not. The threat of
losing everything, that made a morning’s lost production seem such a potential
tragedy, has an immediate correlative in the Depression decade. What is explicit
in the manuscript becomes implicit in the final play.

There is something in the rhetoric of the early manuscripts, though, which
suggests that there may be something too absolute in the values that Chris
counterposes to those of the world in which he finds himself. For the soldier,
he explains, in an echo of Situation Normal,

a man is good according to the severity of his wounds. A man with one
leg gone is good. With two legs gone – he is better. And the best of all,
the most honored and honorable – the only heroes – are the dead. They’re
the only heroes, the only ones who are utterly true, without a chance to
become petty again, and corrupt and selfish. Only they will not betray what
they fought for. They weren’t given the chance.

This is a speech which suggests that Chris’s guilt lies in something more than
his association with a tainted company. Part of the guilt he feels is that of the
survivor.

That remains in the final play but the explicit nature of the above speech
suggests the extent to which Chris embraces an idealism too implacable to
be sustained, an idealism not without its own deflating absurdity. Sacrifice
demands a subject worthy of itself, a myth that can validate an ultimate act. But
the code of war is too uncompromising to survive the moment. It proposes a
standard whose logic is not finally extendable into peacetime. We are, in fact,
not far from the Ibsen of The Wild Duck where too unyielding an idealism
results in death, though this time not of the innocent. But innocence itself can
seem deeply suspect in so far as it proposes an impossible standard.

Indeed, even in war, according to these early notes, Chris Keller was unre-
lentingly severe. We are told that he ‘never let a Nazi get away. Other guys would
maybe let a Jerry run if he had a mind to. Chris would chase after them. Never
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think such a quiet guy would be such a killer.’ Then, underlined, Miller writes
‘Killer Keller we called him.’ This disappears from the finished text but, again, a
shadow of that unforgiving self survives and he does, of course, indirectly kill.
Where other people are inclined to let Joe get away with his crime – including
Ann – he will not.

In this early version, Chris’s dilemma is closer to the centre of Miller’s concern
than it would later prove to be while the guilt of the idealist was not a subject, he
later confessed, that he had felt ready to deal with. However, All My Sons does not
end with a pistol shot but with Chris’s belated confession of responsibility. He
did, in fact, fail, in Joe’s words, to ‘see it human’, not only because an abstract
notion of justice proves more important to him than private relationships
or compassion, but also because he felt he owed something to those whose
death was still on his conscience. In the final version of All My Sons it is that
idealism which breeds discontent in his doctor neighbour, who feels he should
be devoting his talent to research. It is a discontent which threatens his peace
of mind and perhaps his marriage.

In an early manuscript his mother tellingly says of him, ‘Chris is as neat as
a priest’ while when Larry came into the house ‘it got alive’, a contrast which
places Chris in opposition to life, though this mother differs significantly from
that of the final version, saying, ‘It’s wrong to cling to the dead. God doesn’t
like it.’ It is the whole family who are tempted not to give Larry up: ‘we’re not
in mourning so much as in waiting. I don’t know why.’

In this version the mother does not know the truth of her husband’s crime,
while the drama seems likely to turn on the arrival of the man convicted in Joe’s
place, a man whose name – Ekhart – has an Ibsenesque ring about it (Ekdal in
The Wild Duck, Erhart in John Gabriel Borkman): ‘Only Chris knows. Play with
Mom unaware. Pop arrives with gun. Then Ekhart. Leaving it to Chris to decide
who is right.’ Of course here, and in the final version, when Chris is convinced
of his father’s guilt, that guilt necessarily extends to him, since he has been a
beneficiary, while if his father could be said to be responsible for Larry’s death
then so, too, is he – hence the title which Miller tried out in his notes: But Cain
Went Forth.

The play clearly changed a great deal in subsequent revisions but the early
drafts serve to underscore aspects of All My Sons which Miller was finally con-
tent to leave as trace elements, thematic sub-plots not to be fully developed. Not
a single character remains what he or she was in the original drafts. The sup-
posedly well-made play had to be made and the process of its making explains
something of the allusive and ambiguous elements, the counter-currents, that
make it so much more than a 1930s call for social and moral solidarity or an
indictment of a capitalism whose logic runs counter to genuine human needs.
Certainly, half a century on from the war that seemingly gave it birth it remained
a contemporary play.

As Miller remarked in the mid-1990s:
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in these past dozen years . . . All My Sons . . . is more and more frequently
and widely produced . . . and the reviewers no longer feel obliged to dismiss
its structure as not-modern. I have had to wonder whether this is partly
due to the number of investigations of official malfeasance in the papers
all the time, and the spectacle of men of stature and social influence being
brought down practically every week by revelations excavated from the
hidden past. From the heights of Wall Street, the Pentagon, the White
House, big business, the same lessons seem to fly out at us – the past lives!23

On the other side of the millennium, in a sell-out production at Britain’s
Royal National Theatre, it was still winning awards, still inspiring the kind of
response it had prompted in a young Harold Pinter who played the role of
Chris Keller in repertory, finding in it a play which contrasted with the vapid
products of the English theatre.
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❇

All My Sons was an immediate and considerable success. It ran for 328 per-
formances at New York’s Coronet Theatre. There was nothing equivocal about
the critical and popular response, aside from some sniping from the commu-
nist press, which saw the play as the story of one exceptional capitalist in an
otherwise acceptable system, and from the right-wing press, which saw it as an
attack on American values (it was banned from US bases in Europe). Success,
however, left Miller with a twinge of guilt. He was struck by the fact that every
day money was pouring in without him lifting a hand. It seemed unearned.
He was advised to invest in property, but the idea of becoming a landlord
was repugnant. Had his parents, after all, not spent the 1930s struggling to
pay the mortgage? Had he not been committed to those who were exploited
rather than to those who might be seen to be the exploiters? Indeed, in reac-
tion to his sudden wealth, he sought a manual job at basic pay and did spend
several days assembling box dividers before the pointlessness of it overwhelmed
him.

Miller did, though, attend a number of meetings of the Communist Party,
a fact that would come back to haunt him in the mid-1950s when he was
summoned to appear before the House Un-American Activities Committee.
He also added his name to an increasing number of petitions and appeals, his
new status making him a useful ally for various left-wing causes.

Within two years of the end of the war, however, the Soviet Union had
suddenly become the enemy, even as former Nazis, with desirable skills, were
not only allowed into the country but welcomed as the Cold War got under
way. Miller was a political animal and the fact of his artistic breakthrough did
nothing to diminish his enthusiasms, even as they began to seem decidedly
unfashionable.

Meanwhile, his family life seemed to be thriving. His daughter Jane had been
born in 1944 and now, with his first Broadway success, came a son, Robert.

At the same time, while revelling in his new status, he was not entirely
satisfied with All My Sons. By instinct, he was drawn to experiment, despite
the fact that his politics and the nature of his first successful play would lead
critics to characterise him as an incorrigible realist for decades to come. He
now wanted to write a different kind of play, one that would give licence to his
lyrical instincts but one, too, that would break new ground theatrically.

Taken to see Tennessee Williams’s A Streetcar Named Desire by Elia Kazan, as
Williams had himself seen All My Sons, he was struck by the language, poetic,
full-throated. It came as a revelation (as his own play had to Williams) and
seemed to validate his own desire to charge daily life with tragic significance,
to use language as something more than an agent of character or plot.

With his new money he acquired a house in rural Connecticut. He now built
a shed to write in. It had five windows and a door, together with a somewhat
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suspect floor. It took him six weeks to construct, the same time, it turned out,
that it took him to write his next work, Death of a Salesman.

The play’s premiere was to prove one of the most significant nights in
American theatrical history. In an article in the New York Times, to mark its
opening, he explained that he was interested in building his drama out of the
‘significant commonplaces’, though that did not mean that he was intent on
creating a naturalistic portrait. He had, he insisted, always been impatient with
naturalism. All My Sons had paid his debt in that regard. Now he was looking
for greater freedom.

Curiously, he explained to his interviewer that he had made a point of
working in a factory for a few weeks each year since only those who knew what it
was to stand in the same place for eight hours a day could really understand what
life was about. In reality, the few days he had spent working for the minimum
wage after All My Sons was the only time he had undertaken that kind of work
since 1934, fifteen years earlier. What he seemed to be doing was expressing a
sense of nostalgia for other people’s lives, underscoring his connection to those
with whom in truth, apart from his carpentry work, he shared little except at
the level of ideology.

He was to write an essay on ‘Tragedy and the Common Man’ not only
because he did, indeed, wish to acknowledge that the lives of ordinary people
were charged with significance but because he wanted in some way to celebrate
their struggle with the given. He had, after all, seen his own father ruined by
commitment to a false idea, an American dream rooted not in a Puritan ethic
but the belief that he inhabited a country that gifted its citizens rewards which
required less work than faith to achieve.

In truth, though still a Marxist, his commitment to the lives of those who
seldom had access to power came less from an idea of political and social process
than a sympathy for the dreamer betrayed, for those whose lives he knew, not
because he had stood for hours in a factory (though he had spent two years in
the auto-parts warehouse), but because they had been part of his upbringing.
Death of a Salesman, he explained, would have less judgement and more pity
than All My Sons.

In part he was speaking the language of tragedy, in part he was expressing
his attitude to characters who here and in his subsequent works sought the
meaning of their lives in the struggle to make sense out of what they believed
to be their fate. Few of his characters could be said to have brought their lives
into alignment with their hopes but out of the struggle to do so was born a
significance they seldom understood but which was no less significant for that.
Many of them fail to become what they wish themselves to be but the struggle
generates something more than mere irony. Attention, Miller insists, must be
paid to such people.

❇
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