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PREFACE


The first volume of this biography ended in 1962. Some reviewers were baffled. Why end halfway through Arthur Miller’s life? Was it not a way of evading difficult questions about his Down’s syndrome son, Daniel, born five years later? Did I not feel that his work for International PEN was worth exploring? Others thought it a sensible point to end. After all, were his major plays not now behind him? Was his relationship with Marilyn Monroe, which in the eyes of one or two was his principal claim to fame, not now at an end? The answer was more banal. The book was a third of a million words long. If I had tried to extend it to 2005 it would have stood at some risk of damaging those who tried to lift it.


In fact, the second half of Miller’s life was packed with interest, and a second volume already existed in draft. In 1962, a further eighteen plays lay ahead (including his third-longest-running – The Price – his fourth-longest running – After the Fall – and the Olivier-award-winning Broken Glass), as did five films, a novella and a cluster of short stories. Alongside these were collections of essays and the books he produced with his wife, the Magnum photographer Inge Morath.


As the House Un-American Activities Committee pointed out in 1956, Arthur Miller had been an inveterate signer of petitions and letters of protest, but with the 1960s he moved more directly into the political arena. The Vietnam War became a central concern – a crusade, even. He flew to Paris to negotiate with the North Vietnamese, attended one of the first teach-ins on the war, became a regular figure on the public platform at protest rallies. He campaigned for Senator Eugene McCarthy. In 1968 he went to the infamous National Democratic Convention in Chicago as a delegate and witnessed the fallibility of the democratic process. Beyond that, he became President of International PEN, in which role he would work for the release of imprisoned writers around the world, even as the CIA attempted to penetrate the organization, almost certainly having a hand in his election.


He fought against censorship, lobbied on behalf of writers. He met the leading political figures of the time, including Mikhail Gorbachev, Nelson Mandela and Fidel Castro. Awarded international prizes, he seized the opportunity to make contentious public statements. In Spain, he spoke of the evils of the Spanish Civil War. In accepting the Jerusalem Prize, he attacked aspects of Israeli policy. Invited to Washington to deliver the Jefferson Lecture, he mocked politicians, many of whom were in the audience.


If Arthur Miller was shaped by his times, then he equally set himself to shape them, frequently leaving his desk to take up the issues of the day. Until 1962 he had seldom been abroad. Now, married to Inge Morath, he became a world traveller and his work reflected this fact. He set plays in France, Czechoslovakia and South America. He published books with Inge as they explored Russia and China together. He directed plays in Europe and Asia. He also became one of the first American dramatists to engage with the Holocaust, an implacable fact which he saw as raising questions not only about the country that initiated, planned and enacted it (and he remained suspicious of a united Germany) but also about human nature. His notes are scattered with references to Cain and Abel, to the first murder as brother turned against brother, creating a template. An atheist, he remained fascinated with the evident need to create a God as moral sanction, even though religion lay at the heart of so many conflicts. This, in turn, took him back to his Jewish identity, always problematic and always there.


Broken marriages always offer their fascinations, less because truth emerges at the breaking point than because they expose emotions normally kept under cover or control. In Miller’s case there was another reason, as his story, for a while, became entangled with that of the most famous woman in America. Although his marriage to Marilyn Monroe lasted not much more than four years, and their relationship a decade, inevitably it draws the eye. What to make, then, of a happy marriage that lasted forty years?


There is a reason for the last chapter of Volume One ending with Inge Morath and the first chapter of this book beginning with her. I deliberately rewind the narrative to the beginning of that new story in his life. Inge was his lodestone. She was an independent person with a career of her own, but, unlike Marilyn, without a sense of dependency, a fact that she thought central to the success of their relationship. She transformed Miller, opening doors that had been closed, embodying as she did a European history that could not be wished away by American pragmatism. She was a partner in every sense. When she died, he was distraught. Intensely lonely, at the end of his life he found a young companion, a June and January romance that potentially leaves the outsider and the family alike uneasy, though for different reasons. She was, after all, young enough to be his granddaughter. There is no doubt, though, that he found consolation and companionship with her, and, when he fell ill, support, though in his last days he made his way back to his family and to the house in rural Connecticut he had left only a few weeks earlier when his deteriorating health made hospital a necessity. This was where he had been happy and where he had written all the plays, films and stories discussed here.


A major theme of this volume is the critical disdain with which he was increasingly treated in his own country. For some thirty years he suffered attacks from those who chose to see him as a relic of another age, some critics even returning to his plays of the 1940s and 50s to find there less classics of the American theatre than flawed efforts by a man whose reputation had outstripped his abilities. His plays of the 1970s, 80s and 90s had short runs, closing after a handful of performances. As a consequence Miller suffered from depressions, not clinical or lasting but a response to the virulence of the attacks.


Balancing this, however, was an international enthusiasm for his work that, far from slackening over the years, intensified. Awards proliferated. An unproduced work from the 1930s (The Golden Years) was rescued from oblivion and performed for radio, television and the stage. Other older plays were revived, including his first, failed, work, The Man Who Had All the Luck. His new works were embraced and celebrated. Alongside Samuel Beckett, he was seen as the most significant playwright of the twentieth century. In Germany, productions multiplied. In Eastern and Central Europe he seemed an accurate reader of the modern sensibility. In Israel he held the record for the longest-running play. In China he seemed to speak to their own situation.


Why should this be? Is it a matter of productions, fashion, taste, national predilections? Does theatre, perhaps, play a different role in different cultures? Miller had his own theories. He felt the lack, in his own country, of a theatre he could call his own, the kind of subsidized theatre that was the backbone of European drama. He had had high hopes for Lincoln Center but they had been quickly dispelled. In fact, for rather too long he clung to his belief that Broadway was the ultimate test, even as he denounced Broadway producers, the economics of the Great White Way and the peremptory power of the New York Times, cultural gatekeeper, in a position to determine whether a play ran or closed, whether an out-of-town production would move to New York or not. He was not alone in this. Edward Albee persevered too long in believing that Broadway was his natural home, eventually reconquering it by way of European, regional and Off Broadway theatres. Sam Shepard, by contrast, kept his distance.


In the end, perhaps, it is impossible to be sure. But by the end of his life Miller saw things begin to change. The film of The Crucible, starring his sonin-law to be Daniel Day-Lewis, was a significant success, the best film of any of his plays. Focus, the novel he had written when he despaired of making it as a playwright, now found its way to the screen. In its 1997–8 season the small Off Broadway Signature Theatre, under its director James Houghton,  devoted a year to his work, including both an early radio play and the premiere of Mr Peters’ Connections. There were major revivals of his earlier work (Brian Dennehy in Death of a Salesman, Liam Neeson in The Crucible). His final two plays (Resurrection Blues and Finishing the Picture) both opened in regional theatres.


Once Miller wrote, somewhat petulantly, to the editor of the New York Times, complaining that its second-string reviewer had been assigned to review his new play. When he died, the same paper assigned his obituary to a second-string reviewer along with a staff writer. While outlining his career, they suggested that his reputation would hang on a handful of plays, that he had not had a solid critical and commercial success in nearly forty years, that he was ‘probably the least subtle’ of America’s major playwrights and that his moral conclusions often ‘glare from his plays like neon signs in a diner window’.1 His successes outside America had evidently passed them by.


As I write this, it is sixty-six years since the failure of The Man Who Had All the Luck on Broadway. As the second decade of the twenty-first century begins, Miller’s plays are being staged everywhere from Broadway to theatres around the world. When they were first performed they had often seemed tied to the moment, responding to the pressures of the times. He, however, always insisted that he wrote metaphors rather than plays, and that is why they continue to live on the pulse, constantly reinvented, earthed in new realities. At a time of economic collapse and corporate corruption All My Sons, and The American Clock, seemed new-minted. But it is not a case of fortuitous echoes. The relevance of Arthur Miller’s plays derives from the fact that fathers continue to wish to live through their sons, that individuals are still invited to bow to arbitrary orthodoxies, that we all recognize and share the desire to leave some trace of our passing and are tempted to declare our own innocence even if it be at the price of declaring the guilt of others. In the last decades of Miller’s life his plays explored the nature of reality, the degree to which performance becomes a substitute for being, the extent to which what was once apparently so fixed has turned out to be arbitrary and evanescent.


In his last plays he looked back through his life, trying to make sense of it. A biography does no less, except that it is the nature of a life that it can never be contained within the covers of a book. If it could, it would not be worth writing about. In his review of a biography of August Strindberg Miller praised it for its refusal ‘to regard the writer’s novels, poems, essays and plays as “nothing but” some kind of barely disguised reportage of his life experiences … Everyone knew who his characters “really were”, but the gossip is gone and his art, in the end, is what endures.’2 At the same time he endorsed Ibsen’s claim that his true autobiography was to be found in his plays. It is inevitable, perhaps, to see the traces of Miller’s life in his work. In the end, though, he who in truth regarded all biography as a species of gossip, is immune. It is indeed the work that endures.




1


NEW BEGINNINGS




I feel strongly that Oliver Wendell Holmes was right. Not to share in the activity and passion of your time is to count as not having lived … St Augustine said … ‘Never fight evil as if it were something that arose totally outside of yourself.


Revd William Sloane Coffin1


The plays are my autobiography. I can’t write plays that don’t sum up where I am. I’m in all of them. I don’t know how else to go about writing.


Arthur Miller2





On a hot 1st of July in 1960 a thirty-seven-year-old Austrian woman set out from New York on her first trip across the United States. She was heading for Reno, Nevada, but followed a red crayon line drawn on her map by a friend that would take her on a southern route via Memphis and Albuquerque. With eighteen days to go before her assignment was due to begin she and her companion decided to take their time and see something of the country. They were both photographers. Her name was Ingeborg Morath (pronounced Mor-at), while her companion was her long-term lover, the fifty-one-year-old French photographer Henri Cartier-Bresson. She had worked as his assistant in the early 1950s before, in 1955, becoming a full member of the Magnum photographic agency. He had proposed marriage to her, despite himself being married. Inge declined. ‘Darling,’ she later told a friend, the writer Honor Moore, ‘some people are lovers and some people are husbands. Don’t marry anyone unless you want to live with them.’ She had had both, a passionate lover in Spain, who had also proposed marriage, and a less than passionate husband in England.


Cartier-Bresson had begun as a painter, a friend of the Surrealists, but had turned to photography in the early 1930s. He subsequently met and worked with a Hungarian photographer called André Friedmann, who changed his name to Robert Capa. Later the two of them, together with others, co-founded Magnum, the photographic agency (named after the bottle of champagne kept in their office). Also in the thirties Cartier-Bresson, a onetime enthusiast for the Communist Party, co-directed an anti-fascist film called Victoire de la vie, to raise funds for the Republican medical services in the Spanish Civil War. During the Second World War he spent three years in a prisoner-of-war camp, finally escaping and working for the underground, retrieving the Leica camera he had buried and photographing events in the last years of the war.


In Paris in the late 1940s, Inge had spent evenings with Capa and Cartier-Bresson when they met Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir. She found herself part of the intellectual world, going to galleries and the theatre, seeing a production of The Crucible by a man who was no more than a name to her and who lived on a distant continent. Then, as a photographer, she visited a country that had always fascinated her – Spain. The result was a book, Guerre à la Tristesse, published in 1955 (the English-language edition appeared the following year under the title Festival in Pamplona). She photographed the bullfighter Antonio Ordoñez, celebrated by Hemingway, as he prepared for a fight – intensely masculine but in his ornate clothes and with an attentive dresser, touched with the feminine, like many of the best actors from Olivier to Brando to Malkovich.


She went to Spain first in 1953, with Cartier-Bresson, and then in 1954 on her own. There she took a picture of Picasso’s sister and her family and in return was given a Picasso drawing that a decade later would hang in her new home in Roxbury, Connecticut. Susequently she would work in Iran, Mexico, South America and South Africa, but confessed that certain countries always exerted a particular fascination: Spain, Russia, China – all countries, she explained, whose influence extended beyond their borders, mother countries. And it was writers and artists, dancers, sculptors and actors, who eased her into these cultures.


From the end of the 1950s, she found herself working more often in the United States. The first photographs she took there have something of that awe which struck many European visitors. They feature not simply skyscrapers, but the different architectures juxtaposed seemingly randomly, Gothic church spires seen against angular office buildings. There is often a surreal quality to her images, the most striking example her picture of a llama, its head sticking out of the rear window of a car in Times Square. A photograph of a woman in a beauty parlour with a man, the fingers of one hand on her forehead and the other a blur, is called Perfect Eyebrow but is disturbingly reminiscent of Buñuel’s Un Chien Andalou in which a woman’s eyeball is slit with a cut-throat razor. In another picture women in fur-lined, figure-hugging costumes skate on the ice inside a bank on Madison Avenue.


Inge spoke of the advantage of having begun her career when she did, of inhabiting a less photographed world in which the image had not become as dominant as it later would. There were few photographic archives then, little sense that photographs belonged in books or on gallery walls. Their claim on attention was as a bringer of news, and the photo story dominated magazines which offered to put the world, suitably burnished on high gloss paper, in the hands of an awed and space-bound reader.


She was, she said, usually labelled a photojournalist. In many ways it is a misleading description, but one accepted by all members of Magnum. She recalled Cartier-Bresson’s explanation for this:




May I tell you the reason for this label? As well as the name of the inventor? It was Robert Capa. When I had my first show in the Museum of Modern Art in New York in 1948 he warned me: ‘Watch out what label they put on you. If you become known as a surrealist (surrealism is after all the concept of life that probably influenced me the most – much less so than surrealist painting) then you will be considered precious and confidential. Just go on doing what you want to do anyway but call yourself a photojournalist, which puts you into direct contact with everything that is going on in the world. So let it be, Henri.’





Cartier-Bresson and Inge travelled as photojournalists in 1960 on assignment to photograph a film then being shot in the Nevada desert. Having seen nothing beyond New York and Los Angeles, for Inge the journey was her first venture into the heart of America. Together they travelled to Gettysburg and Harper’s Ferry and on via the Blue Ridge Mountains to the small town of Asheville, North Carolina, where Thomas Wolfe had been born, an author whose work she knew and admired. Then it was on to Oak Ridge, and its Atomic Energy Museum, to Memphis and Little Rock, where American troops had had to defend the right of black children to attend a formerly all-white school. Inge noted: ‘The guide says it is called the city of roses and that there are a couple of things to see but in our minds this is the symbol of racial hatred … Do they dislike our cameras? Maybe they pay no attention, but their town is stamped and they too and one cannot like Little Rock anymore and just visit it and forget it.’3


For Inge the trip was her first experience of hamburgers. She had never before encountered drive-ins, motels, slot machines, Main Street America, in-room coffee machines, shoulder pads, the open road where cars




run like hurried beetles, stuffed with their passengers, men and women and children, with suitcases and paper bags, with beds and blankets. Sometimes a couple of naked feet stick out of a window to cool off, sometimes a tired arm stretches against the cool wind. There are the carelessly strung villages, the lonely trade posts announcing gasoline and Indian curios and coffee and hamburgers … The car makes its way past Española into the forests west of Taos [New Mexico] … There is a loneliness now in front of us, dust weaves a trail behind the car as we wind our way … Beyond Albuquerque, going west, signposts start to announce the last place to get gasoline before the desert starts, the last place to buy Indian headdresses and Squaw moccasins, the last place to see live snakes for free … The noises of men die slowly but as our car rolls over the continental division we know that the waters we will drink from now on will belong to rivers that in their turn belong to the Pacific and not anymore to our grey Atlantic and the noises of animals have taken over. The night is theirs.4





Inge wrote this just three years after Jack Kerouac’s On the Road appeared and it is a reminder that before she was a photographer she was a writer, and alongside the photographs she took on this journey she kept a journal that is a record of her induction into a country that would become her own. Sometimes she is in awe of what she sees, sometimes disapproving. Las Vegas, which ‘receives you, wearing stage make-up in full daylight and with the sophistication of a ham actor in an ambulant road show’, is a ‘perishable world’, which she characterizes as having ‘grown out of barbaric desires to gamble and gain and forget’.5


They arrived in Reno on the evening of 17 July into ‘a world so different from the loneliness of the trip, the world of a movie being started’.6 At this point Inge Morath’s journal ends. It would not be published until after her death, when it appeared with an afterword by her husband, Arthur Miller, who had first glimpsed her in the coffee shop of the Mapes Hotel, where most people involved in the film The Misfits were based. Having by now seen both Death of a Salesman and The Crucible she expected a solemn man. Instead she encountered him as he swam in a pool, telling what she described as ‘a very funny story, and very long’,7 a story that would later be published as Fame. Beyond that, he made little impact. ‘Arthur was always busy trying to get Marilyn to the set or from the set, so he was very remote. He came to dinner with a group of us – once. Otherwise he had to wait in the hotel. So I didn’t really get an impression of him as a person. Everybody was working quite hard. We were working from morning to night, for ten days or so.’ She was busy taking photographs, unfazed by the celebrity status of those she met, though Clark Gable did inscribe the back of her collar: ‘Clark Gable, Reno, Nevada, July 21st, 1960’.8 On his advice she later had it embroidered, for fear it would wash out.


Though she seems not to have noticed, it was in the heat of the Nevada desert that Arthur Miller’s second marriage, to Marilyn Monroe, was turning to ice. It was a film whose climax envisaged the possibility of an older man and a younger woman finding happiness together. The very title, however, had proved ironic as actors and crew watched the dissolution of a relationship that had always seemed unlikely and that would finally prove unsustainable. For the most part, though, this was lost on Inge Morath, whose present commission gave her the opportunity not only to see more of her adopted country but to meet and photograph some of America’s leading actors, including the most iconic, Marilyn Monroe. She photographed Miller but found it difficult to persuade them to pose together. The playwright-turned-screen-writer was amusing but she had no thoughts of a new relationship. Besides, Miller was married, if only just.


She already knew the film’s director, John Huston, from working on the set of Moulin Rouge in London and on The Unforgiven, filmed in Durango, New Mexico. It was on this shoot that she had rescued Audie Murphy, not only a movie star but the most decorated American of the Second World War. As she explained:




They went duck hunting. John Huston was there and José Ferrer. Huston was shooting duck so I went off on my own. I had a new telephoto lens and as I was looking through it I saw two heads in the water, way out, where there had been a boat. So I thought, somebody is in trouble. Someone was there so I gave them my camera and stripped down except for my bra, because I figured maybe someone could hold onto it. So I swam out and, indeed, Audie Murphy had fallen into the water wearing these western boots, so that he could hardly swim. The other guy had already been holding him for quite a while. By this time he was too tired to struggle very much. So we put him on my back, holding onto my bra strap, and the other man swam along beside. I would think twice about doing it again, though, because it was an awful long way to get back. All the others had just watched us. None of the big guys had come out to help us. They took us back in a Land Rover and someone from Time magazine got the story.9





By way of thanks Murphy gave Inge the watch he had worn during the war. Years later it stopped working and her then husband, Arthur Miller, gave it to a man who claimed he could mend it. He promptly disappeared.


Having finished her work, Inge returned to New York. Miller would follow some time later in a state of emotional disarray. It was November 1960. Clark Gable, with whom he had got on so well, now died of a heart attack. Here was one more reason for depression, though on 2 December the Magnum photographer Eve Arnold wrote to him saying that she had photographed Gable the week before his death and that he had told her he had loved the part and insisted that not a word should be changed.


The film was completed but a second marriage had ended in failure (his first, to Mary Slattery, finally concluding with his relationship to Marilyn), this one lasting only four and a half years. He and Marilyn were no longer speaking. He flew back alone, unsure what lay ahead. The Misfits had been the only piece of sustained writing he had done in seven years. He consulted his psychiatrist, Rudolph Loewenstein, and made a brief contact with Marilyn, retrieving photographs from her apartment and later meeting her at his mother’s funeral in March 1961.


The Misfits shoot had been a humiliation. Marilyn had treated him with open contempt and her affair with Yves Montand during the shooting of Let’s Make Love had been common knowledge. A relationship that was to have redeemed them both had ended in bitterness and recrimination. He took a certain pride in the film itself, though Bosley Crowther’s review in the New York Times had been dismissive. He found the characters shallow and inconsequential, as he did the film which, he asserted, ‘just doesn’t come off’.10 Time magazine described it as a dozen pictures all rolled into one and offered the opinion that ‘most of them, unfortunately, are terrible’. It was ‘an obtuse attempt to write sophisticated comedy, a woolly lament for the loss of innocence in American life and, above all, a glum, long, fatuously embarrassing psychoanalysis of Marilyn Monroe and what went wrong with their marriage’.11


Miller was conscious that the momentum of his career had stopped. In the brief eight years between 1947 and 1955 he had seen four of his plays produced, plays that would come to be seen as highpoints of American theatrical history. Since then he had lost his sense of direction and purpose, distracted by the demands of a wife he had hoped might liberate and support him, but also suffering from the aftermath of his involvement with the House Un-American Activities Committee. He was free now to return to his study, but was uncertain if he should do so. America was changing. A writer who had derived energy from resisting the mood of the times, questioning his country’s myths, he now felt he had little purchase on events or attitudes. Asked later why he had stopped writing for so many years, he said that he had become disillusioned with the theatre:




The production of A View from the Bridge clinched a growing feeling that the work I was doing was unimportant … I felt I was a kind of entertainer, succeeding in drawing a tear or a laugh, but it seemed to me that what was behind my plays remained a secret … I decided that either the audience was out of step or I was. There seemed to be no resolution – and yet there must have been one. I began to write more and more for myself.12





In truth, for much of the rest of his career he would suffer from momentary depressions, never amounting to a clinical condition but prompted by serious self-doubts as critical responses to his work eroded the confidence that had carried him through the 1940s and into the 50s. He would shake these off. Indeed, in some ways his periods of depression seem to have acted as a stimulus. But in the years that followed he would frequently abandon projects, losing his way or his self-belief, only to return to his desk the next day to start a new project, jot down his thoughts in a diary, engage with political issues. It is tempting to believe that the various causes he embraced were displacement activities, a reason to leave his desk and the difficult business of writing in what he felt was an increasingly hostile critical environment – except that he never did stop writing. Indeed, he was about to enter one of the most productive periods of his career, staging three plays in the four years between 1964 and 1968, even as he threw himself into opposition to the Vietnam War, became President of International PEN and travelled widely in Europe.


These last activities guaranteed a continued concern on the part of the FBI, which had not lost interest in him simply because he had survived his battle with the House Un-American Activities Committee, though as ever the content of the files it maintained hardly generates much confidence in its investigative capacities. In 1953, for example, HUAC had been desperate to establish the communist activities of those in the entertainment business. It had already summoned two of those involved in the production of Death of a Salesman (Elia Kazan and Lee J. Cobb), and Arthur Miller had been in their sights for many years. Then, Time magazine reported on a court case that cast an ironic light on the FBI’s attempt to prove that Miller had been a card-carrying member of the Communist Party.13 While it had been pursuing one Arthur Miller as a supposed subversive another Arthur Miller was a genuine spy.


It was suddenly revealed that in 1937 the Communist Party had planted spies in the New York Police Department. One of the most successful of their plants stayed in place for sixteen years, rising to the rank of lieutenant, and was on the verge of becoming captain when he was unmasked. In that time he had been so successful that when the department established Special Squad No. 1, designed to infiltrate the Party during the Second World War, four of its members were communist informants; as a result a number of the squad’s spies were unmasked. In 1944, twenty-eight detectives and police women had been Party members, supplying regular reports to Party HQ, one of them reportedly acting as a courier between the American Communist Party and Portugal. Finally the lieutenant was exposed and cited for trial, but then disappeared and was dismissed from the force in his absence. His name was Arthur Miller. So, as the FBI looked for evidence that a playwright called Arthur Miller had been a member of the Party and thus constituted a threat to America, another Arthur Miller was indeed a member and was busy subverting an investigatory unit. But then, while the playwright Miller was attending Communist Party meetings, he was also working in the Brooklyn Navy Yard, a high-security facility, repairing frontline warships, a fact that seems not to have troubled the Bureau.


In 1961, and in the wake of the spiritual debacle in Reno, retreat to his home in rural Connecticut seemed to have its attractions, retreat even from the business of writing. And when Miller did begin to write, the play he produced was not entirely new because he had been working on what was a blend of After the Fall and The Price for many years. It expressed his sense of false loyalties and lost certainties. The world had changed and so had he. As the central character in After the Fall laments, ‘I had a dinner-table and a wife, a child, and the world so wonderfully threatened by injustices I was born to correct! … Remember – when there were good people and bad people? And how easy it was to tell! The worst son of a bitch, if he loved Jews and hated Hitler, he was a buddy. Like some kind of paradise compared to this. Until I begin to look at it. God, when I think of what I believed I want to hide.’14


Speaking of her generation, Mary McCarthy once remarked that they were perforce believing socialists but also practising members of capitalist society. It was a contradiction that few negotiated with any grace. This was true of Miller. Old convictions were no longer sustainable, but nothing had replaced them beyond a general commitment to the idea of personal responsibility. Society, after all, which he had once seen as an expression of mutuality, had in his experience been transformed into a coercive force, deeply conservative and vindictive. There were, however, positive signs. A month after his return to Connecticut, John F. Kennedy was elected, a man seventeen months younger than himself; and in January Miller went to Washington, this time not summoned by a Congressional committee but to attend one of the many inauguration balls. His private life was also, and much to his surprise, about to be transformed.


In After the Fall the central character, Quentin, at one point confesses to his state of mind: ‘It all lost any point. Although I do wonder sometimes if I am simply trying to destroy myself … I have walked away from what passes as an important career … I still live in the hotel, see a few people, read a good deal, stare out of the window.’ In New York, Miller too lived in a hotel – the Chelsea – and had a similar sense of treading water. For all this, within two months of his return to New York he was involved with Inge. In a mere eight weeks he went from despair at the collapse of one relationship to the eager pursuit of another. He had met Inge again at the Magnum Agency, where he had gone to inspect photographs, and later hosted her in Connecticut when she and Cartier-Bresson went there to photograph him as part of a series on American intellectuals. He was not, it seems, a man who could be without female companionship for long. He needed emotional stability – something, of course, that had been lacking in his relationship with Marilyn.


At first, he and Inge were nervous about committing themselves. Both bore the scars of previous failed relationships, while Inge suspected she might be no more than a port in a storm for someone so recently divorced. He invited her to lunch and dinner. They were awkward occasions. Neither was any longer young. They felt an attraction but were at first both wary of commitments. Recently divorced, Quentin in After the Fall is unsure of his right to begin a new relationship: ‘I’m not sure, you see, if I want to lose her [Holga], and yet it’s outrageous to think of committing myself again … I have two divorces in my safe-deposit box. I tell you frankly, I’m a little afraid … of who and what I’m bringing to her … doubt ties my tongue when I think of promising anything again.’15 However, he also confesses that he cannot bear to be a separate person.


Inge said later, ‘We came to rely on each other and understand each other. Then we worked together on the movie version of A View from the Bridge. I started to photograph that so that we started to work together. Then he came after me to Paris’, on the way buying a Land Rover that would still be in his front drive forty-four years later, when he died. He was courting a woman he did not know whether he should marry. She was equally uncertain. In After the Fall Holga, the character modelled on her, remarks, ‘I am not helpless alone. I love my work. It’s simply that from the moment you spoke to me I felt somehow familiar, and it was never so before … It isn’t a question of getting married; I am not ashamed this way. But I must have something.’ In contrast to Quentin’s wife Louise, however, she tells him: ‘I am not a woman who must be reassured every minute, those women are stupid to me.’16 If Miller liked his privacy – something that had baffled and irritated his first two wives – then so did Inge: ‘He doesn’t like being disturbed when he’s working, but neither do I. He has a few bad habits like picking his teeth with a matchbox … But he’s so kind and relaxed…. He also has a very strong practical side. Up to now, I’ve always changed my own wheels. Now he does it.’17


For his part, Miller was torn. In After the Fall he captures the feeling. In reply to Holga’s insistence that he is not obliged to be with her Quentin replies, ‘Holga, I would go. But I know I’d be looking for you tomorrow.’18 For all their doubts about marrying again, Inge explained, ‘I guess we finally decided we had fallen in love and might as well.’19 There is a curious dying fall to the sentence and in the end it was perhaps her pregnancy that forced the issue. These were not days of casual abortions, nor of having children without the sanction of marriage. Besides, the fact of pregnancy focused their minds. The question of their future together was firmly on the table. With whatever doubts, they decided to give it a try – like her own parents, however, believing that their decision might yet prove revocable.


Miller’s relationship with Inge marked the beginning of a new phase in his life. The tensions of his marriage to Marilyn were behind him. Ahead lay a new child, unplanned but welcome. Ahead, too, lay an invitation to write for a new theatre, and if the first play he wrote for it looked backwards, that was because there were ghosts he needed to lay before moving on. For a man who had undergone Freudian analysis, the idea that the path to the future might lie through an exploration of the past was second nature. That play, After the Fall, would be an attempt to explore his own life but also that of the wider world. Like the sociologist C. Wright Mills, he remained convinced that ‘Neither the life of an individual nor the history of a society can be understood without understanding both’,20 and in a way Miller’s was what Mills called a ‘sociological imagination’. What was lacking in the sensibility of modern men and women, it seemed to him, as to Mills, was an awareness of ‘the intricate connexion between the patterns of their own lives and the course of world history … the interplay of man and society, of biography and history, of self and the world’.21


He rejected de Tocqueville’s definition of individualism as the ‘considered feeling which disposes each citizen to isolate himself from the mass of his fellows and withdraw into the circle of family and friends’ leaving ‘the greater society to look after itself’.22 It was not that his characters, for the most part, consciously enrol in the joint stock company of society but that they have internalized what they perceive as its values, even as they are motivated by personal necessities they can barely acknowledge. They contain the yes and no of their society. They call out their own names because they feel their identities under pressure, aware, if only vaguely, that there is a gap between their own self-image and the life they lead – a gap that Miller, in his early work, was inclined to see as generative of tragedy: ‘I think in the plays of mine that I felt were of tragic dimensions, the characters are obsessed with retrieving a lost identity, meaning that they were displaced by the social pressure, the social mask, and no longer could find themselves, or are on the verge of not being able to.’23 Of the protagonist of his first, failed, play, The Man Who Had All the Luck, he says, ‘He wants to know … where he leaves off [and] the world begins. He’s trying really to separate himself and to control his destiny.’24 At the same time there is a permeable membrane between the self and society which makes that tension unresolvable.


That sense of the tragic would now largely disappear from his work, though not the existential anxiety nor his exploration of the conditions under which the private and the public would interact. That would be evident in After the Fall, and The American Clock, in The Ride down Mount Morgan and Broken Glass. He would, however, now broaden his canvas, and not only in terms of a new epic form (The American Clock). To the Ohio of All My Sons, the Brooklyn of Death of a Salesman (where he confided it was set) and of A View from the Bridge, the Salem of The Crucible, he now added a European dimension, and it was Inge who opened the door to that wider world, to the opacities of the Holocaust and the surrealities of life in the totalitarian states of Central and Eastern Europe, as she lured him out of the America whose values he simultaneously embraced and challenged.


Writing in 1959, Mills had asked, ‘What fiction, what journalism, what artistic endeavour can compete with the historical reality and potential facts of our time? What dramatic vision of hell can compete with the events of twentieth-century war? What moral denunciations can measure up to the moral insensibility of men in the agonies of primary accumulation?’25 Writing in 1966, Philip Roth doubted literature’s capacity to capture American reality, quoting, approvingly, the critic Benjamin DeMott’s observation that there seemed to be a ‘universal descent into unreality’.26 What Miller thought to be lacking was precisely an account that could address the need of individuals to understand themselves within the wider context. Mills wrote as a sociologist making the case for sociology, but the need he registered was one that Miller understood and sought to address – not in the belief that we are pure products of social process but in the conviction that the self cannot be abstracted from society nor society understood outside the parameters of human behaviour. He was not offering himself as a sociologist. He did, though, see his function as a playwright as lying in the need to situate his characters in a world that was both an expression and a shaper of human desire.


History, for Miller, was not what it was for Descartes as described by Isaiah Berlin, a tissue of gossip and travellers’ tales. Nor was it some implacable fact. It was a consequence of willed decisions by people whose cruelties, betrayals aspirations were equally displayed in their private lives. A natural existentialist, Miller did not believe that responsibility ended where social action began, and that conviction led him into a darkness he now felt the need to address. Like so many others at this time he began to acknowledge the significance of the Holocaust, the shock of which had led to a two-decade-long silence. When he had briefly seen a group of survivors on his 1947 trip to Italy they had meant nothing to him. They were so much ‘burnt wood’. Now, and precisely because of his relationship with Inge, he sought to penetrate what otherwise could seem a mystery without solution. But he did so not as if the Holocaust were some event entirely separate from his American concerns, his exploration of the sensibility of individuals bewildered as to their own motives and actions, but as of a piece with them. He had always, of course, located his characters in history, acknowledged the distorting pressures of social values and political fiats. Now, he began to probe deeper, not least because he was willing to acknowledge his own complicity in the moral failings he dramatized.


None of this, of course, says anything about the quality of work he was to produce. Nor is it to suggest that his earlier plays lacked profundity, had any less engagement with history (he later wrote an essay called ‘The Crucible in History’) or leverage on present concerns. Indeed, his had always been an art that registered contemporary anxieties, a modern sense of alienation and moral equivocation for which he recognized historical parallels (as in his early radio play, Thunder from the Hills, which related Montezuma’s capitulation to Cortés to the European appeasement of the 1930s). It is simply to observe that in his work of the 1960s and after there was a broadening of his concerns and an intensified determination to track social and historic facts to their origins in a flawed human nature, if also a gradually growing doubt about the substantiality of identity and the history he wanted to inhabit and claim.


Miller now wrote in a very different environment from that in which he had scored his major successes. His most recent play, A View from the Bridge, had been staged in 1955 at a time of political reaction when, if dissent was suspect, so, too, was unsanctioned sexuality. The 1960s, it was already clear, were to be different. In 1962 Daniel Bell, another sociologist, published The End of Ideology, whose subtitle was On the Exhaustion of Political Ideas in the Fifties. Miller was instinctively hostile, though the fifties had marked his own defection from Marxism and, interestingly, Bell devotes space to an account of the Brooklyn waterfront and the murder of Pete Panto, which had inspired A View from the Bridge. In part, his suspicion of Bell may have been because, a one-time member of the Young People’s Socialist League, he had drifted to the right, and in part because he seemed to be suggesting a new age of conformity, the abandonment of a resistant spirit. Miller retained his passion, even if it had lost its ideological context.


In fact, he should have found Bell’s analysis disturbingly apt. Bell wrote: ‘In the West, among the intellectuals, the old passions are spent. The new generation, with no meaningful memory of these old debates, and no secure tradition to build upon, finds itself seeking new purposes within a framework of political society that has rejected, intellectually speaking, the old apocalyptic and chiliastic visions … At the same time, American culture has almost completely accepted the avant-garde.’ Ideology, he insisted, ‘is intellectually devitalized’ even as the ‘emotional energies – and needs – exist’.27


Miller was, indeed, confronted with an avant-garde for whom his commitments seemed, at first, an irrelevance, though as the decade advanced, so Vietnam and a revisionist version of Marxism gained traction on the arts. Bell recognized the emergence of a ‘new Left’ which evidenced passion and energy but, he complained, ‘little definition of the future’, projecting a utopia void of content and justifying, along with previous utopias, the moral primacy of that future over the present. Miller was to feel the same impatience with the new radicals and what seemed to him their disregard of history and, indeed, of present paradigms, except when their interests coincided with his own on the issue of Vietnam. In terms of his own plays, whatever his commitments, he had never been an ideological writer (except in his first college plays). They can, however, be read as in part a critique of prevailing political and cultural assumptions. In the plays he would write in the second half of his career he continued that critique and those explorations, but registered more profound tremors in the moral world; and later he questioned the status of the real, the extent to which lives are performed rather than lived. The desire for an authentic identity remained a primary subject (The Ride Down Mount Morgan, Broken Glass, Mr Peters’ Connections, Finishing the Picture), but this was seen now in the context of a deeply problematic reality (as in Two-Way Mirror). Increasingly, his characters seemed to lose confidence in their own substantiality.


Once, in the 1930s, he had embraced a chiliastic view, looking for an immediate transformation of society, a redemptive revolution of thought and action such as that advocated by Norman Thomas, six times socialist candidate for the presidency of the United States, whose cry was ‘Socialism in our time’. Now, he had moved to what Max Weber called an ethic of responsibility. This remained his position, but in the context of the Holocaust (as reflected in After the Fall, Incident at Vichy, Playing for Time and Broken Glass) he was prepared to grant its moral complexity. As the twentieth century ended and the twenty-first began, his perception would be that America and the world were winding down, in parallel with his own life. The progressive vision that had driven him through the 1930s, 40s and 50s, had seemingly foundered. One of his last stories, ‘The Turpentine Still’, published after his death, featured the ruins of a once idealistic venture – to install a turpentine still on a hill in Haiti, now presided over by a bent-backed, silver-haired old man. As the protagonist muses, ‘Now it will all slide into oblivion, all that life and all that caring, and all that hope, as incoherent as it was.’ Who, he asks himself, ‘could feel the quality of that hope anymore?’28 Socialism had foundered on ‘the Russians … The camps … And American prosperity.’29 What would be left, though, was the still itself, ‘like a kind of work of art that transcended the pettiness of its maker, even his egotism and foolishness’.30 This would be Miller’s last word on his career. His art would survive. For the moment, though, he took a breath and began the business of reconstructing his life after Marilyn, and his career as a playwright, following so many years of silence.


Something else had changed. When he had considered Aaron Copland as a possible composer for one of his plays, he was embracing a man who shared his values. Copland’s Fanfare for the Common Man had taken its title from a speech by Henry Wallace, whom Miller had supported when he ran for the presidency in 1948. Like Miller, Copland had attended the Waldorf Conference (the supposed peace conference effectively sponsored by the communists at which the CIA began its policy of intervening in the cultural life of the country) and suffered accordingly. He, too, was tracked by the FBI and had been refused renewal of his passport. The title of Miller’s first success, All My Sons, had been an expression of this social ethic. When he wrote an essay called ‘Tragedy and the Common Man’, then, like Copland he was asserting a social and not only an aesthetic value. The plays he had written before the break necessitated by his marriage to Marilyn – and which featured a salesman, a farmer and a dock worker as well as a suspect capitalist – were an assertion of a value. Now he found himself in a new world.


It was not that Miller abandoned his earlier stance when he returned to New York and embarked on this new phase of his life. Speaking at Yale University in 1998, he would affirm that in creating a character his aim remained the need to ‘create somebody who would be seen as a creature of society as well as a spirit all of his own, a self-generating person at the same time equally formed by social forces’. That, he asserted, ‘has been the only consistent thing from the beginning’.31 He remained equally convinced that ‘ultimately everything is political. Everything finally ends up being part of the way we govern ourselves … I want the play to reflect the fullness of life, so that ultimately whatever I am doing, I think has some resonance politically’, at the same time insisting: ‘I don’t write political plays.’32 What changed was his definition of the political, the breadth of his canvas, his concern to press beyond the social.


Where he remained consistent was in the value he gave to the past, his continuing fascination with memory: we are ‘ninety per cent memory, after all, from the language we carry with us to the actual images that we have, and these plays are refracting the past all the time, because I don’t really know how you understand anybody only from his present actions. We need the past to comprehend anything.’33 So he would reach back to the 1930s of his youth in After the Fall (also, to the 50s) and The American Clock, to wartime France in Incident at Vichy, Kristallnacht in Broken Glass, the Holocaust in Playing for Time, and to 1960 in his final play Finishing the Picture, as if there were issues there never entirely resolved. Yet the past he would now engage with would take him into deeper water than before, as he would also come to question the nature of memory and reality itself in such plays as The Archbishop’s Ceiling, Two-Way Mirror and Mr Peters’ Connections.


On his return from California, Miller had set himself to work, living now for part of the time in a sixth-floor apartment in the Chelsea Hotel at 23rd Street between 7th and 8th Avenues, then and later a hang-out for writers. He was broke and struggled financially for a number of years, paying alimony to Mary and taxes on his own and Marilyn’s income. It was at this moment that he deposited many of his papers at the Harry Ransom Center at the University of Texas, a tax write-off. On one of the pages of typescript can still be seen the imprint, in lipstick, of Marilyn’s lips, stored away now in the climate-controlled files of a research library.


The Chelsea Hotel opened in 1884 in what was then the heart of the theatre district. It became home to an astonishing number of writers, artists, actors, musicians and film directors, ranging from Mark Twain and William Sydney Porter (O. Henry) to William Burroughs, Jack Kerouac, Janis Joplin, Willem de Kooning, Jasper Johns and Stanley Kubrick.


Miller moved into what he described as ‘a lovely two-bedroom apartment with a big living room and a separate kitchen’, at Inge’s suggestion (she had been introduced to it by Mary McCarthy in the 1950s). He did so in part to escape the attentions of the press. He was assured by the owner that no one would know he was there. With a straight face, ‘he claimed total innocence a few weeks later when the news began popping up in papers here and abroad’.34 Curiously, Miller knew little of the Chelsea’s reputation though he had been there in the early fifties when Dylan Thomas was edging towards death. In October 1953 he even appeared with him in a symposium about poetry and film in which Miller suggested that the introduction of words into film was ‘an aesthetic impurity’ and Thomas recalled a visit to an avant-garde play with Miller: ‘The only avant garde play I saw was in a cellar, or a sewer, or somewhere. I happened to be with Mr Miller … We saw this play going on … I’m sure it was fine. And in the middle, he said, “Good God, this is avant garde.” He said, “In a moment, the hero’s going to take his clothes off ” … He did.’35


Thomas died in the nearby St Vincent’s Hospital, taken there from the Chelsea by ambulance. Others, including Nancy Spungen, Syd Vicious’s girlfriend, and Charles R. Jackson, author of The Lost Weekend, died in the hotel. But Miller and Inge quickly adjusted to its air of what he called ‘uncontrollable decay’, though in some ways it was an unlikely home for them since neither could be said to share the Chelsea’s bohemian air. In his time there he got to know Brendan Behan, who sometimes showed evidence of having recently vomited. He shared breakfast at a 7th Avenue automat with Arthur C. Clarke – he wrote 2001: A Space Odyssey in the Chelsea – who alerted him to the risk of global warming long before it became a subject of general concern, and he was there when Andy Warhol was shot as he entered the lobby, though by then the Millers had moved out, simply using the hotel for overnight stays.


His New York home between 1961 and 1967, the Chelsea was somewhere between shabby and seedy but it was quiet, and when they married Miller and Inge lived there in suite 614 with their new daughter, Rebecca. If there was always the faint, and sometimes not so faint, smell of marijuana (still evident today in a building which continues to be frequented by writers and artists), and the hotel detective was systematically stealing the guests’ property, there were also advantages, even if these did not extend to maids familiar with the mysteries of vacuum cleaners. There was a protective atmosphere (though one day someone shattered the front doors with gunfire). Virgil Thomson was on hand with what Miller characterized as ‘lethal martinis’, and a drunk George Kleinsinger, composer of ‘Tubby the Tuba’, would jog past him in the lobby. Larry Rivers’s paintings hung on the walls. He and Inge would move out when it was time for Rebecca to go to school. He explained, ‘The 60s were very rough in New York. The Chelsea especially had a lot of dope. It was not a good place to bring up a kid. They were lying in the halls. It was a terrible atmosphere and we decided to get out. We moved to Roxbury. I would use hotels when I came to New York, naturally the Chelsea. Then it got very difficult. You often couldn’t get a hotel. So we decided to buy an apartment on East 68th Street.’36


Back in May 1961, though, Miller turned his hand to fiction, in three weeks writing ‘The Prophecy’ a twenty-thousand-word story that seems partly to reflect his sense of disorientation. One of the characters is a left-wing Jewish writer who has suffered for his views and, like another couple in the story, is now divorcing. It is less that, though, which signals Miller’s state of mind than the writer’s observation that ‘I guess it’s that there is no longer any aim in life any more. Everything has become personal relations and nothing more.’37 For over four years Miller had been involved in a psychodrama of his own. The question was what any longer mattered to him, mattered enough, that is, for him to wish to write? Beyond that, would audiences be interested in what he had to say? A short story enabled him to sidestep the problem. As he later suggested in the introduction to a short-story collection, a story opened up a space between the writer and the ‘monster’ that was the audience to a play, ‘the terrible heat at the center of the stage’.38 It was an interesting choice of words. He wrote this, after all, after the violent reaction to After the Fall, the play with which he would re-enter the American theatre.


For the moment, though, as he would explain in his autobiography Timebends: A Life, he tried out another play, one that might register current anxieties while, as ever, reaching back into the past. He decided to write about the atom bomb. In Timebends he dates the play to 1960 but in fact this is uncertain as it bears no date and was later filed with another ‘bomb’ play dated 14 December 1969.


It begins with a scientist standing alongside an actor before striding towards a lectern. A conference is plainly going on throughout the building, with other lectures in other spaces, including one to which a Russian delegate hurries, having confused the rooms. The lecturer, a man named Vessel, recalls the morning’s lecture in which he had spoken of the need to visualize an object before making it, so that the object becomes a concrete version of a pre-existing vision or dream. He then breaks off to introduce an actor who, he explains, is also his patient. He has been institutionalized for three years with schizophrenia. The patient, named Krakauer, has an unlikely CV, having a Bachelor’s degree in psychology and a Master’s in history, with two years in law. He has a Purple Heart, a soldier’s medal and a seaman’s certificate. He has served two years for grand larceny and has acted in four movies as well as coming second in a race at Indianapolis and writing a book on medieval adaptations of Roman band instruments. He has also been a member of the Communist Party, while presently being a director of the Oil Importers Association.


The patient now steps forward and attests to the truth of Vessel’s statements because, he says, people agree to them since a thing becomes real only when more than one person believes it. As Vessel leaves the room to fetch an attendant from the mental hospital, Krakauer reveals a gun which he fires in the air as Donald, the attendant, enters, phlegmatically accepting what has happened – a character note, since he is someone who accepts the reality presented to him without question.


The lecturer now brings in another patient, a forty-year-old woman, Lilly, who has been hospitalized for twenty years and who always believes what people tell her. She animates only when people look at or speak to her. She is followed in by Dr Battle, a Nobel Prize-winning astrophysicist of twenty-three, who announces that space is curved. There is a drum roll and the play moves into verse. The conversation continues to the beat of music as Battle explains that what we see is not what is, that the light from the stars comes from the past just as Lilly’s past can now be verified by no one. So, too, a space opens up between people, a space of time which we long to close. There is no reality. For Krakauer, the real horror is that scientists command a reality which others cannot possess and that their reality requires no confirmation. It subsists in the fact of the bomb. By the same token, scientists give no credence to social visions of what the world might be, because it is not subject to confirmation.


At this point, aside from a momentary and disturbing shift of names, we are told that we will now examine the life of an individual. Krakauer takes off his jacket, tie and shirt and is left in a T-shirt and trousers, stepping back in time, he explains, to the day before history began. And that world is Miller’s own, for we are back when he was playing basketball with a friend, the day a young Miller had bought a bicycle for twelve dollars only to see it stolen. Like Miller, he is struggling with algebra, has a race with his brother, that brother falling, as Miller’s had done, to enable him to win. And so the play continues, with the story of Isidore Miller’s arrival in New York as a boy of six and all the details of the Miller family during the Depression, the closing of the banks and the collapse of a marriage, as the reality of their lives seems to dissolve.


The play never returns to the lecture theatre or to the original characters. It has become something else. Primarily what it has become is the outline for After the Fall, the play he now began to write, in which, despite his contemporary denials, he sought to explain himself to himself, to explore the nature of his relationship with Marilyn and, eventually, to justify beginning a new relationship when he had so manifestly failed in two previous ones. That new relationship was with Inge, who would emerge in the play as a redemptive figure, a woman who, in Europe, had seen the worst of human nature, who had herself experienced marital failure but who represented the possibility of new beginnings.


On 17 February 1962 Arthur Miller, then forty-six, married thirty-nine-year-old Ingeborg Morath. There is a photograph of the two of them in the snow of Roxbury, he in a sheepskin coat, she in a leopard-skin one. There is no doubting their happiness. She was already two months pregnant with Rebecca. Vital, talented, self-confident, Inge had swept into his life. Their relationship would prove the most important of both their lives, while the marriage they contracted with such caution and uncertainty would last for the rest of their lives. It was a marriage that changed both of them and that certainly altered the direction of Miller’s career. Part of his attraction from Inge’s point of view lay in the fact that ‘he also had a very European awareness. It wasn’t in his work at that moment. In his work it was totally American traumas. Mine was a European trauma. Also a European refinement. In a lot of things we were very different. But at the same time Arthur immediately had a very great awareness of all these problems, and that must have been from his being Jewish.’39


They now retreated to Roxbury, the rural idyll he had planned and rebuilt with Marilyn Monroe and with which he had originally tempted Inge. Here they set about planting six thousand evergreen trees on the hills around their Connecticut home, using nothing more than a trenching tool, Miller still thinking of creating a tree farm to produce timber. They also planted nine varieties of ornamental trees, for landscaping. Indeed, part of him wanted to withdraw from the public world and turn farmer. For her part, Inge slowly began to master a domestic world she had once despised, though in contrast to her first marriage there was never any question that this would define the limits of her possibilities. She became a fine cook, though at first cooking was something of a mystery to her. Years later, asked to supply a recipe for a writers’ cookbook, Miller replied:




When we married my wife could just about (nervously) boil an egg, so I did the cooking and as a result she very shortly learned how to cook and became one of the world’s best. So anyone who asks me for my recipes has got a very short reply coming. My repertoire veers toward broiling butterflied legs of lamb, after my wife has marinated them for a day or two (in what, God knows) and chicken after she has similarly massaged the halves in marinated stuff. My only talent is to sense when something’s done – and it is not merely when everybody’s drunk. I did once broil some chicken halves after tossing some salt and pepper, butter, paprika, and oregano on them. And we’re still married so I guess it turned out pretty good. Also fried eggs with a little garlic.40





Inge established a vegetable garden and grew apples (five kinds), pears, plums, cherries and quinces, along with varieties of soft fruit. She would serve homemade borscht, marinate wild rabbit, cook Spanish omelette from a recipe given to her by Picasso. She cooked her own French baguettes in tins made by her husband.41 As Miller would comment: ‘In due time she became the great mother, the mistress of a very busy house, and one morning, about a year after we married, she suddenly exclaimed “My God, we’ve been married all year!” Periodically this went on for forty years.’42


At this time they still maintained their apartment in the Chelsea Hotel, the converted farmhouse in Roxbury being a place of retreat, an equivalent of the cottage in Far Rockaway where the Miller family had spent summers in the 1920s. In time, though, their Connecticut home became the place where Miller would write all his plays. For a man who had lived in no fewer than ten different houses or apartments, this was finally somewhere to sink his roots and, once they had settled there, he took to the rural life. In subsequent years he would drive a tractor, cutting the grass around his house but also in the field across the road, using the hay as a mulch on his garden and shunning the use of sprays. He helped in the vegetable plot, fifty feet by seventy, not least because Inge had a liking for salads which, he once remarked, only existed because of women. Inge’s mother, known as Titti, a botanist, would look sceptically at his efforts, accusing him of planting the wrong vegetables in the wrong place (years later, the actress Prunella Scales pointed out that the flowers referred to in Death of a Salesman appear in the wrong order, to which he replied, ‘I didn’t know anything about flowers’). He grew them, in part, he explained, because he could not bear walking past an unplanted fenced garden. Without a garden to till and plant, he said, he would not know what April was for, even though he knew that the order he worked for would be undone by weeds, flood, drought or his own dereliction.


Meanwhile, he would venture into his own woods – wearing a luminescent orange jacket as a defence against poachers with rifles – to drag fallen trees to his barn, where he fashioned furniture. He was a natural fixer of broken things, from cars to household fittings. The house was soon decorated with memories of their separate lives. Inge hung works by Saul Steinberg, whom she had photographed in New York and who created an elaborate unofficial marriage certificate for the couple. She made her own cushions, two of them fashioned from the saddlebags of a camel she had ridden in Iran. He hung posters from some of his plays, in 1968 adding an engraver’s plate marking the one-millionth copy of the paperback edition of Death of a Salesman. He also built a granite fireplace.


There were, though, occasional echoes of the past. In 1990 he would publish a short story in the Michigan Quarterly Review called ‘Bees’ (later rewritten as a television play which earned him a quarter of a million dollars). It carried the subtitle ‘A Story to Be Spoken’, not least because he took pleasure in reading it aloud. It was a story that took him back to his early days in Roxbury and the house where he wrote Death of a Salesman, while still married to Mary. It recounts his battle with the bees that colonize his property. The protagonist mounts a campaign using chemicals, plaster, cement, anything that comes to hand. Defeat follows defeat. Eventually, he seems to win, collecting the pile of dead bodies, though not without a certain regret. He then recalls selling the house and separating from his wife. Later, now living with someone else, he is approached by the current owner of his first property. The bees have returned. Some battles, it seems, can never be won. The dead bees and a dead marriage are left behind but not, apparently, entirely. Wall them up, attempt to kill them, and they still return. The story was accompanied by Inge’s photograph of Miller looking not so much a writer as a gentleman farmer.


Each morning Inge would rise at six to do yoga exercises, a discipline she maintained throughout her life. He would walk up the slope to a spare wooden studio where he would write every morning, a room with no telephone but with an intercom he installed so that he could be summoned back to the house for meals or urgent calls. For relaxation, they would play tennis, using courts in the grounds of their neighbours, the writers William Styron and Francine du Plessix Gray. Or, in the years that followed, they would stage picnics. There is a photograph of one such, a decade later, in which they are pictured playing host to Andrei Voznesensky, along with his translator Olga Carlisle and their Roxbury neighbour Harrison Salisbury. As Rebecca grew up they would also stage puppet shows in the barn. Rebecca named the family dachshund ‘Becky Too’.


It was a place, too, where Inge could photograph this world she had chosen to enter. Miller turned the barn silo into two rooms in which she could work and she continued to pursue her own career, uninhibited by her new child. Sitting in her Connecticut house, she told me:




I always took her with me, everywhere. She was on my back. I first started here [in Roxbury], though I can work anywhere. So I did the Connecticut book [In the Country] based on the stories Arthur told me when he first tried to intrigue me to come to Connecticut. He told these wonderful stories about the old settlers. It was like a fairy tale. It was marvellous. So when I came up here they were still here, these guys. And so I took Rebecca. We were haunting Connecticut. She was strapped in the car, then she was strapped on my back. So I never left her. Arthur was always here or we were in the Chelsea Hotel. She was always with us. The first time we left her, for ten days, it nearly broke my heart. That was when we went to Russia [in 1965]. But I took her to Japan. [At home] I used to let her sleep under the dining room table. In all the parties she was there. I just took her up when she was fast asleep. So she had all these languages. I had a brother whose children were always sent away but with one I found it very hard to do.43





One of the stories Miller told her he claimed to have heard from a local Roxbury man who had lived there before, he said, land became real estate. He recalled two unmarried brothers who had lived in the farmhouse Miller had converted when he married Marilyn Monroe and in which he and Inge now lived:




They were real churchgoers, don’t y’know, went down there every Sunday. And around January or so they didn’t show up. Then next Sunday come and they’re not there either. Finally, after they hadn’t been there for three Sundays, a committee was appointed to go up and see if there’s anything wrong. Well, they come up the house and knock, and the door opens, and there’s one of them, and they goes inside and asks why they hadn’t been to church all month. And he says his brother’s died and he didn’t feel he ought to leave him. ‘Ought to leave him! Why, where is he?’ ‘In the front room,’ he says. And sure enough, they go over to the parlor, and there he’s got him laid out on two sawhorses and a board. ‘I’m waitin’ for the thaw,’ he says. That’ll give you an idea how cold those houses were.44





Roxbury, which runs through the watershed of the Shepaug River (Shepaug, a Mohegan name for rocky water, being the town’s original name), today has a population of 2,340. When Miller moved there the number was 750. It was settled in 1713 and incorporated as a town in 1796. A local tribe, the Pootatooks, sold their last land to the whites and moved to the reservation at Scatacook. Originally a farming community, its granite provided building material for both Grand Central Station and the Brooklyn Bridge, from which it was possible to look down on Red Hook, the setting for A View from the Bridge.


This part of Connecticut is a place of sweetcorn and potatoes, of apples, pears and cherries. This is where, in the fall, pumpkins are piled on tables set at the side of the road. When Miller first lived in Roxbury there were barns not yet made into homes, though over the years the original inhabitants began to make way for incomers from the city. Houses on the hillside where he lived for the next forty-five years have spring-fed ponds, held in place by small dams erected by the Corps of Engineers to prevent a repetition of the lethal floods that once swept several people to their deaths.


This is a town full of eighteenth-century buildings: American clapboard classicism. There are family names here that have sounded down the centuries. This is what Miller referred to as ‘the other time’.45 In more recent years, the town had changed. In one sense a process of decay had been halted. Roofs had been repaired, clapboard regularly painted, gates set back on hinges, but those who restored the order were no longer those whose families lay beneath the slanting gravestones in the churchyard. They were the new rich in search of a second home only two hours from New York City, or who, like Miller and his wife, wanted to step off what he called the ‘Great American Train’,46 as if that were possible.


It was his stories of Roxbury’s past, of the men and women he had met there and who provided a sense of continuity, that inspired his wife to discover pleasure in photographing her immediate locality. To be sure, at first it had that strangeness that had always enabled her to encourage the viewers of her photographs to see the familiar through fresh eyes, but she also found herself content, for a while, with capturing the immediate world that surrounded her. And there is a powerful sense in which Miller’s work attests to values lost somewhere back there, before a man’s worth was judged by his price, an issue he was to dramatize in The Last Yankee, based on one of his Roxbury neighbours. It is hard to think of any of his works in which that is not an underlying concern. It is more difficult, though, to say when those values last thrived. In Roxbury the very buildings seem to hint at a lost world:




The stark wooden churches with their discrete ornamentation are like shards of a lost comet whose meaning is now read through the mists of nostalgia – a yearning for a vanished individualism – when they signify, in truth, the direct opposite. This pristine architecture celebrates not the loner freed of communal obligation, not man in a state of unacknowledged war with his fellows, but the ideal of mutuality and its suspicion of worldliness. The buildings are now seen most commonly with sentimentality, although they were designed like arrows pointed toward the rocky road littered with the baggage of the world and its illusions.47





He was fully aware, though, that the other side of this coin was the American gravitational pull towards the tyranny of the majority, identified early by de Tocqueville. It was, he admitted, harder to stand apart in the country than in the city, in which anonymity had its virtues. During the Vietnam War the dissenter was liable to have a hard time and Miller himself experienced hostility. Nonetheless a man on his own land still seemed to him to have resources denied someone who works for wages, and there is, in Miller’s work, a tendency to value the individual who labours with his hands and has a relationship to the land, which is equally reflected in Inge Morath’s images in In the Country, the book they would publish in 1977 but whose pictures reflect these first years together at Roxbury.


For Miller, the idea of the countryside ‘was oddly like that of the theatre, an arena in which one’s presence could change and shape, while the city was concrete and repelled the touch of the hand with its indifference. Others made the city; a place of one’s own waited on its creator.’48 Miller came to Roxbury a city boy who thought that people were born to live in houses, with the distant sound of subway trains, or in apartments, with other people sandwiched above and below, the sound of their living blending in with his own. Country, to him, had meant Central Park, where New Yorkers took their sleds in winter and lay on the grass in the summer, pretending it was the frontier territory Roxbury was, or had been once. There had been Indians there, as there had, of course, in Central Park, and this New England town was still cross-hatched with dry-stone walls created, originally, by settlers clearing the land for planting once the Indians had gone. These farms had long since failed, given way to woodland or sculpted lawns that now fronted the winding roads and back lanes.


The Connecticut townships Inge photographed were a compromise between past and present. In her photographs centuries-old houses turned supply stores, antique shops, boutiques, are shown linked by looping telegraph wires and alongside tarmacked roads, marked out with white lines, cracked open by the winter frost. Back in New York, the past was regularly erased (Miller would make this a key image in Mr Peters’ Connections). It was the source of its defining energy. In Roxbury, in Southbury and Waterbury, past and present coexisted, stories within stories.


The photographs Inge took, and which she would later publish alongside Miller’s text, show men at work with cows, cords of wood stacked against the winter, drugstore counters cluttered with food, the carpenter alongside his planed planks. Interspersed with these are pictures of buildings with the patina of age, isolated houses, unpeopled as though deserted, set against a countryside tangled, wild, undemarcated, undomesticated.


The camera looks out of and into windows, at deserted bars, vacant staircases. In the Country becomes a study of the terms under which men and women relate to the world and to themselves. It is full of the stories of those who once farmed the land, tended the stock, worked the wood, hunted the deer, in one way or another sustained themselves and the community or simply lived out the generations – resisting laws, refusing conformity, turning their backs on jobs they suspected might demean them or deny them the respect that was their purchase on life. Miller writes of a woman, ‘rooted in a place, a community, and hence in herself’, who would lack this if she lived ‘in an anonymous crowd’. Elsewhere, he speaks of farmers bidding up the prices at a forced auction in a ‘gesture of solidarity, mute and unconfessed’49 in the ‘workless suburb of strangers that the country has become’. A similar scene would go directly into The American Clock, the play in which he would look back to the Depression and acts of solidarity in the face of suffering.


Miller’s retreat to Roxbury was always something more than a desire for a quiet environment, a temporary relief from the pressures of urban living (at first, he and Inge would return to New York when the weather did its worst; later, though, they would settle into this place that would become a genuine home). To him it was a model of what America had been, a natural democracy, a place where people worked with their hands, as did he in his great barn where he shaped wood from the surrounding hills into the objects that defined his everyday world. He took pleasure in attending town meetings in which people came together to make decisions, to battle against public utility companies or to choose delegates.


Inge’s photographs dwell on the striations of wood grain on a heavy timbered door, a gate in need of repair which implies a man who is likewise, neglect being at odds with the necessity he might be taken to serve. It is a compromised community that she pictures and that Miller describes, but it is a community. Marilyn Monroe came to Roxbury and decided that her house lacked a swimming pool. Inge Morath chose instead to swim in the spring-fed pond with its fish, frogs and, for a time – until chased away by the various dogs they would own – snapping turtles. Over the years she would fall into a routine of visiting the pond each day, swimming in summer and walking across the cataracted ice in winter. For Marilyn, it was to be a kind of movie set; for Inge, a natural resource.


In time there would be famous people in Roxbury, people who made their names acting or writing: William Styron, Richard Widmark, Tom Cole a fellow playwright (who lived in Miller’s old house where he wrote Death of a Salesman), Dustin Hoffman (who moved there in 1984 when he was playing Willy Loman in the Broadway production of Death of a Salesman). Already there when Miller arrived was the sculptor Alexander Calder, known as Sandy, who with his wife would inspire I Can’t Remember Anything, Miller’s 1987 one-act play. When Calder had finished a piece he would call Inge to come and photograph it. She took the last photograph of him, summoned by his wife to capture him in a sweater she regarded as so old that he had to be shocked into abandoning it by seeing it on film. Nearby in Sherman, Connecticut, like Roxbury in Litchfield County, lived the choreographer Martha Clarke, who became a close family friend and who, like Miller, seemed as happy with a chain-saw as working in the theatre.


Retreat to Roxbury, however, was never going to represent retreat from the world for either of them. Inge’s commissions would continue to take her around the world, sometimes with her husband, sometimes not. In the years that followed Rebecca’s and Daniel’s births (Daniel, their second child, born five years after his sister), Inge continued to travel, less now to feed magazines than to create her own books. Before settling in America she had already had three exhibitions of her work but after 1969 the pace would quicken, with five major exhibitions in the 1970s, eleven in the 80s and thirty in the 90s. She would go on to be awarded the Grand Austrian State Award for Photography and the Honorary Gold Medal of the federal capital Vienna, along with honorary degrees, returning to a place with bad memories as well as good.


Her restless travelling reflected a fascination with other cultures but equally a desire to act, as she had in the immediate postwar world, as an interpreter. Her pleasure lay, she explained, in ‘meeting people in many countries, recording their lives with my camera, with my particular vision and intentions, so that there might be better understanding in the world.’50 Miller’s earlier rejection of Communist Party literature, even at a time when he was drawn to the Party, had been formulated in terms of its failure to ‘stand as witness to reality and life’, its failure to generate ‘those images of life that art can most vividly create, and which at their profound best toughen a nation’s spirit against self-pity and self-delusion and may … cry up warnings against calamity in good time’.51 That was plainly what both he and Inge saw their work as doing.


Inge travelled alone when she visited places of no particular interest to her husband, sometimes sleeping rough in the jungle or on the deck of a ship when she wanted to share the experience of those whose lives she set out to capture. But she was involved in his work. There was, she said later, ‘nothing quite like the excitement of the beginning when the voice of the playwright could be heard from outside the studio reading a scene to himself; one assumes that he found his way into the inner life of a new play. There are no pictures for this, just the outside of the little wooden building, and later the actors on stages around the world.’52 She would, though, become the official photographer for all his plays, taking pictures of rehearsals and portraits of actors.


Her photographs of actors in rehearsal would be designed to capture not the actors themselves but the way in which they became someone else, and that, too, brought playwright and photographer together. For Miller, part of her quality as a photographer would be her ‘recognition that human beings are forever impersonating’, that our ‘defenses are as true of us and perhaps more socially revealing than the more embarrassing private characteristics that the candid photographer is always trying to flush out’. It is not that her subjects were simultaneously themselves and the image they wished to project, though she herself spoke of her subjects ‘being seen as they wish to be seen, almost as one makes that critical assessment of oneself in a mirror, alone’. It is that both she and her husband saw lives as performed, and performance as potentially something other than deceit, though he was increasingly aware of that capacity. When he says of her collection of portraits that they ‘are extraordinarily civilized portraits in that people are seen to be worthy of their impersonations rather than ludicrous for having imagined themselves in one or another disguise’, this is the condition that his characters seek as they struggle to bring their lives into alignment with their concept of themselves. There is connection between the actor reinventing himself on stage, and the actor, or anyone else, reinventing himself off stage. ‘Why are we forever recreating ourselves?’53 he asks. Because, he replies, we are a social animal. Miller would comment on the fact that his wife had a tendency to photograph her subjects ‘front-face’ as if they were happy to reveal themselves as they wished to be. His characters, like Eddie Carbone in A View from the Bridge, likewise allow themselves to be fully known.


The marriage into which Miller and Inge entered so tentatively, and with such self-doubt, in 1962, would prove not only durable but transforming. Coming as they did from different worlds, they nevertheless complemented one another emotionally and professionally. Her European scepticism about aspects of American society was echoed by his own liberal critique of a culture suspicious of history, so assured of its own accomplishments. Her internationalism was bred in the bone. His, at first, had been a product of ideology but would now be encouraged by his wife and enter his work. They would be committed not only to their separate careers but to one another’s. Their series of joint books was something more than a commercial venture: they were what The Misfits had been intended to be but never quite became, a place where private and public lives could coincide, a narrative they could inhabit together. They were both lovers of literature, art and music, both private people who contrived to live public lives, entertaining the stream of writers, actors, directors, academics and journalists who would make their way to Roxbury. Inge would cook (her shopping lists were often written in different languages), picking from a range of national dishes she had mastered on her travels.


In later years interviewers would obsessively ask Miller and, on the rare occasions when they got the chance, Inge, about the shadow of Marilyn, which they evidently presumed must be a dominant presence in their lives. For obvious reasons it irritated both of them, but talking to her friend the writer Honor Moore, Inge explained that when she first married Miller she had a dream. As Honor would later recall, ‘We were talking about the whole thing of Marilyn and I said, “How is this for you to talk about?” and she said, “Well, I had a dream soon after I married Arthur. I was in a bar and Mary and Marilyn and I were all sitting on tall bar stools and some music started. Marilyn got off her stool and started to dance and I got up and danced with her and after that everything was all right.” So Inge!’54


As for Miller himself, he was soon drawn back to the theatre, though a month after Rebecca’s birth it was public events that commanded everyone’s attention when, in October, the Soviets were discovered to have placed missiles in Cuba, a fact quickly detected by American reconnaissance aircraft. For a few days it appeared as if the future of something more than American– Soviet relations was in the balance. World war seemed a distinct possibility as President Kennedy and his advisers debated the appropriate action. Invasion, which had failed so spectacularly at the Bay of Pigs, was clearly one option, if not, as it happened, one favoured by the White House. Miller fired off a cable to Kennedy, supporting his demand that missiles be removed but praising his restraint, adding his own warning against invasion. The real issue in Latin America, he added, was poverty. The cable ended with Miller offering his sympathies to Kennedy in his struggle.


The Miller who returned to the theatre in the mid-1960s was a different man from the one who had written the essay ‘On Social Plays’, and staged dramas that turned on the individual’s responsibility to society and society’s to the individual, and different even from the author of tragedies of the common man. There were, it now seemed to him, more profound questions to do with human nature itself.


Many would view After the Fall as an account of his marriage to Marilyn, and it was, doubtless, an act of self-analysis, a painful survey of a series of failed relationships, but what gave it its direction was his decision to marry a woman who had come out of a different world. The nature of that world was underlined for him when she took him to Mauthausen concentration camp near her home city of Graz, confronting him and herself with a history that should have divided them, she being the daughter of a man who, for pragmatic reasons, had been a member of the Nazi Party, and he a Jew who had lived out the war in America.


Though Inge took him there to confess to what, no matter how irrationally, she felt as her complicity, at least as important was the fact that it was this visit that reminded him of his Jewishness and placed the Holocaust at the centre of his concerns. He was – he realized, now more acutely – a survivor, if only by virtue of the fact that his family had chosen to leave when others stayed. Standing in Mauthausen, he could all too clearly imagine himself in this place. Earlier in his career he had both written about anti-Semitism and declared his intention not to be bound by claims that he had a special responsibility as a Jewish writer. He had enthusiastically welcomed the establishment of the state of Israel, while refusing to accept the obligation to write about Jewish characters. Like so many other Jewish intellectuals, he had embraced internationalism, finding in socialism a more plausible connective tissue than that offered by what had long since seemed to him the alien and alienating rituals of faith. Standing here, in a place where so many had died, to separate himself seemed like a form of treachery. In the decades to come he would be drawn to address that threatened identity and existence even as he became ever less tolerant of an Israeli state that seemed to him to betray the promise he had seen in it when, one snowy day, he had attended a meeting to hail its beginnings.


For many, the full implications of the Holocaust had not struck home. For the writer and art critic Harold Rosenberg it would be the Eichmann trial that represented what he called ‘a recovery of the Jews from the shock of the death camps, a recovery that took fifteen years and which is still not complete’ (he was writing in November 1961). It was not, he explained, that the information had not been available but that it was questionable whether the growing body of knowledge had ‘entered the general consciousness or even that of many Jews … For most who lived through this period, the Nuremberg Laws, asphyxiation buses, atrocities, gas chambers, are all jumbled together in a vague hurt as of a bruise received in the dark.’55 In 2009, Hasia Diner (in We Remember with Reverence and Love: American Jews and the Myth of Silence after the Holocaust) would challenge this idea of a delayed response, arguing that there was ample evidence of engagement. For many, though, it was a fact whose full significance had not registered.


Miller was not alone in his renegotiation of his Jewish identity. The critic Irving Howe confessed that ‘Jews who did not believe in Judaism as a traditional faith had serious problems: they were left with a residual “Jewishness” increasingly hard to specify, a blurred complex of habits, beliefs, and feelings. This “Jewishness” might have no fixed religious or national content, it might be helpless before the assault of believers. But there it was, that was what we had – and had to live with.’ He observed, with a certain wryness, what he called the various ‘vicarious pilgrimages to Hasidism’ of several Jewish intellectuals. Leslie Fiedler (Hebrew name, used for religious purposes, Eliezar Aaron), the critic and enthusiastic member of the CIA-funded Congress for Cultural Freedom, was one of them. Commentary magazine even held a Seder one Passover evening, inviting the writer Edmund Wilson along. The sociologist Paul Goodman, Harold Rosenberg and Clement Greenberg, he noted, all attempted to redefine their relationship to Judaism, anxious nonetheless not to return to the parochialism they feared. Goodman, in particular, chose to embrace the stories at the heart of a faith he was doubtful of embracing in its full rigour. In Howe’s words, they ‘wanted a Jewishness of question and risk, while the American Jewish community, at least most of it, was settling into good works and self-satisfaction’.56


For his part, Howe turned to the editing and translation of Yiddish poetry and prose, opening a door that was surely about to close despite the Polish-born writer Isaac Bashevis Singer’s Nobel Prize in 1978. His work was apparently so aberrant to the American literary tradition that the Los Angeles Times greeted the news with the headline: ‘Pole Wins Nobel’, though Saul Bellow’s translation of Singer’s short story ‘Gimpel the Fool’ (Bellow spoke Yiddish) in Partisan Review, in 1953, had caused a flurry. As to the Holocaust, the twenty-year silence had been a product of tact, bewilderment, incapacity, shock. Howe remarked:




If you ask what a sufficiently strong or quick response to the Holocaust would have been, I can hardly answer. Some friends did make halting efforts to cope with the enormity of the gas chambers, and from them I gradually learned that I had to give up the pretense that any world view could really explain what had happened … What most people felt was sheer bewilderment and fright. No one knew what to say, no one could decide whether to cry out to the heavens or mourn in silence. We had no language. ‘The great psychological fact of our time which we all observe with baffled wonder and shame,’ wrote Lionel Trilling, ‘is that there is no possible way of responding to Belsen and Buchenwald. The activity of the mind fails before the incommunicability of man’s suffering.’57





To this Howe added, ‘Many of us were still reeling from the delayed impact of the Holocaust. The more we tried to think about it, the less we could make of it.’58 He argued that one reason for his own, and others’, delay in addressing it was the modes of thought established through their commitment to Marxism. They had believed history to be rationally explicable in terms of class and the inner dynamic of capitalism. The rise of Hitler had seemed easily assimilable to such an approach. Mass murder, however, was something different. Even Claude Lanzmann (whose monumental and disturbing film Shoah would confront viewers with victims and persecutors), he noted, saw it as a product of Western history. The writer and radical Dwight Macdonald, as early as 1945, had argued that what was new was that the Holocaust served no purpose. It was an end in itself and, as Hannah Arendt had insisted, systematic mass murder strained the very categories of political thought. In that sense, understanding was an affront in that it offered to pull this phenomenon into the very rational world it threatened to annihilate.


There was, perhaps, another reason, one that worried Miller and which Clement Greenberg expressed in 1950:




Not only is the mind unable to come to terms with the dimension [of the Holocaust] and so resolve some of its oppressiveness, and not only does it prefer to remain numbed in order to spare itself the pain … the mind has a tendency, deep down, to look on a calamity of that order as a punishment that must have been deserved … For what? The mind doesn’t know, but it fears – fears in an utterly irrational and amoral, if not immoral, way that we were being punished for being unable to take the risk of defending ourselves … we were not punished by God for having transgressed … We were punished by history.59





The question of a supposed Jewish passivity lay at the heart of the controversy over Hannah Arendt’s book on Eichmann, and had been invoked by Bruno Bettelheim, but it was an issue that had already disturbed Miller. As to the role of God, that too was a subject with which he would engage in After the Fall and to which he would return in The Creation of the World and Other Business.


He was not tempted to flirt with a religiosity for which he had some contempt, but he too was drawn to the founding stories (rediscovering the Bible and turning to it as a source), while the affront of the Holocaust now had a special edge, even if he was no clearer than others yet as to how to address it. In common with those others, he had abandoned Marxism and felt the loss of transcendence it had offered, so much so that a sense of loss would become a central theme. What he derived from his Jewish upbringing was the pressure of the past (though his concern had other, theatrical origins, too), an ethical imperative, the pull of community and an awareness of vulnerability. There might, to be sure, be a secular basis for his sense of the fragility of civilization. After all, the Depression had taught him that nothing was secure. On a deeper level, however, he had learned from his father the menace that could underpin the quotidian. Willy Loman in Death of a Salesman feels temporary because he is wedded to an American myth which projects meaning into the future; but Jews, too, live in expectation of an event that will retrospectively flood life and history with meaning, with the risk that the present moment will, if not be drained of meaning, then defer it: the Jews, Harold Rosenberg remarked, are held together by ‘a net of memory and expectation’.60 The Holocaust, however, seemed to break a covenant, to disrupt the residual assurance even of a secular Jew. For Miller, the mystery would be not how God could permit such an affront to humanity but that people should feel the need to invent a God whose betrayal they would be forced to account for.


After the Fall would explore his own life, and the life of his society, for evidence of betrayal and a justification for living. He had been working on it in one form or another for many years. What his visit to Mauthausen did, it seems, was to place an obligation on him he had not felt before, and to offer a connection between the failed hopes, duplicities, denials and cruelties of private life, of social interactions, and those of the Holocaust whose metaphysics were, in truth, still beyond him, as they were beyond so many. Twenty years after the war’s end, everybody was a survivor. The question was, what gave them the right to be such – not so much to live when others had died as to live when the justification for life had been so radically challenged? A concentration camp tower, a correlative of the genocide, would thus become a dominant image in the play, though its integration with other aspects of the drama would, perhaps, remain problematic. Miller’s sense of shock at seeing in person what he had previously registered as historic fact necessitated its presence, but that same sense of shock made it difficult for him convincingly to locate the connection that would make it the logical image for something beyond its own numbing mysteries. In the end, though, few noted this dimension of the play, distracted as they were by what seemed the spilling of private information into the public realm.


And there was another question, one raised by a writer whom Miller would later admire and whose sudden death would come as a shock to him, W.G. Sebald. He had said that ‘the construction of aesthetic or pseudo-aesthetic effects from the ruins of an annihilated world is a process depriving literature of its right to exist’.61 The Holocaust, in other words, was not available for fictive use. If he was aware of the warning signs, Miller failed to recognize them. Indeed, he felt a new necessity that neutralized such concerns. Denial was a central theme of this play and of his work. After the Fall was to be about the return of the repressed in private and public life.


I quote above from a number of those thought of as New York Intellectuals. Miller was not of their company. Theirs was an incestuous world. They reviewed one another’s books, praised or denounced one another in Commentary or Partisan Review. In their various autobiographies they describe their sometimes Byzantine relationships to one another. Miller is hardly mentioned. He was simply not seen by them as one of their number, or even as contributing to the debates that so preoccupied them. Yet he engaged with the same dilemmas, explored the same paradoxes. In many ways his early commitments had mirrored theirs, though his continued loyalty, until 1950, to the lost cause of communism had opened a gulf. The fact was that he had no wish to join their fraternity, become part of this postwar, largely Jewish, intellectual dance. He was, of course, part of the debate through his work. The Crucible had said as much about McCarthyism as any number of essays. He was also, like them, a secular Jew in search not of faith but of meaning. In the face of the Holocaust, however, all differences and distinctions dissolved. Those who died in the camps, believers or sceptics, died as Jews. And that was a fact he struggled with from this moment in his career onwards, trying to negotiate a path between the particularity and resistant opacity of the event and his desire to render it as exemplary fact. As Howe remarked, the Holocaust resisted political or social analysis and sent the observer back to an inquiry into human nature. But there was another argument: for Miller it was a metaphor while, for many others, to see it as such was a betrayal of its sheer facticity.


In October 1963, perhaps newly sensitized to the plight of Jews, Miller took part in a conference on the status of Soviet Jews, only to find his attendance questioned by the cultural section of the Soviet Embassy. He responded by asking why Jews were being persecuted in the USSR. As Nathan Abrams has noted, he was then attacked by the Morning Freiheit, a Jewish newspaper affiliated with the Communist Party of the USA, for whose Jewish Life he had once written. Far from backing off, Miller subsequently wrote a piece for the anti-communist New Leader attacking Soviet anti-Semitism.


After the Fall took the form of a confession; it was a confession in that Miller had reached a stage in his life when he needed to come to terms with his past before he felt justified in moving forwards. It was a work in which he tried to confront those aspects of his sensibility, those experiences, those events, that had left him bemused, guilty, self-doubting. What he wanted was to write his way out of his confusion, to reconcile himself with his own life and engage with those moral and political realities that had caused him such anguish from 1945 onwards. The play, then, featured his parents, with whom he had had a difficult relationship, and his failed marriages, but he also looked back to the House Un-American Activities Committee and, beyond that, to the concentration camp, that last standing as an image of the ultimate human betrayal.


To achieve his aim he returned to the work he had begun in 1950, when he had first met Marilyn, and to a character called Lorraine, plainly based on her. Working now both in Connecticut and the Chelsea Hotel, he wrote a play that paralleled his life in great detail. It was to be about a man ‘desperate for a clear view of his own responsibility for his life, and this because he has recently found a woman he feels he can love, and who loves him; he cannot take another life into his hands hounded as he is by self-doubt’.62 The woman, of course, was Inge Morath. For the director Harold Clurman, ‘After the Fall is a turning point … a signal step in the evolution of Arthur Miller as man and artist. The play’s auto-criticism exposes him to us; it also liberates him so that he can go on free of false legend and heavy halo. Had he not written this play he might never have been able to write another.’63 The drama critic Martin Gottfried quotes from a brown spiral notebook kept by Elia Kazan in which he asks, ‘What is more heroic, more deeply human than the spectacle of man looking into himself … without deception … to judge himself?’64


The play was to be produced at a theatre located at the new Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts. At least in the eyes of those who initially undertook its artistic direction, this was to be an answer to Europe’s subsidized theatres, an alternative to the commercial imperatives of Broadway and the small-scale, exuberant but still, seemingly, marginal Off and Off Off Broadway. It was designed as a national theatre, a pretension largely without meaning in a country the size of the United States. Lincoln Center, established with Rockefeller money, was to bring together the New York Philharmonic, the Metropolitan Opera, the New York City Ballet and a repertory company. The Board invited Elia Kazan to serve on an advisory committee while the producer Robert Whitehead was put in charge of establishing the company. He persuaded Kazan to join him as an equal partner. Together with the designer Jo Mielziner, they planned the interior.


To be sure, this was a theatre created, in part, by individuals forged by another time. Robert Whitehead, a Canadian, had begun his producing career in 1947 and was forty-eight when the Center opened. Kazan, who had been a Group Theatre member and had directed Death of a Salesman, was fifty-five. Miller himself was forty-nine. Nonetheless, this seemed to many to be a venture with genuine promise and Miller threw his energies into it as, more formally, did Whitehead and Kazan.


But from the beginning there was a fundamental flaw in its conception in that the Board was dominated by those whose primary experience was of business and who believed that the theatre should be a paying concern. This, it seemed, was to be Broadway shifted twenty blocks north and gilded with the moral respectability of art. Both Whitehead and Kazan, after all, had Broadway successes to their name and it was these, rather than Kazan’s Group Theatre affiliations, that seemed the guarantee of their utility. The glitter was to be an assurance of social cachet; the co-directors, of theatrical professionalism and assured success. That it did not work out that way surprised no one, in retrospect. Nor did the fault lie purely on one side. Kazan later admitted to his own culpability in a poor choice of plays and inadequate direction. His commitment to theatre, in fact, was now giving ground to an interest in the movies and the novel. The only genuine early successes of this theatre would be two new plays by Arthur Miller, the first directed by Kazan and the second, on his departure, by Harold Clurman – both plays, though, treated with a blend of suspicion and contempt by a number of key critics even as they were embraced by audiences.


Miller wrote with enthusiasm for the new theatre. It was, he thought, to be an escape from commercialism. Rehearsals would no longer be restricted to a few weeks [rehearsals for After the Fall in fact lasted for twelve weeks]. Tickets would not price out audiences. He noted that his play was already sold out until July and that tickets would soon be available into the fall. In May, Kenneth Tynan wrote from the National Theatre in England saying that he and Laurence Olivier were waiting ‘on tenterhooks’ for the first full draft of After the Fall, hoping that the National might work out a deal similar to that which Miller had with Lincoln Center. In the end, it would not be the National that first staged it in Britain but the Belgrade Theatre in Coventry, and not in 1963 or 64 but 1967.


The idea of a repertory company, however, did not sit easily with the businessmen who dominated the Lincoln Center Board, not least because it meant that the venture would be loss-making. If the product was to be so good, why would it not make money like any other Broadway hit? Speaking in 1972, Miller remarked:




I’ll say something I’ve never said before: the Lincoln Center board never intended to have a repertory theater … when the point arrived at which the operational budget began to come up, it turned out that they had never established a budget on how much money would be allotted to the building, and how much was to be reserved for paying salaries for actors … They were building a twelve-million-dollar monument, period … it may be as stupid as this: donors like to have their names on the back of a seat. When you pay an actor’s salary your name doesn’t get engraved on the back of his head.65





Miller recalled that the smallest repertory company he knew of in Europe comprised seventy-five people. Lincoln Center managed twenty-three. In the end, he noted, apart from a few weeks in the 1968–9 season, it never operated as a repertory theatre. When the Vivian Beaumont Theater was ready, three months early, unbeknown to Kazan and Whitehead the Board were in negotiations with the producer Alexander H. Cohen to open it with Rex Harrison in a British comedy.


Repertory theatre, by its nature, is likely to prove a costly approach to production. The old Federal Theatre, which Miller had never quite forgotten, had been financed by government money, as were most of those European models he so admired and hoped to emulate. But it would be several years before the federal government and city agencies, and then grudgingly, would see the subsidizing of theatre as a legitimate if not essential endeavour. Thus Lincoln Center was launched with much hope but little agreement as to its precise nature. Whitehead, Kazan and Miller may have believed that they had a new freedom, even a freedom to fail. They may have dreamed of experiment, liberated from the tyranny of New York Times reviews and the bottom line, but they would soon discover otherwise. Nonetheless, for the moment, there was a genuine sense of excitement, a feeling that a new age was dawning.


Kazan, however, found himself under fire from Lee Strasberg, who believed that the Actors Studio should provide the actors for the new company – his long-term relationship with Kazan, through the old Group Theatre, convincing him that this was a natural extension of their work. The venture thus found itself attacked from two different directions long before its first production was staged.


That production was to be Miller’s new play. The problem was that playwright and director had not spoken, beyond a brief acknowledgement at Marilyn’s behest, since Kazan had appeared before HUAC and named names. Accordingly, Whitehead was deputed to meet Miller in the Chelsea Hotel, where he was still working on the unruly manuscript. The theatre itself would not be ready for some time. To fill the gap a temporary building was constructed on West 4th Street on land leased from New York University for a peppercorn rent, the price of peppercorns being $1 a year. The building was to consist of a geodesic dome containing the auditorium and a stage that left no room for flying scenery. As it happened, this suited the style of the first production.


Miller responded positively. He had long wanted to be able to write for a specific theatre, to have a continuing relationship with a company. With Harold Clurman as dramaturge and the Actors Studio founder Bobby Lewis as head of the attached acting school, this seemed close to reinventing the Group Theatre that had inspired him as a student. As to Kazan, time had passed and to refuse to work with him would be to replicate the idea of a blacklist against which he had himself reacted so vehemently. Nonetheless, he had his doubts. He still despised Kazan’s decision. What it came down to, he said, was




whether his political stance and even moral defection, if one liked, should permanently bar him from working in the theatre, especially this kind of publicly supported theatre. As for morals, perhaps it was just as well not to cast too wide a net; for one thing, how many who knew by now that they had been supporting a paranoid and murderous Stalinist regime had really confronted their abetting of it? If I felt a certain distaste for Kazan’s renouncing his past under duress, I was not at all sure that he should be excluded from a position for which he was superbly qualified by his talent and his invaluable experience with the Group. Nor could I be sure that I was not merely rationalizing my belief that he was the best director for this complex play; but to reject him, I thought, was to reject the hope for a national theatre in this time.66





One of those who had supported a paranoid and murderous Stalinist regime longer than he might, of course, had been Miller himself, so that there was, perhaps, more than a trace of guilt at the heart of his generosity of spirit.


Some of these arguments made their way into the play’s text, as a character squarely based on Kazan is allowed his own rationalizations. This character, indeed, added one more twist to the relationship between the two men. It was unequivocally a portrait of Kazan and was seen by him as such. Somewhat astonishingly, though, it did not deter him from directing the play or even claiming identification with that character, so that if the playwright had stepped into his own work, so too did the director. There was to be a certain looking-glass quality to this production. Throughout, Kazan frequently asked the producer Robert Whitehead what he had thought of his collaborating with HUAC. Whitehead was unforgiving. Plainly, Kazan was never entirely at peace with his earlier decision even though he continued to justify it. Martin Gottfried recalls Miller’s son Robert being asked about his father working with Kazan by the daughter of a couple who had suffered under McCarthy: Madeline and Jack Gilford, both summoned before HUAC. Robert reported back the next day: ‘My father says that Elia Kazan has changed. He’s sorry.’ Jack Gilford then told his daughter: ‘You tell Bobby Miller to tell his father that if Mr Kazan takes a half page advertisement apologizing, like he did explaining why he finked, then we’ll believe him.’67


In his autobiography, Kazan asks: ‘Was I really a leftist? Had I ever been? … Wasn’t what I’d been defending up until now by my silence a conspiracy working for another country? … Why were my old softhearted “progressive friends” … stonewalling? Answer: they were protecting the Party. Did I really believe in the noble motives they professed? Weren’t they also protecting, as I had for so many years, their own pasts?’68 The passage mirrors a speech in After the Fall in which Mickey, summoned before the House Un-American Activities Committee, says: ‘The Party? But I despise the Party, and have for many years … What am I defending? It’s a dream now, a dream of solidarity. But the fact is, I have no solidarity with the people I could name … the truth is … my truth is, that I think the Party is a conspiracy … they took our lust for the right and used it for Russian purposes.’69 Mickey proposes that he and Lou, also subpoenaed, should name one another, as Kazan and the playwright Clifford Odets had proposed they should jointly do. Unlike Odets, Lou refuses.


For Miller, such protestations rang hollow. They may have been defending their own pasts but to his mind Kazan, for one, did not act out of patriotic motives. He had declared his loyalty to the new imperative because it served his purpose to do so. All the same, Kazan seemed oddly content with the portrait of himself, although he found Miller’s self-portrait ‘turgid’. He commented, ‘There is a character based on me and my testimony, and although that character is not how I thought of myself, Art must have considered it reasonable, even generous, and I was ready to accept it as how, looking back, he saw the events.’70 This is in part, no doubt, because Miller does allow him to justify his betrayals, to give voice to views that hovered uncertainly between honest disaffection with his own past and specious self-justification. Indeed, Miller allows Mickey/Kazan an extended speech (slightly shorter in the final version than the one with which the cast entered rehearsals) in which he justifies his actions in precisely the terms Kazan had done in the advertisement, drafted by his wife, that he published in the New York Times immediately after his appearance before the Committee in 1952. The idea of Kazan directing an actor playing the part of himself, and offering the very rationalizations that had brought such obloquy upon him, was, at the very least, bizarre.


When he and Miller met again, after a tense separation of more than a decade, no mention was made of their past and they quickly fell into their old professional and personal relationship. As it happened, Kazan did not like the first act, in which he made his appearance as a character, but did admire the second, while urging Miller to be even more forthright in mining his own life. There had, he knew, been certain exchanges between the playwright and Marilyn (here called Maggie) which, if transposed into the play, could invest it with a powerful if disturbing energy. He had seen something of that relationship and its bitterness and had spoken to Monroe after the breakup. She had, he recalled, ‘revealed her anger at Art and a degree of scorn … She’d expressed revulsion at his moral superiority toward her.’ It seemed to Kazan that ‘there were scenes between her and Miller that were a lot more dramatic than those he’s let us see’.71 He instanced the fight that the two had had on the set of Some Like It Hot (in 2009, Tony Curtis implausibly claimed that this was a result of the revelation that Marilyn was carrying his baby, a supposed fact curiously withheld for over forty years until there was nobody left alive to contradict him). It was the first act, now rewritten, that finally seemed to him to be ‘strong and true’.72 It was the more bewildering, therefore, that Miller subsequently ‘denied, foolishly, that the story of that relationship in the play was based on his personal history, denied that his character, Maggie, was based on Marilyn. But he put into the mouth of Maggie precisely what Marilyn had thought of him, and particularly her scorn for him at the end of their marriage. This character is true … Art is rough on himself, giving us all that Marilyn said in her disappointment and resentment.’73


As Kazan remarked, ‘I’d seen how she’d humiliated him with the Frenchman [Yves Montand], and I was sympathetic to Art, not to her … I also knew the degree of anger and vengeance she’d felt.’ The sniping, he insisted, had been ‘unremitting and without pity, and now it was all in the play. I admired Art for being so candid about their relationship, and I did not think him, as some people in our circle did, self-serving. I believe Marilyn came off better in the play than he did.’74


For his part, though, Miller professed total surprise when Robert Whitehead remarked that Maggie would be seen as a portrait, ‘purely and simply’, of Marilyn and when this proved to be how critics and audiences responded, blamed this on the blond wig Kazan had persuaded Barbara Loden, playing Maggie, to wear. Speaking in 2008, Miller’s sister Joan remarked on his refusal to acknowledge the portrait of Marilyn: ‘He was able to do that. He was able to shut out very real events in his life and minimize things at the very least. He could do that … I think that happens to a lot of creative people. It happens a lot to actors. The original event or relationship transmutes into something new and different.’ But his denial ‘was so silly. How could he possibly think that people would not recognize her? How could he have kidded himself to think that nobody was going to call him on it?’75 Writing later, Miller conceded that he had protested too much, explaining that ‘in disconnecting the fictional from any real person I was blinding myself to the obvious’.76 However, in his mind the play was not about blame or self-justification but the degree to which people, all people, are ultimately responsible for their own lives, their own actions, and thereby for the lives of others. Finally, in 1987, he was ready to acknowledge that ‘it’s the most personal statement that I’ve made’.77


When he had first been approached by Whitehead and Kazan, Miller was far from ready. The play, consisting of several hundred pages, was still lacking the inner coherence for which he was reaching. Despite his enthusiasm for the new theatre, he was also reluctant to offer his play to a repertory company that would stage it for a limited season, alternating, as it would, with a number of other productions, but in the end the excitement of the project was enough for him to sign up.


For the moment though, he was struggling with his manuscript, interrupted as it was by news of the sudden death of his former wife in August 1962. It was not a surprise to him; he had long since registered what seemed to him her death wish. By then, he had been married to Inge for six months, but it was nonetheless an intrusion of a painful reality into the fictive world he and Kazan were constructing.


Kazan had now disappeared to Turkey to shoot a film, and wrote to inquire about progress: the last time he had heard the rough first act, he assured Miller, it had seemed ‘enormous’ to him. Miller, meanwhile, had urgencies of his own. In September Inge gave birth to Rebecca – ‘a little prematurely,’ Inge explained, ‘because I was hanging from a crane earlier that morning. I still had what I thought was ten days.’78 Kazan read the news in Time magazine and sent his congratulations, though still with his mind on the play, asking whether Miller had ever met George C. Scott.


Miller records that he had been writing After the Fall for two and a half years when he was approached by Whitehead and Kazan. In fact, he had been working on it for rather longer. What particularly appealed was the fact that there seemed to be a connection between the philosophy of the proposed new theatre and the emerging theme of his play, which was, he remarked, in its very form and essential idea, an attempt to bridge the gap between personal psychology and those other areas of life with which it is hard to establish a link. It was a play designed to enable audiences to acknowledge their responsibility for the world they had conspired in creating. It was a public play for a public theatre.


In the summer of 1963 Robert Whitehead, Elia Kazan and the playwright met at Miller’s Roxbury studio. As Kazan put it, ‘Our theatre was hanging from a rope that we were braiding together … The Repertory Theater’s fate was being decided in that cabin back of Miller’s home in Roxbury and we knew it.’79 At least for a time, Miller was protected from knowledge of the tensions between the businessmen running the project and those responsible for its artistic strategy. The chairman of the Board was a director of the Campbell’s soup company, with interests in steel, oil, glass and investments. His knowledge of theatre was minimal at best. He and others opposed the temporary building that was to stage After the Fall. Nonetheless, for a time, Whitehead was successful in getting his way, but it was not a success that was to be repeated. Lincoln Center was fated to become a continuing disappointment, as a succession of directors were hired and fired.


In July Kazan wrote outlining his production ideas and recording the essence of a conversation he and Miller had had a few days before. From the list of scenes it is clear that the play had yet to settle into its final form. It is, however, fascinating in that Kazan insists on locating every scene, as it then existed, in terms of precise dates, dates that match up with Miller’s life. It is a list that includes a graduation ceremony in 1938 (the year of Miller’s graduation), Quentin’s childhood home in 1930, Quentin’s New York hotel (Miller was living at the Chelsea), Maggie’s first New York apartment in 1955 (the year Marilyn acquired hers), Maggie and Quentin’s place in Long Island (Miller and Marilyn rented a Long Island house), a café in Salzburg (Inge’s home town). So it continues. His concern with dates, Kazan said, was prompted by a need to dress the characters appropriately. In fact he was fitting the action into the known details of Miller’s life.


Miller, meanwhile, was searching for a way of staging a play that was essentially to take place within the mind of the central character, Quentin. In a letter, Kazan suggested that he should enter the stage accompanied by the other actors, who would represent the memories he carries with him, the people with whom he would speak and who mark key moments in his life. They were to remain on stage throughout the play, stepping forward as Quentin summoned them as though they constituted what he called the geography of Quentin’s mind. In the eventual production Kazan found other ways of staging this internal drama but the essence of these plans was carried forward. From late July onwards, he began the business of casting, already pressing the claims of his mistress Barbara Loden, despite others suggested by Miller’s agent Kay Brown and, indeed, by Miller himself. In a letter on 29 July Kazan explained to him that he thought Barbara had Maggie’s first scene well within her grasp. As for the part of Quentin, he urged the casting of George C. Scott. The name of Jason Robards came up, but at first Kazan resisted an actor who, he declared, looked like someone who had been in bars a lot – not unreasonably, as it turned out, since he did indeed go on a somewhat spectacular bender during rehearsals.


Those rehearsals began, according to the actor Paul Mann, with Kazan announcing to the gathered actors, ‘Hello, my name is Elia Kazan, and some of you know this play is about an informer; and some of you know that I am an informer. Those of you who didn’t know, know it now.’80 He then added, ‘This is the first rehearsal of the Repertory of Lincoln Center. In a moment Arthur Miller will read you his play.’81 He duly did, having told the actors, ‘This is a happy play, the happiest work I’ve ever written.’82 For Kazan, the response of the actors was disappointing, while Jason Robards (who regarded Miller as ‘a terrible reader’), as Quentin, was alarmed that his role seemed to be that of commentator rather than full participant. In public, Kazan was enthusiastic, though in a way that betrays his approach to the play. In a television interview he remarked: ‘The guy writes better than he ever did. He writes more eloquently, more movingly. In fact a whole emotional thing has opened up in that man that wasn’t there before. You feel that what’s happened to the hero of the play has happened to him. This whole emotional release that’s happened to Miller these last years has made him a much deeper writer, a better writer.’ On the other hand, he was prepared to concede: ‘It’s far more daring. It’s far more unusual. It’s generally experimental. It’s difficult to do. There’s no precedent for it. There’s never been a play like it. I think it cuts very deep. It says a lot. I’m scared of it and I’m exhilarated by it.’83 Beneath the praise it is possible to hear the doubts.


The result was a deal of rewriting, especially of the second act, in which Kazan came to have increasing confidence, especially since he felt he had found in Barbara Loden an actress who would sympathetically portray a character based on Monroe: ‘I hadn’t needed anyone to tell me she fitted the role. I knew her past in detail and knew Marilyn’s personal history as well. They’d both been “floaters” and come out of almost identical childhood experiences, which had left them neurotic, often desperate, and in passion difficult to control.’ She might have a range that went from A to B, but within that range, he claimed, she went deep. She was ‘able to go from the kind of innocence we used to believe fifteen-year-old girls possessed to a pitch of rage that actually frightened Jason Robards’.84 He had earlier suggested Madeleine Sherwood, who had played Abigail in the original production of The Crucible and had been blacklisted, but the idea was abandoned. The minor role of a nurse was played by Faye Dunaway, who would later star as Maggie in a film version.


Jason Robards was not happy either with his role or the atmosphere in rehearsals: ‘I certainly did think it was a little odd that [Miller] was working with Kazan. Especially since Gadg [Kazan] had been mixed up with Monroe. And in those first weeks of rehearsal, I thought that Gadg was shutting down. In fact, I almost quit the show. The atmosphere was so bad. I’d go off and get drunk. I said to Whitehead, “Get Miller out of the rehearsal.” And they did. There was this thing underneath, he and Gadg, even though they’d said they had settled their differences.’ According to Martin Gottfried, Robards told his wife (Lauren Bacall): ‘It’s a whole snake pit. I’m in a nest of snakes here. I don’t know what’s going on at rehearsal … I started misbehaving.’85


Robards returned on 22 November 1963, as news came through of the assassination of John Kennedy. The cast were sent home. Miller was in a hardware store when he heard the announcement. Like many, he found it difficult to believe. ‘A radio was playing. “The President has been shot,” came the voice through the shine and glitter of housewares … I felt an urge to laugh, maybe at the absurdity. The two clerks continued waiting on people…. For about a minute I couldn’t locate the radio in all the clutter of mixers, irons, appliances. My mind kept saying, No, it’s going to change, it’s a mistake.’ To Miller it was reminiscent of Roosevelt’s unexpected death in April 1945 when even reporters had broken down in tears, describing the cortège as it passed down Pennsylvania Avenue. A finger, he remarked, had been pushed ‘through the delicate web of the future’. Even in the thirties, it seemed to him, ‘as bad as things got, there was always the future; certainly in all my work was an implicit reliance on some redemptive time to come, a feeling that the cosmos cared about man, if only to mock him. With Kennedy’s assassination the cosmos had simply hung up the phone.’86 He was not alone in thinking so. For Edward Albee it ‘changed the course of the United States’,87 while for Don DeLillo it ‘broke the back of the American century’ and ‘injected a sense of randomness and ambiguity’.88


The assassination was a defining moment for Miller, as for so many others. He had attended an inauguration ball with Joe Rauh, his old lawyer from the HUAC hearings, and felt more attracted to this president than any since Roosevelt. At the same time, this man had been responsible for the Bay of Pigs and for laying the groundwork for Vietnam. Robert Lowell, invited to the White House in May 1962, subsequently wrote to Edmund Wilson: ‘Then the next morning you read that the Seventh Fleet had been sent somewhere in Asia and you had the funny feeling of how unimportant the artist really was, that this was sort of window dressing and that the real government was somewhere else, and that something much closer to the Pentagon was really running the country … we should be windows, not window dressing.’89


For the moment, though, Kennedy’s death seemed to expose a fault line in the American psyche, to mark the end of what appeared to be a new commitment to liberal values at home and abroad. A ‘strange futility,’ Miller explained, ‘crept into the very idea of writing a play.’90 Death was also closer to home: during rehearsals, Kazan’s wife Molly died – it was she who had favoured a more realist version of Death of a Salesman and who had rejected the analogy at the heart of The Crucible. Martin Gottfried observes that the moment was registered in a hastily scrawled and strangely formal note in Kazan’s notebook: ‘Molly Kazan had a stroke at about seven P M on December 13, 1963. She died in the emergency ward at Bellevue at 5:37 P M on December 14th.’91


After the Fall finally opened on 23 January 1964. The temporary theatre was barely finished in time. Miller and Whitehead bought screwdrivers and personally fixed six rows of seats on their brackets as water dripped through the roof. In fact, the theatre proved remarkably appropriate for a play whose set was deliberately spartan. There was no furniture in a conventional sense. Instead there were three levels, with the characters sitting on ledges or in crevices. Rising above this and, as Miller required, dominating it was the stone watch-tower of a concentration camp, its ‘wide lookout windows … like eyes which at the moment seem blind and dark’. Bent reinforcing rods were to ‘stick out of it like broken tentacles’.92


The play begins as the lights rise and the characters move down from the rear of the stage. Their whispers are directed at Quentin, a man in his forties. These figures from his life crowd into his mind, demanding space, requiring attention, as he begins to talk, apparently to someone just beyond the stage but effectively to himself, seeking justification if not absolution.


Quentin is a kind of dangling man, like Saul Bellow’s character poised in hesitation. He had, he explains, abandoned his job some three or four months before, following the death of Maggie, a name which means nothing to us except that in uttering her name he effectively animates a memory made concrete in the form of Maggie herself who ‘stirs’ on the platform above him. And this is to become the method of the play as characters, conversations, places, materialise in his mind, which is the site of this drama. The effect, Miller suggested, was to be ‘the struggling, flitting, instantaneousness of a mind questing over its own surfaces and into its depths.’


Stripped of those ideas and values which once motivated and justified him –‘Socialism once, then love’– Quentin is surviving without purpose and living without meaning. Once, he had felt the world threatened by injustices he had been born to correct, a Manichean world in which to live was to battle for a self-evident right. Once, history, or an agreed set of values, might have served to render some verdict on his life, a verdict the world would have condemned or justified but which at least offered a structure of meaning. But now he feels that ‘the bench’ is ‘empty’. A visit to a concentration camp reinforces this idea. So absolute a denial of transcendence, or even of a common humanity, leaves him aghast, his own lack of faith merely rendering him powerless before the rational processes and irrational faith of those who constructed such temples to death, since ‘Believers built this, maybe that’s the fright – and I, without belief, stand here disarmed.’ And though he confesses to having discovered love, in the person of Holga, the woman who has entered his life, his history of failure and betrayal, resonated on a public level, seems to earn him no right to it.


The play, in effect, is his attempt to discover a reason to go on, to embrace his newly discovered love, and therefore faith, in the face of this private and public history of failure. He thus scans the past in order to accuse so that, at the end, he can absolve, and not himself alone. And, as a consequence, he seeks to discover and reveal the connections between his own betrayals and those which seem, to him, to have threatened meaning itself for only then will redemption seem a possibility.


Beyond the personal failures lie two facts which seem to threaten any conception of order, any notion of shared values: the concentration camp and the House Un-American Activities Committee. And if these seem disproportionate in their substance and effects, as is the connection between them and the private denials and betrayals he recapitulates and re-experiences, then a central function of the play is to establish those links. For behind the play is a conception of history that proposes it as a product of human actions and not a force of nature defying understanding and unrelated to daily experience.


The concentration camp tower looms over the stage and, therefore, over Quentin’s consciousness. It constitutes the context within which he struggles to understand the entropic nature of his experience. It stands as an expression of an absolute denial of human connectiveness, an image of human abandonment and the nullification of values whose echoes he hears in his own life and that of his nation, for the assumption of the play, and the justification for its method, lies in the belief, expressed by Quentin, that ‘Everything is one thing.’ Thus, when he speaks of the isolation he feels when offering to defend a friend, Lou, summoned to appear before HUAC, he could equally be talking of a truth discovered at the camp: ‘It’s like some unseen web of connexion between people is simply not there. And I always relied on it, somehow.


The truth towards which Quentin makes his way is that the camp does not stand as some alternative reality, some caesura in human affairs, but that it is of a piece with entirely recognizable human characteristics.


There can be something portentously solemn about Quentin’s philosophical journey and the language with which he expresses it. It was certainly something that Kazan felt as, in another sense, did Jason Robards who, reportedly, saw his role as pivotal without being dramatically compelling. The action turns around him as if he were no more than the axle that drives the wheel of the play. It would be reassuring to feel that his linguistic pretentiousness was wholly an aspect of character but there are moments when it seems to be generated by a certain solemnity of purpose on the part of the author.


The text abounds in question marks as Quentin tries to understand his life, to synthesize his experiences. The play may recapitulate the processes of the human mind but Quentin is required to distil the meaning of each scene, to become a critic analyzing his own text. That synthesis can occur in his mind rather than in that of an audience. In his earlier plays Miller had often dealt with characters incapable, for one reason or another, of analyzing or expressing their situation. The audience was placed in the position of judge. Here, Quentin is the judge as he is also the penitent. He arrogates to himself responsibility for discovering and elucidating meaning.


With Quentin, Miller chooses for his protagonist a man who deals in words, whose job, as a lawyer, is to analyze and deploy evidence either to defend or prosecute. Yet that is precisely Quentin’s dilemma. The linguistic probing is both an expression of his search for truth and of his evasion of it. He is the accuser and the accused and language is the agency of his being. Professionally, he works through questions, each one designed to build a case, uncover a truth. And, as with any lawyer, that truth lies in the past which must be explored for the light it throws on present justice.


Miller was more than content with the production. Kazan, he thought, had ‘created a production of great control and truthful feeling, surely one of the best things he had ever done’.93 The audiences responded positively, and by most standards the play was a success. Indeed, Whitehead and Clurman would soon be asking Miller for another play, which he would duly complete in record time, Incident at Vichy. For Miller, though, it was less the reviews, which were mixed, than the extra-theatrical attacks which shocked and dismayed him. He was accused of cerebral pornography, of exhibitionism, of the betrayal of a woman no longer able to speak back.


As its title implies, After the Fall concerns itself with how it is possible to live with a knowledge of human failure, on a personal or a public level. Its principal proposition is that we all live after the fall, with full knowledge of the fact that we serve our own interests, and are prepared to sacrifice others to do so, intent always on declaring our own innocence at the price of affirming others’ guilt. He found evidence for this in his own life.


After the Fall, though, initially had a literary rather than a personal source, a fact that seemed to pass reviewers by. It is this literary origin that underscores the degree to which Miller saw the play as a philosophical speculation rather than primarily an act of exorcism or a therapeutic gesture, though it plainly also functioned in that way. It was in part inspired by Camus’s La Chute (The Fall), first published in 1956, a book he had once been asked to adapt and whose implications had continued to concern him. Camus was a writer Miller admired and with whom he felt affinity. The Spanish Civil War had been as central to him as it had to Miller. Indeed, he joined the Communist Party as a result. He too had been married to a woman addicted to drugs. Where they differed was over Camus’s absurdist convictions. Camus proposes universal guilt as a condition of being. As throughout his work, Miller’s only interest here lay in the transformation of guilt into responsibility. Lost in the scandal of a play that featured America’s recently dead screen icon was a work of genuine complexity – Miller’s attempt not merely to debate with Camus but to create a counterpart to his philosophical inquiry.


At the centre of The Fall, as of Miller’s play, is a successful barrister who suffers a sudden sense of existential doubt. The book carries an epigraph from the Russian poet and novelist Mikhail Lermontov that has immediate relevance to After the Fall. He describes his novel A Hero of Our Times as ‘a portrait but not of an individual; it is the aggregate of the vices of a whole generation in their fullest expression’. It is also a novel, he admits, in which ‘the author had portrayed himself and his acquaintances’.


Camus’s central character, Clamence, watches a woman throw herself into the Seine and does nothing to intervene. He has failed in love and come to feel that he is motivated only by self-concern: ‘That’s the way man is … he can’t feel without self-love.’94 His only connection with others, he suspects, is guilt. The novel, like After the Fall, takes the form of a confession to an invisible listener. The anxiety Clamence feels, though, is not restricted to himself. He lives in the Jewish quarter of Amsterdam from which seventy-five thousand Jews, he observes, were ‘deported or assassinated’ in ‘one of the greatest crimes in human history’.95 But he did not serve in the Resistance. He had watched from a distance, in safety, secure not merely from danger but from examining his own responsibility towards others. ‘People,’ he observes, ‘hasten to judge in order not to be judged themselves’, since the ‘idea that comes most naturally to a man, as if from his very nature, is the idea of his innocence … each of us insists on being innocent at all costs, even if he has to accuse the whole human race and heaven itself.’96 Just how closely Miller, who had himself sat out the war in the security of America as his brother served in the Battle of the Bulge, engaged with Camus’s work is evident in his remark that, ‘the basic thrust of the play is that the enemy is innocence … That is, until you give up your innocence, you are very open to crime.’97 Clamence’s confession, ‘I don’t believe there is a single person I loved that I didn’t eventually betray’,98 is precisely echoed by Quentin’s acceptance of his own culpability in that same regard. So, too, Clamence’s observation, with respect to the Holocaust, that ‘crime consists less in making others die than in not dying oneself’99 would find an echo in After the Fall, when Quentin observes that no one would not rather have sanctioned deaths in the camps, no matter how indirectly, than himself die in one.


The Fall is in effect a monologue addressed to a stranger – and since the speaker is a lawyer, perhaps to a judge, except that the judge turns out to be himself. In a sense that would prove equally true of Miller’s play. Where Clamence finally relieves himself of responsibility through asserting that his is a shared condition, Miller wishes to edge beyond Camus’s position in claiming that judgement remains a necessity. Human contradiction, to his mind, does not dissolve moral distinctions. What it does is to lay down a challenge to discover the basis on which life can continue in full knowledge of imperfection but without, as he would be accused of doing, homogenizing guilt. While accepting that ‘everything is one thing’,100 that there is a connection between private acts of betrayal and a national abandonment of mutuality, unlike Camus he wishes to discover the basis on which it would be possible to move forward. For Camus’s ironies he wishes to substitute a belief in the future – possibly an American, possibly a Jewish, faith in futurity. This was one reason Miller found the theatre of the absurd unacceptable, hermetic in its circularities. Whenever people played with the notion of an amoral existence, it seemed to him, the Jew was always the one likely to suffer. Aware that ‘some unseen web of connection between people is simply not there’ – HUAC and the camps providing public evidence – a connection on which he has always relied, Miller’s protagonist, Quentin, discovers the necessity of living with imperfection, taking a wager on the future.


The component elements of Miller’s play, in other words, were all in place, from its dramatic strategy, which has a man summon up figures from his life, confessing to his own guilt, through to his elision of personal failures with the fact of the Holocaust. Even the setting derives from Camus. Miller calls for his set to be ‘neolithic, lava-like … distinguished by the greyness of its landscape’,101 as Camus describes ‘a pile of ashes’.


At the same time, Camus’s invoking of the Holocaust had now gained a new reality for Miller that can be traced to his visit to Mauthausen and to Inge’s decision to take him there (she was, he said, ‘sifting through a past with which she wished to make peace’).102 It also served as a reminder of his own immunity and the residue of guilt that left, an issue he had explored in the fable that was The Man Who Had All the Luck. John Updike once remarked: ‘If you haven’t fought in a war, as I have not, or had any real disaster visit your body, there is a nagging feeling that there is something tinny and unfelt about your inner self.’103


Primo Levi asked, ‘Are you ashamed because you are alive in place of another?’ adding, ‘It is no more than a supposition, indeed the shadow of a supposition: that each man is his brother’s Cain, that each of us … has usurped his neighbor’s place and lived in his stead.’104 He wrote as a literal survivor, but there were others, who never experienced the camps, who felt that same sense of shame. References to Cain, indeed, are to be found everywhere in Arthur Miller’s work (the original title of All My Sons was And Cain Went Forth), including in the essay he would write about the Auschwitz trials he attended in 1964 alongside Inge.


The reason such a seemingly aberrant event as the Holocaust compels attention is not its remoteness from ourselves but, Miller observes, our complicity with it, murders from which we all profit if only by virtue of having survived. In After the Fall, part of the acknowledged guilt is of not having died. On the other hand, and disturbingly, he also confessed to that frisson which comes with the death of others, the unworthy afterthought, even at the graveside, that I am alive, that someone else was ahead of me in the queue for death. As the camp chaplain remarks in Armand Gatti’s L’Enfant-rat, ‘Survivors of a war never stop killing the dead. How else can they prove that they themselves have survived?’105 The temptation is to presume that survival is to be equated with innocence. Inge recalled classmates disappearing from her school. They were Jews, but she believed they must have been guilty of some offence, or why would they be thus punished? This was the world of Franz Kafka, whose own sister would tread the path towards the camps. For Arthur Miller, Kafka represented the paradigm, understanding that ‘everything is permitted’,106 a frightening truth echoed by the figure of Caligula in Camus’s play of that name. There had been a joke current in Buchenwald that the letter ‘U’ some were required to wear did not mean Ungar, ‘Hungarian’, but unschuldig, ‘innocent’.


Understandably, writers approach the Holocaust with some uncertainty. Even those who experienced it and who wrote directly of their experiences had their doubts. ‘Try to look. Try to see,’107 Charlotte Delbo, a concentration camp inmate though not a Jew, instructs herself, repeating the phrase three times, almost immediately adding, ‘Do not look … Do not look at yourself.’108 ‘All words,’ she says, ‘have wilted long ago’,109 and besides, ‘I am no longer sure that what I have written is true’, even if ‘I am sure it happened’.110 Then there were those who chose not to remember. In Aharon Appelfeld’s The Immortal Bartfuss (1988) a character remarks, ‘Memories don’t interest me. I live in the present, the present tense.’111 But as Irma Kurtz has said, ‘Jews did not die in those infernal camps because they failed to flee or could not fight, they did not suffer and die through choosing the martyr’s way, they did not die because they were good or bad, Orthodox or lapsed, rich or poor, even if they had forgotten the faith of their ancestors, they died because they had been born Jews.’112


Miller was one of the first playwrights to engage with the Holocaust. But at this early point, in what was to become a fierce debate about the nature of the experience, its meaning, its expressibility, he was unaware of the passions that attached themselves to the idea of staging, even at the level of metaphor – or perhaps especially at the level of metaphor – an event that seemed to exist outside the parameters of art and perhaps of language itself, that defied the power, indeed the right, of theatre to engage with it. His visit to Mauthausen, though, ‘made me certain that I had to write about it. However, the use of those images [of the camp and the House Un-American Activities Committee, which stood as the other public evidence of betrayal] in themselves were not of interest to me.’ What was of interest was that they described the death of love, people incapable any more of a human connection, not just with their victims but probably with each other or anybody at all, something that Miller had experienced on a personal level: ‘I had lived through that.’ It was, he said, ‘a very difficult play to write’.113


For all this, the primary emphasis of the play undoubtedly lay on his private life and, despite his curious denials, on his relationship with the woman from whom he had so recently parted, a figure he was still, in early drafts, calling Lorraine, a woman ‘trusting in her candor … non-judgemental … whose very candor brought her little but disguised contempt in the serious opinion of the world … bewildered and overwhelmed, she secretly came to side against herself … until denial finally began its work, leaving her all but totally innocent of her own collaboration as well as her blind blows of retaliation. She felt besieged, could trust nothing anymore.’114


Quentin revisits the failure of his relationship with Maggie, first his mistress and then his wife. Meanwhile, other dramas are being acted out. A friend and colleague is summoned before the House Un-American Activities Committee precipitating a moment of crisis. Will Quentin the barrister defend him and bring danger to himself and his firm? He is relieved of the burden when that man commits suicide. In the background, still, is the concentration camp tower, a symbol of some ultimate betrayal whose seeds lie in a flawed human nature for which betrayal seems an ever-present possibility. When Quentin remarks, ‘I never quite believed that people could be so easily disposed of’,115 he is referring equally to personal relationships, to the abandonment of others in naming names, and to the ultimate disposals enacted in the camps.


The central character is patently Arthur Miller, who had emerged from the 1930s so sure of his mission, so content with his good fortune, that in The Man Who Had All the Luck he created a play in which the protagonist feels a mixture of alarm and guilt at his success. Miller’s paradise was lost, regained, and then lost again. After the Fall is his attempt to understand why, and he wrote it with an unblushing honesty. In ‘The Last Comedians’, the unpublished story in which, appearing as a man called Rufus Solomon, he struggles to make sense of two broken marriages, he remarks on the joy he had derived from being able to confront the disasters in his life, from being judged not only by his own government, as well as by two wives, but by himself. Beyond that, he observes, lies only God.


Miller’s own experience was to be offered as exemplary in that the play was ‘primarily to me almost totally a work in which I was trying to discover by what means, by what cathexis, anybody could seize the reality of his life, which can only be the question of how responsible he is for his life. That’s what this play is about, and it’s utilizing this experience for that end.’116 At the same time there is no doubt that the immediate function of After the Fall was to allow Miller to seize the reality of his life, then to acknowledge responsibility, and hence to move on.


Just as Maggie was patently Marilyn, so all the other characters were portraits of people in his own life – from his parents, to his first wife Mary, to Elia Kazan. Maggie is ‘a beautiful piece trying to take herself seriously’,117 who has been ‘chewed and spat out by a long line of grinning men’,118 and whom Quentin sets out to save, as Miller had convinced himself he could save Marilyn. His relationship with her is traced out in detail and not without sympathy. If Maggie is self-regarding, hysterically demanding, Quentin accuses himself of failing her. When Louise, his first wife, remarks, ‘You want a woman to provide an atmosphere, in which there are never any issues, and you’ll fly around in a constant bath of praise,’119 Miller is reproducing Mary Miller’s complaint against him, which he was inclined to accept as valid. The parallels are many and precise, but to Miller’s mind this had deflected attention from what seemed to him to be the essential themes of the play.


Quentin effectively summons a series of witnesses in a trial of his own conscience which is simultaneously a trial of human nature. A failure of human connectiveness seems apparent on all levels and betrayal emerges as a social instinct. So, individual failures of conscience are juxtaposed with more public instances – the House Un-American Activities Committee, for which betrayal was a modus operandi, and the concentration camp, a symbol of the nullification of any sense of shared obligations, of a shared humanity.


One logical, and indeed moral, objection to the play is that in relating individual acts of betrayal – a child is deceived by his parents as they take a brother to the seaside and leave him alone, as Miller’s parents similarly deceived him – to the horrors of the camps he is at risk of making everything equivalent. Miller’s answer when I questioned him on this was to say that everything has to begin somewhere. The other risk is that if everyone is indeed born after the fall, then everyone is guilty and therefore everyone is innocent. Oddly, this was a point put to Adolf Eichmann by his Israeli judges: ‘You … said that your role in the Final Solution was an accident and that almost anybody could have taken your place, so that potentially almost all Germans are equally guilty. What you meant to say was that where all, or almost all, are guilty, nobody is.’120 For Miller, that was indubitably true, not just of the Germans, to whom he was disinclined to grant absolution (though the Israeli judges would have nothing to do with the idea of collective guilt, insisting that in the judicial context guilt and innocence were objective terms), but in that the desire to insist on innocence is itself at the very root of human cruelty. Quentin remarks, looking up at the concentration camp tower, ‘Who can be innocent again on this mountain of skulls? I tell you what I know! My brothers died here but my brothers built this place.’121


Hannah Arendt, accused, because of her references to Jewish guilt, of eroding the difference between victim and guard, explained: ‘The distinction between victims and persecutors was blurred in the concentration camps, deliberately and with calculation.’ It was ‘an aspect of totalitarian methods’122 and not evidence of shared culpability. Miller, accused of the same offence, was inclined to retort that far more disturbing than the contrast between those who suffered and those who inflicted the suffering, plain though that was, was the unpalatable truth that, as Quentin points out, ‘this is not some crazy aberration of human nature to me. I can easily see the perfectly normal contractors and their cigars, the carpenters, plumbers, sitting at their ease over lunch pails; I can see them laying the pipes to run the blood out … good fathers, devoted sons, grateful that someone else will die, not they, and how can one understand that, if one is innocent? If somewhere in one’s soul there is no accomplice of that joy … when a burden dies … and leaves you safe?’123


Arendt came close to a similar conviction. In an essay on ‘Organized Guilt and Universal Responsibility’ she remarked, ‘For many years now we have met Germans who declare that they are ashamed of being Germans. I have often felt tempted to answer that I am ashamed of being human. This elemental shame, which many people of the most various nationalities share with one another today, is what finally is left of our sense of international solidarity.’ It is tempting to feel that this was true of Miller, whose sense of solidarity had once turned on a belief in the triumph of a reformed society achieved by an enlightened humanity but who had then come to believe that what we share is less a millenarian fate than a flawed nature. ‘Our fathers’ enchantment with humanity,’ Arendt had continued,




was of a sort which … did not conceive of the terror of the idea of humanity and the Judeo-Christian faith in the unitary origin of the human race … For the idea of humanity, when purged of all sentimentality, has the very serious consequence that in one form or another men must assume responsibility for all crimes committed by men and that all nations share the onus of evil committed by all others. Shame at being a human being is the purely individual and still non-political expression of this insight. Perhaps those Jews, to whose forefathers we owe the first conception of the idea of humanity, knew something about that burden when each year they used to say ‘Our Father and King, we have sinned before you’, taking not only the sins of their own community but all human offences upon themselves. Those who today are ready to follow this road in a modern version do not content themselves with the hypocritical confession ‘God be thanked, I am not like that,’ in horror at the undreamed-of potentialities of the German national character. Rather, in fear and trembling, have they finally realized of what man is capable … This, however, is certain: Upon them and only upon them, who are filled with a genuine fear of the inescapable guilt of the human race, can there be any reliance when it comes to fighting fearlessly, uncompromisingly, everywhere against the incalculable evil that men are capable of bringing about.





For Miller, Arendt’s observations would have seemed entirely germane. Her existential stance was an echo of his own. Yet what was to be done in the face of this? For Arendt, the obligation that she identifies may be one that people ‘do not wish to assume’;124 but a new politics was necessary, for if a common guilt was denied it left the route open for one race, one group, one nation to believe that its own assumed superiority, its innocence, justified the extermination of those deemed inferior, alone guilty of presumed crimes. For Miller in After the Fall the knowledge that ‘we are very dangerous … that we meet unblessed; not in some garden of wax fruit and painted trees, that lie of Eden, but after, after the Fall, after many deaths’, necessitates not so much a new politics as a new commitment. Was it enough, though, to acknowledge that ‘the wish to kill is never killed’? For Miller, it is necessary, if not sufficient, to confront and embrace the truth of human fallibility in an unending battle to transcend that heritage. As an individual, Quentin’s love for Holga, a renewed declaration of faith by two damaged people, stands for a similar necessity for humanity at large: ‘No, it’s not a certainty, I don’t feel that. But it does seem feasible … not to be afraid. Perhaps it’s all one has.’125


For Quentin, and beyond him for Miller, the truth towards which he works his way is that humankind is, indeed, born after the fall and that this is a truth finally to be embraced. The camps, though, did not stop history or invalidate those who sought to reconstruct a moral world. HUAC, with its casual cruelties, did not render idealism defunct or commitment a dangerous irrelevance. Nor did failed relationships negate the possibility of new relationships. One of the play’s central images is of life as an idiot child that must be embraced despite, if not because of, its imperfections, a metaphor that was to become disturbingly real when Inge herself gave birth to a Down’s syndrome child.


Neither Quentin nor Miller was present when Maggie and Marilyn died, yet both feel responsibility, both seek some kind of permission to continue their lives. When Quentin says, defensively, ‘It’s not that I think I killed her’,126 he echoes Miller’s own insistence, but behind such statements lies at least a sense of unease. The writer W.J. Weatherby says that he ‘had heard from mutual friends that [Miller] had the feeling, amounting often to tearing guilt, that the divorce had helped her [Marilyn] toward her death and that he should have been able to do something to save her … but had been persuaded that he was no longer part of her life. A friend told me of his anguish and said that his new wife persuaded him to write After the Fall to lay the ghost to rest and so set their own marriage free.’127


The British premiere took place at the Belgrade Theatre in Coventry, a city largely destroyed in a Baedeker raid during the war. Outside the theatre were the gaunt ruins of the bombed cathedral, a reminder of another raid – that on Dresden, which itself had a concentration camp. Seen in such a context, the outline of the camp tower assumed a centrality it had not in the American production. It was not that the figure of Monroe became irrelevant or that personal betrayals deferred to public ones, but that the balance of the play seemed different. It had become another play. Today, no one walks out affronted on grounds of taste or reads After the Fall through the prism of private anguish. The personal has become the exemplary, while social immediacies have deferred to metaphor.


There is a photograph of Miller and his wife on opening night, perched on the parallel metal bars that guard a backstage staircase. He is in a tuxedo, she in a strapless gown. He is staring at his feet, seemingly deep in thought. She looks at him, apparently anxiously. There was good cause for anxiety. The novelist James Baldwin walked out, supposedly shocked by its portrait of Marilyn, though his own connection with her was tenuous. Simone Signoret regretted that he should have chosen to write about Marilyn. Noël Coward dismissed the play as ‘a three-and-a-half-hour wail about how cruel life has been to Arthur Miller’. His philosophy, Coward complained, ‘is adolescent and sodden with self-pity. His taste is non-existent.’ The Marilyn Monroe part he found ‘vulgar beyond belief’. Though ‘hailed as a masterpiece and treated with the greatest possible reverence’, it was, he declared, the product of ‘a mediocre mind’.128 Susan Sontag attacked Miller’s ‘staggering impertinence’ in equating personal problems with public issues as if they were ‘on the same level’. The ‘shapely corpse of Marilyn Monroe’, she asserted, sprawled on the stage in a way that could only elevate personal tragedy and demean public ones. It was a play that evidenced bad faith and was ‘sadly wanting, in both intelligence and moral honesty’.129 In proposing that we are all both innocent and guilty, responsible and not, victims and victimizers, he was offering an unearned exoneration. It failed as a play because of what Sontag called its intellectual softness, as Rolf Hochhuth’s then current play The Deputy (which indicted Pope Pius XII for his failure to challenge the Holocaust) failed because of its intellectual simplicity and artistic naivety. Jacqueline Kennedy would soon refuse to attend a performance of Incident at Vichy because, in her view, Miller had been ‘horrid to Marilyn’.130


For his part, Miller expressed shock that concern over a possible portrait of his former wife should reveal so limited a critical awareness of the play’s broader themes. Torn between berating such critics for ignoring the underlying theme in favour of scandal, and pointing out that the play contained, in confessional form, the very self-accusations with whose supposed absence they now wished to belabour him, he found himself resisting too precise a parallel between events in his own life and those on the stage. Accusing others of denial, he was far from free of it himself. He was, he remarked, ‘soon widely hated but the play had spoken its truth as, after all, it was obliged to do, and if the truth was clothed in pain, perhaps it was important for the audience to confront it uncomfortably and even in the anger of denial. In time, and with difficulty, I saw the justification of the hostility toward me, for I had indeed brought very bad news.’131


In the 7 February issue of Life magazine Miller published an article under the title, ‘With Respect for Her Agony – But with Love’. The character of Maggie, he insisted, ‘is not in fact Marilyn Monroe’. Maggie ‘is a character in a play about the human animal’s unwillingness or inability to discover in himself the seeds of his own destruction’.132 She is an exemplification of ‘the self-destructiveness which finally comes when one views oneself as pure victim’. Besides, those who now sought to defend his former wife against the dramatic uses to which Miller put her were, he noted, frequently those who had abused the real Marilyn Monroe when she was alive. The hypocrisy, in other words, was theirs and not his. But the fact is that these events were so recent, his private life so much part of public record, that to hope that American critics would retain a sense of detachment was perhaps to hope too much. He conceded that ‘elements of my life have been publicized to the point where, in some minds, fiction and design seem to have given way to reportage’. Himself accused of bad faith, he had in fact written a play in which that was a principal concern. The problem was that he was so stung by the response that his own reply was less than convincing: he continued to insist that the play was no more autobiographical than his other work.


Miller was especially indignant that the play should have been seen as Quentin’s – and hence his – attempt to exculpate himself, since, as he rightly pointed out, it was precisely concerned not to permit its central character exculpation. In his words; ‘There is not, and cannot truly be, a divestment of guilt [but] a recognition of the individual’s part in the evil he sees and abhors.’ This was to be the link between After the Fall and the second play he wrote for Lincoln Center, Incident at Vichy. It is, as he says in his Life magazine article, ‘always and forever the same struggle: to perceive somehow our own complicity with evil … Much more reassuring to see the world in terms of totally innocent victims and totally evil instigators of the monstrous violence we see all about us. At all costs, never disturb our innocence.’


As to those who attacked him, ‘all those who in real life laugh at the Maggies of the world, who mock their hopes and take advantage of their ignorance, their vulnerability, their terrible loneliness and need – all those cannot, with a tear or two, “decently” pay their “respects” to the victims of their hypocrisy. All this the play, thank God, prohibits.’133


There had always been critics who had dismissed his work. The Non-Communist Left had found his earlier plays ideologically suspect. Robert Warshow, Eric Bentley, Mary McCarthy, Eleanor Clarke had all taken issue with him. After the Fall and Incident at Vichy provoked further hostility; The Price largely aside, ahead lay thirty years of critical rejection in America as his new plays were dismissed and earlier successes devalued.


A key figure in this dismissal would be Robert Brustein, a critic for the New Republic who went on to become a professor first at Yale and then Harvard. His response to After the Fall was to see it as a ‘spiritual striptease’. The opening line of his review asserted that there was already a ‘notoriety connected with [Miller’s] name’. The new play was ‘a three-and-one-half hour breach of taste’. It was an ‘invasion of privacy’. Miller had produced a ‘shameless piece of tabloid gossip, an act of exhibitionism that makes us all voyeurs’. Beyond that, though, it was ‘a wretched piece of dramatic writing, shapeless, tedious, overwritten, and confused’. It ‘lacked forward movement’. Jo Mielziner’s design, meanwhile, was rendered ‘completely useless’, while he might have suspected Kazan of deliberately undermining the production, were the material not so ‘intractable’. Beyond that, the play was politically suspect. For Brustein, Miller ‘still conceives of politics in the simple-minded language of the thirties’. All the ex-communists in the play, for example, are merely ‘fighting injustice’, while the friend who committed suicide is ‘a decent broken man that never wanted anything more but the good of the world … After all these terrible years, is Miller still defining Stalinism as if it were a sentiment without any reference to ideas, ideology, or power?’ Miller’s talent, to his mind, had always been minor, and Lincoln Center nothing more than a ‘fashionable culture emporium’.134
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