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This study emphasizes the private and public struggles

of the common man as portrayed in two representative plays

by Arthur Miller, Death of' a Salesman and The Price, and

two by Thornton Wilder, Our Town and The Skin of' Our Teeth.

These plays demonstrate man's struggle because of failures

in responsibility toward self and family and because of his

inability to fully appreciate life. Miller concentrates on

the pathetic part of man's nature, caused by a breakdown in
human communication. Wilder, however, focuses on the resilient

part which allows man to overcome natural disasters and moral

transgressions. The timelessness of man's conflict explains

the motivations of symbolic character types in these plays

and reveals a marked applicability to all average citizens

in American society.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

The development of twentieth-century American Drama

embraced such dramatic forms as Realism, Naturalism, and

Expressionism. Perhaps reaching their zenith in the works of

Eugene O'Neill, these modes also influenced such notable play-

wrights as Arthur Miller, Tennessee Williams, and Thornton

Wilder, Two trends become apparent in at least part of these

authors' works, the treatment of social issues and the study

of the common man. In O'Neill's plays, one finds a pene-

tration into the complexity of the human personality which is

inextricably influenced by fate, everyday conflict, and the

problems of basic human nature. Focusing on the importance

of the family unit and the pressures of society, Miller like-

wise presents a negative picture of life whose tragedy is

man's existence itself. The poetic drama of Tennessee

Williams is demonstrated in his psychological insights into

the human mind, where one can react with horror at the effect

of environmental pressures on human emotions. Thornton Wilder

provides a more optimistic look at man's evolution in his

symbolic studies of simple folk set against the backdrop of

the universe.

Although all four playwrights share the same concern for

man's existence, each is unique in his approach to the subject.

1
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These four writers are the first in American drama to treat

the theme of the common man with consistency and imagination.

Miller and Wilder constitute the major focus of this paper

because of their treatment of the evolution of and universality

of the common man. Although O'Neill was the first major

American playwright to approach the subject, his drama is so

profoundly personal and autobiographical and often so much

more concerned with man's conflicts and torment than his evo-

lution, that it does not lend itself to this treatment of the

universality and evolution of the common man. Much the same

can be said for Williams, who treats the common man, but who

leans so heavily toward the debased elements of society--

telling in frighteningly realistic description the lowest

depths to which man can push his fellow man--that his plays

lack the kind of universal application to the ordinary man

evident in Miller and Wilder.

Arthur Miller represents the first American dramatist to

develop the themes of social issues and study of the common

man in a cohesive unit. Combining O'Neill's conflict between

man and the universe and Williams's disturbing display of

psychological trauma, Miller treats the theme of the ordinary

man more directly and distinctly than any American playwright

before him.

Miller approaches his subject of the common man in his

plays by constructing and focusing on a tightly-knit frame-

work, the family structure. By having the family unit
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symbolize the widening circle of society, Miller transfers the

frame of reference of his drama from something abstract to

something easily recognized. The breakdown in the family

structure reflects the decay of society at large. The

destruction of the common man comes with the acknowledgement

of his inability to face and accept the pressures of society.

As M. W. Steinberg says, "Miller sees the human situation as

the product of forces outside the individual person and the

tragedy inherent in the situation as a consequence of the

individual's total onslaught against an order that degrades."2

Just as conflict influenced the characters of O'Neill and

Williams, so too does it affect the ones in Arthur Miller's

plays. The primary conflict is between man and himself, a

question of identity. The characters in Miller's drama lack

self-understanding,3 trying to adjust to society's mores.

Robert W. Corrigan indicates that this unfortunate human con-

dition results from a lack of a viable link between the

individual, or common man, and society:

Miller presents this crisis as a conflict between the
uncomprehending self and a solid or social structure--
the family, the community, the system. The drama emerges

R. E. Spiller, W. Thorp, T. H. Johnson, H. S. Canby,
and R. M. Ludwig, editors, Literary History of the United
States (New York, 1963), p.T2.

2M. W. Steinberg, "Arthur Miller and the Idea of Modern
Tragedy," Arthur Miller: A Collection of Critical Es
edited by Robert W. Corrigan (Englewood Cliffs, 19609}yj 85.

3Robert W. Corrigan, "Introduction: The Achievement ofArthur Miller," Arthur Miller: A Collection of _ritical

Essays, p. 2.
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either when the protagonist breaks his connection with
society or when unexpected pressures reveal that such a
connection has in fact never even existed. Miller sees
the need for such a connection as absolute, and the
failure to achieve and/or maintain it is bound to result
in catastrophe,

Miller develops his study of the common man by depicting

ordinary characters, arranging conventional settings and

circumstances, and using common dialogue. These elements

symbolize the commonness of the general American public.

Harold Clurman states that Miller's drama is "particularly

American."5 Its wide appeal and application is characterized

by "a plainness, a kind of neighborhood friendliness and good

humor . . . a saving ordinariness."6

To emphasize the conflict within his characters, Miller

introduces the dream-versus-reality theme in many of his plays.

Caught up in the struggle of everyday living and the demands

that are made upon one's life, Miller's characters often re-

treat to a make-believe world of their own, where they can

dream about what might have been. It is the eventual inability

of these characters to distinguish between dream and reality

that causes their downfall. Nowhere is this exemplified more

clearly than in Willy Loman, the hopeless protagonist in

Death of aSalesman. Willy's life has been built upon a series

4Ibid., p. 3.

Harold Clurman, "Arthur Miller's Later Plays," Arthur
Miller: A Collection of Critical Essays, edited by Corrigan,
p. 151.

6Ibid.
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of contradictions, false promises, and unrealized dreams, and

his unrelenting concentration on these matters leads him to

personal and professional disaster.

The idea of conflict in the common man can be traced

throughout Miller's plays. A representative list might include

The Man Who Had All the Luck (1944), Al & Sons (1947)), Death

of a Salesman (1949), An Enemy .of the People (1950), The

Crucible (1953), A View from the Brie (1955), and The Price

(1968).7 In each of these plays, one finds a character in

search of identity, struggling with the inner problem of dis-

covering who he is. The common-man theme is extended to

include the very names of the characters themselves, reflecting

perhaps a position in society or a group of people suffering

from the same ailment, personal failure. And Miller analyzes

the common-man theme in a manner truly symptomatic of conditions,

problems, and conflicts in American culture.

Two of his plays, Death of a Salesman and The Price, will

be discussed in depth in this study, for they reflect early and

late periods in Miller's writing, they illustrate vividly the

lack of communication caused by the breakdown in the family

structure, and they highlight to the fullest extent those

elements associated with the ordinary man.

Death of a Salesman traces the demise of Willy Loman, a

salesman. It portrays his destruction in such a believable

7Corrigan, p. 2.
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fashion, using such realistic description, that anyone who has

ever read it or seen it performed cringes because of its famil-

iarity to everyday life. The importance of the family unit is

very keenly felt in this play. The Loman family, composed of

Willy, his wife Linda, and their sons Biff and Happy, appears

close, but in actuality, is slowly but ever so methodically

disintegrating. John Gassner feels audiences would have dis-

missed the play quite willingly if it had not contained elements

which reminded them so much of themselves, their relatives, or

friends. He states that audiences can sympathize with Willy's

struggle, for they too have been trapped in "social delusions

and circumstances." That the play is an indictment of the

American way of life is demonstrated throughout the play in

the differing codes of morality, questionable business prac-

tices, and the fleeting dream of success. Brian Parker suggests

that in portraying the downfall of Willy Loman, Death of a

Salesman is really ripping open the sores of modern society:

Obviously, Death of a Salesman is a criticism of the moral
and social standards of contemporary America, not merely
a record of the particular plight of one man. And, also
obviously, it presents Willy as a victim of the deterio-
ration of the "American dream," the belief in untrammelled
individualism.9

Miller continues his development of the theme of the common

man in his later play, The Price. A play with much less char-

acter development than Death of a Salesman, it nonetheless

8John Gassner, Dramatic Soundings (New York, 1968), p. 145.

9Brian Parker, "Point of View in Arthur Miller's Death of
a Salesman," Arthur Miller: A Collection of Critical Essays.
edited by Corrigan, p. 102.
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illustrates universal values, significant conflict, and

breakdown in family structure--all of which combine to place

it integrally within the confines of this paper.

The action centers around a condemned apartment building,

filled with several rooms of outdated furniture, and the

efforts of two brothers, Victor and Walter Franz, to dispose

of the furniture as efficiently and lucratively as possible.

Hence, the reader arrives at the surface-level meaning of the

title--it refers to the cost of the furniture, the "price"

Gregory Solomon, the furniture dealer, will offer the Franz

brothers for the furniture. But beyond this reference the

title has more significant thematic ramifications. To each

of the four characters in the play, Victor, Walter, Gregory,

and Victor's wife Esther, the "price" symbolizes something

that is a part of themselves.

Arthur Miller, then, enhances the idea of common man by

concentrating on those features in his drama which can be

easily recognized by the reader. His choice of characters,

his use of familiar language, and his treatment of repre-

sentative situations, exhibit a consistent discussion of

common tragedy with widespread application. In concentrating

on the inner turmoil of man, his conflict with society, and

the breakdown in the family unit, he writes with that nec-

essary detachment of self which removes the personal from his

drama and extends it to the universal.

Providing the reader with a sMore optimistic view of the

common man, Thornton Wilder nevertheless also presents a type
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of drama that bears universal application. The representative

plays which this paper will discuss are Our Town and The Skin

of Our Teeth. Like the playwrights already mentioned, Wilder

recognizes a strong tie between man and the universe. But

contrary to O'Neill, Williams, and Miller, who look at man

in a hopeless light, Wilder always seems to provide a positive

outlook on man's struggle. As one source has stated, "He sees

mankind as essentially good and has faith in the time-honored

virtues; yet he is aware of man's capacity for evil." 1 0 Be-

cause Wilder is such an optimist, he invests his drama with

even more of a sense of timelessness by looking to the future.

He feels that man's perpetual conflict has always been and

will continue, thereby coming closer perhaps to a type of

universal drama than the other playwrights already discussed.

Our Town is strictly Americana. Highly symbolic, this

play is the study of life in a small New England town. The

everyday happenings, life, and death are so matter-of-fact

that everyone who reads the play remembers a similar place

that he must have seen or visited. Wilder uses a number of

techniques which allow this play to project much more than a

small town locale. M. C. Kuner comments that Wilder is

creating the pattern of everyday living in Grover's Corners,

the setting of Our Town, to represent life itself.

10 "Thornton Wilder," McGraw-Hill Encyclipedia of World
Drama, Vol. IV (New York, 1972).

11M. C. Kuner, Thornton Wilder: The Bright and the Dark
(New York, 1972) , p. 134-
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According to Kuner, "The banality of the dialogue, the lack

of characterization ifl the speeches themselves (sometimes it

is almost impossible to tell who is speaking by the words

alone), all contribute to the feeling of something timeless

and universal. "12

Wilder uses the conflict that was reflected in the other

dramatists, but instead of man versus himself or the universe,

it is more of small town versus the universe. Wilder's own

words lend credence to this inferences

It is an attempt to find a value above all prices for the
smallest events of our daily life. I have made the claim
as preposterous as possible, for I have set the village
against the largest dimensions of time and place. The
recurrent words in this play (few have noticed it) are
"hundreds," "thousands," and "millions." Emily's joys
and griefs, her algebra lessons and her birthday presents--
what are they when we consider all the billions of irls
who have lived, who are living, and who will live?1 )

In The Skin ofOur Teeth, Wilder repeats his study of

conflict, but in this play, the struggle seems to be between

family and the universe. The play focuses on the life of the

Antrobus family whose leader is George1 the father. The play

shows the Antrobus family in the "whole fabric of time, the

universe, other vertebrates and mammals, and creation itself."14

Again Wilder himself gives the reader the best description of

the play and contrasts it with the earlier ones "Our Town

12Ibid.

1 bid., pp. 134-135.

14 McGraw-Hill Enclopedia of World Drama, Vol. IV.
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is the life of a family seen from a telescope, five miles

away. The SkinofO Qur Teeth is the destiny of the whole human
group seen from a telescope 1,000 miles away. "15

Our Town and The Skinof Our Teeth are intriguing mixtures

of universal elements. Wilder believes that man is basically

good, and is able to defeat the evil forces in the world, but

the battle has not been nor ever will be, an easy one.

Throughout their writings O'Neill, Williams, Miller, and

Wilder exhibit an understanding of man. They portray him as

locked in conflict with a variety of forces, his subconscious,

his attitude toward sex, his position in society, and his rela-

tionship to the universe. Each of these playwrights has something

significant to share, for they all offer unique expressions of

a basic theme, the evolution of ordinary man. O'Neill leaves the

reader with a deep look into the naturalistic forces which

shape man's destiny. Williams gives a sympathetic treatment

to man's psychoses as defense mechanisms in trying to escape

one's existence. Miller and Wilder portray the importance of

the family as minute capsules of society or the universe as a

whole, with Miller showing man's defeat and Wilder his triumph.

The remaining chapters of this paper discuss Death of a

Salesman, The , _r Town, and The Skin of Our Teeth.

These works seem to highlight most obviously the study of

common man. They reflect man in contrasting situations and

15Kuner, pp. 146-147.
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show him as a symbol for the rest of the populace. Death of

SNSalesman symbolizes those lost souls who cannot cope; The

Price represents the everyday struggle of life itself; Our

Town stands for the mind, the environment, or the universe;

and The Skin of Our Teeth is man's will and unconquerable

spirit to survive.



CHAPTER II

DEATH OF A SALESMANs JUST ANOTHER STATISTIC

"Tragedy, then, is the consequence of' a man's total
compulsion to evaluate himself justly."

--Arthur Miller

In Arthur Miller's Death of' a Salesman (1949), the action

centers on the character of Willy Loman, an outmoded salesman.

As a businessman involved in sales, especially the selling of

himself, Willy's philosophy of success saturates every fiber

of his existence. He thinks a successful salesman is one who

is the most popular and has complete economic security. His

actions become the pivotal points upon which the other char-

acters are developed. In Willy's dealings and confrontations

with his wife Linda, his friend Charley, his brother Ben, and

his sons Happy and especially Bifff, the reader sees him as an

extremely pathetic character, a person who has misplaced his

values.

As the major character in the play, Willy influences each

individual and happening. His effect upon the other characters

stems from his gnawing realization that he has lost his use-

fulness, a feeling that is perhaps shared by the reader as he

views Willy in Miller's introductory sketch:

From the right, Willy Loman, the Salesman, enters, carryingtwo large sample cases. . . . He is past sixty years ofage, dressed quietly. Even as he crosses the stage to

12
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the doorway of the house, his exhaustion is apparent.
He unlocks the door, comes into the kitchen, and thank-
fully lets his burden down, feeling the soreness of hispalms. A word-sigh escapes his lips--it might be "oh,
boy, oh, boy."I

Willy's behavior verges upon the psychotic, as he loses

touch with reality. His erratic conduct manifests itself in

his failing marriage with Linda, his decaying relationship

with his sons, his ethical confrontations with Charley, and

his growing contempt for his own existence.

Willy's physical appearance and actions reflect a jaded

man. The description takes on greater importance when con-

sidered as a visible extension of Willy's faded value system

and his worn-out salesmanship. These three facts--an old

appearance, a faded value system, and a worn-out salesmanship--

combined with his conscious efforts to avoid facing reality,

account for his personal development and his influence on the

other characters,

In analyzing Willy's motivation, especially as it relates

to the concept of the common-man theme, one can perhaps gain a

clearer understanding of Willy by considering him in light of

the nine character images that have been suggested by Arthur

Miller: (1) the image of futility; (2) the image of aging;

(3) the image of ferocity, when love has turned to something

else; (4) the image of a need greater than hunger, thirst or

sex--a need to put a thumbprint on the worlds (5) the image of

Arthur Miller, Death of a Salesman (New York, 1958), p. 12.Hereafter, references to this edition will be indicated in thetext by the page numbers enclosed in parentheses.



suicide so mixed in motive it becomes imperceptible and yet

demanding at the same time ; (6) the image of private man in

a world full of strangers; (7) the image of security--something

he has made and can use as a rock to touch, return to, and grasp;

(8) the image of the son's hard, public eye upon you ... . no

longer knowing you have lived for him and have wept for him;

and (9) the image of people turning into strangers who only

evaluate one another.2  These character images are interwoven

throughout the play, providing the basis for Willy's development

and the reason for his existence.

As evidenced by his physical description, Willy is a

faded character, affected by his continual thoughts of the past,

his often-voiced avowal of his quest for the unfulfilled dream,

his stagnant sales pitch, and his paradoxical code of ethics.

This impractical existence also gives Willy another dimension.

He is pathetic. Manifested in Willy's recognition that he

once made a functional contribution to society, his pathetic

nature is made even more hopeless by his realization that he

no longer has a meaningful role. According to Henry Popkin,

"As the drama progresses, Willy's faltering claim on the respect

and affection of others is matched by his new role as a horrible

example, a public instance of the man for whom society has no

further use." 3 As his wife Linda so tragically but realistically

2Arthur Miller, "Introduction to Collected Pla TheViking Critical Library, edited by Gerald Weales (New Yor,

3Henry Popkin, "Arthur Millert The Strange Encounter,"
American Drama and Its Critics, edited by Alan S. Downer
(Chicago, 1963tp. 231.
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states in Act I:

"I don't say he's a great man. Willy Loman never
made a lot of money. His name was never in the paper.
He's not the finest character that ever lived. But he's
a human being, and a terrible thing is happening to him.
So attention must be paid. He's not to be allowed to
fall into his grave like an old dog. Attention, attention
must be finally paid to such a person." (p. 56)

Willy's worn physical appearance, tired actions, and emo-

tional instability are so integral to the play that they cannot

be considered apart from their influence on the central theme;

namely, the tragedy of the downfall of the common man in a

society too preoccupied and uncaring to prevent it. His char-

acter is a partial cause of his downfall. As Brian Parker states,

Willy's plight is shown to be at least partly the result
of his own character: he fails not only because of the
pressures of the competitive system, but also because of
his incorrigible inability to tell the truth even to himself.
Where once he confused reality and wise fulfillment, henow confuses reality and an idealized past.

The theme of the tragedy of the common man is also enhanced

by Willy's personal motivation. Willy, like so many others

before and after him, is prompted by the code of the salesman.

The salesman is not. really selling a product; he is selling

himself. In the words of Brooks Atkinson, "He obviously takes

no pride in the quality of the goods he sells, for he never

mentions them. His obsession is with the trick of selling.".5

4 Brian Parker, "Point of View in Arthur Miller's Deathof a Salesman," Arthur Millert A Collection of Critical Essays,edited by Robert W. Corrigan (Englewood Cliffs, 1967, p. 103.
5Brooks Atkinson, The Ne w Yrk Times, May 15, 1949,

Sec. 2, p. 1.
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Willy's motivation, besides being influenced by the sales-

man's philosophy of survival of the fittest, also becomes the

basis for the development of several of the play's minor themes:

(1) the modern business morality as seen through Willy's eyes,

but extended to a universal scope; (2) modern man eagerly

accepting the twentieth-century version of the American dream,

but becoming confused like a psychologist's rat upon learning

that the door to the dream in inexplicably closed; and (3) the

double standard personified in Willy in what he urges his sons

to practice, and what he practices himself.6

Willy is motivated by forces other than salesmanship.

He needs a home, love, and respect. Willy has always dreamed

of a better life and home for his family, but again is always

sobered by the harsh realities of his life. He even suffers

defeat in the struggle to preserve the existence of his home

from the 'encroaching apartment buildings. When he attempts to

plant some seeds in his backyard, Willy shouts, "You can't see

nothing out here! They boxed in the whole goddam neighborhood!"

(p. 127). The symbolism in the choked seed reflects his being

trapped in a society which prevents his establishing anything

to outlast himself, including the improvement of his sons' lives.7

Willy's tragic situation with his home provides an example

of a universal problem to the common man. Time and time again

6Robert Hogan, Arthur Miller (Minneapolis, 1964), pp. 21-22.

7Parker, p. 97.
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man has been forced to move aside for "progress." Men have

lost their homes, city landmarks have become parking lots,

lush rural areas have been converted to cement highways, and

the vanishing American frontier has been transformed from greenery,

quiet, and clean air to high-rise apartment buildings, neon signs,

billboards, urban noise, and pollution. Certainly this idea of

man's having to move over for society's encroachment has been,

is now, and will continue to be a timeless reality.

In addition to Willy's drive for success in the business

world, and the desire to provide a suitable home for his family,

a significant part of his motivation hinges on his other needs,

love and respect. As regards his family, especially his son

Biff, these two needs are practically inseparable. Biff, the

son whom Willy considers an extension of himself and for whom

Willy will do anything to help him realize success, is, with

the possible exception of Linda, the only character who can

face reality. He alone tries to force Willy to leave his

dream of pursuing success. Popkin suggests that Biff is the

one character who realizes Willy's present state of mind is

based upon his past existence:

Willy Loman hunts the secret of his failure; he wants to
know the right path. His mistake is that there is no right
path; there is, however, a wrong path, and Willy has trav-
elled on it for most of his life. . . . It is his son Biff
who plays detective more successfully. Present events make
Biff see his lies about the past; he perceives the hollowness
of the dream of success from the start.

8Popkin, p. 223.
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It is precisely this struggle of dream versus reality which

causes the heated and climactic meetings between Willy and Biff.

The importance of the family is very keenly felt in Death

of a Salesman. The Loman family appears close, but in reality

is slowly but ever so methodically disintegrating. Seemingly

wholesome emotions of the characters--for example, the love of

Linda and the loyalty of Biff--give way to destructive ones

associated with sex, greed, and dishonesty. Indeed the chaos

illustrated in Willy's family relationships seems to mirror the

chaos taking place in his own mind. In the conflict of man ver-

sus other opponents--his mind, his family, society, or the

universe--he again knows only a predetermined outcome, defeat.

The idea of an ordinary family with family problems lends

an air of authenticity to the play. W. A. Darlington indicates

the recognizability of the Loman clan has universal application:

What Mr. Miller has achieved somehow seems to belong to
everybody. For he is writing as an American with an affec-
tionate understanding of American family people and their
family problems; and everybody recognizes in his tragic
play things that they know are poignantly true.9

Parker feels that it is specifically family love which accounts

for Willy's death, prompted by a destruction of the family loy-

alty which ruined Willy's life:

There is no doubt of Willy's love for his family, partic-
ularly for his son, Biff. It is the betrayal of this
loyalty, as witnessed in Biff's realization of Willy's
adultery, that ruins Willy's life, rather than a commercial
failure. And it is in the name of family love that Willyfinally kills himself, dying as a father, not as a salesman.10

9W. A. Darlington, The New York Times, February 20, 1949,
Sec. 2, p. 1,

10Parker, p. 105.
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From a discussion of the importance of the family unit

in Death of a Salesman, one can naturally lead into a more de-

tailed analysis of how Willy reacts with each member of the

Loman family, Biff, Linda, and Happy. The character rela-

tionships enhance the common-man theme since they are based on

universal situations. The dream-versus-reality conflict between

Willy and Biff, one of the central themes of the play, seems

based on mutual hypocrisy, as several examples demonstrate. The

shock young Biff feels upon learning of his father's illicit

affair seems to have made him an adult. And it is all too ob-

vious that Biff and Happy are leading loose lives, which would

make Willy's affair seem mild in comparison. Besides sex, the

morality codes differ in regards to theft. As a youth, Biff

proudly steals a football, much to his father's approval, but

later, as an adult, feels compelled to return a fountain pen,

much to his father's embarrassment. Perhaps it is this dichotomy

in ethical behavior which accounts for the dream-versus-reality

syndrome, the underlying cause of Willy's destruction. Willy's

philosophy for success has proven worthless for himself and his

sons. According to Atkinson, "He brings up his boys to be, not

simply liked, but well-liked, which he regards as the touchstone

of success; and he condones petty-thievery, negligence and

cheating as part of the success formula."11

The confrontations between Willy and Biff throughout the

play are obviously headed toward an explosive climax. These

11Atkinson, p. 1.



20

arguments are symbolic of that painful part of the tragedy of

the common man, that breakdown in communication between father

and son that has occurred down through the ages. Willy and

Biff reach their argumentative height toward the very end of

Act II. Miller's blueprint for this scene proceeds quite

logically. Beginning with the symbolic "packages of seeds"

and the "boxed-in goddam neighborhood," the scene reveals Biff's

growing pity for his father, his self-realization of the emptiness

of his own existence, and his fruitless efforts to get through

to his father. The movement of this scene for Biff becomes a

growing plea that his father might understand the meaninglessness

in both their lives. As Biff begins the conversation with Willy,

he pleads, "Pop, get this, now, will you?" (p. 128). Receiving

no suitable response from Willy, Biff tries to describe to Willy

the emptiness of their lives:

"Why am I trying to become what I don't want to be?
What am I doing in an office, making a contemptuous,
begging fool of myself, when all I want is out there,
waiting for me the minute I say I know who I am! Why
can't I say that, Willy? . . . I am not a leader of men,
Willy, and neither are you. You were never anything, buta hard-working drummer who landed in the ash can like all
the rest of them." (p. 132)

Unfortunately, Biff finally arrives at the heartbreaking reali-

zation that Willy's condition is hopeless. "Will you let me

go, for Christ's sake? Will you take that phony dream and burn

it before something happens? . . . I'll go in the morning. Put

him--put him to bed" (p. 133).

Just as the movement of the preceding sequence is traumatic

for Biff, so too is it overpowering to Willyo But Willy emerges
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from it as merely pathetic, for he does not gain any further

insight into himself or attain significant self-realization from

the incident. For example, he reacts to Biff's request for

understanding with, "Where the hell is that seed? You can't

see nothing out here! They boxed in the whole goddam neigh-

borhood!" (p. 127). Upon discovering that Biff plans to leave

to follow his own career, Willy feels cheated, unrealistically

thinking that his sacrifices for his favorite son have been for

nothing, for Willy expected Biff to follow in his salesman's

footsteps, And so Willy's immediate reaction is to absolve

himself from all guilt: "Spite, spite, is the word of your

undoing! And when you're down and out, remember what did it.

When you're rotting somewhere beside the railroad tracks, re-

member, and don't you dare blame it on me!" (p. 130). Biff's

realization that he is not getting through to his father and

that Willy will never change is reenforced by Willy's pathetic

stupidity at the end of their conversation: "Isn't that--isn't

that remarkable? Biff--he likes me!" (p. 133).

The previous exchange, as explosive as it is in the devel-

opment of the Willy-Biff relationship, serves as a further

ramification of the evolution of the common-man theme. The

language employed, the refusal to accept other's plans for

oneself, and the realization that one's life has been a failure,

all indicate timeless ideas, universally applicable to ordinary

man.

A second character integral to Willy's growth and to the

study of the common man is Linda, Willy's wife. Linda, like
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Willy, is a rather pathetic character, seemingly content with

few things in life. She is motivated by her love and genuine

pity for Willy. Parker has said, "Linda is the most sympathetic

character in the play. And Linda is so sympathetic, not only

because she is the loyal, downtrodden wife, but also because her

attitude seems to sum up many traditional American Values,"12

In Linda's relationship with Willy, these "traditional

American values" take on a greater significance. They include

the American upward mobility work ethic, the constant praising

of the male ego by the female partner, the arbitration nec-

essary between feuding father and son, and the building of dreams

and continuing support for obviously defeated men.

Unlike Biff, who tries to force Willy to face reality,

Linda seems to help Willy live in his world full of illusion.

Perhaps Linda is even more perceptive than Biff in recognizing

the futility of forcing Willy to accept reality, something

which is contrary to his nature. Or quite possibly Linda simply

does not understand Willy, while continuing in her role as her

husband's chief supporter. As Parker states, "After thirty-

five years of marriage, Linda is apparently completely unable

to comprehend her husband."13 Several incidents in the play

exemplify Linda's inability to understand Willy, with one par-

ticular example being Linda's speech at her husband's graveside:

1 2 Parker, p. 106.
13Ibid. , p. 108.
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"Forgive me, dear, I can't cry. I don't know what
it is, but I can't cry. I don't understand it. Why did
you ever do that? Help me, Willy. I can't cry. It seems
to me that you're just on another trip. I keep expecting
you. Willy, dear, I can't cry. Why did you do it? I
search and search and I search, and I can't understand
it, Willy . . . ." (p. 139)

Perplexed by Willy's death, Linda gains no apparent insight

into its meaning. She wonders about his motivation, totally

ignorant of its impact. To Linda, it seems an unnecessary break

in routine affairs. Why would Willy ever want to die? After

all, Linda points out that she has "made the last payment on

the house today. Today, dear. And there'll be nobody home.

We're free and clear. . . ." (p, 139).

Happy, the fourth member of the Loman family, spreads the

tragedy of the common-man theme in other directions. In Happy's

relationship with Willy, these directions include a similarity

in their sexual competitiveness and a continuing belief that

Willy should not be forced to face reality. Where Biff showed

competition along the lines of theft (a football, a carton of

basketballs, a suit, and a fountain pen), Happy exhibits com-

petition through sexual encounters, or at least discussion

about them. Evidence of Happy's inclination toward a loose

moral existence can be found in Miller's introductory de-

scription of him:

Happy is tall, powerfully made. Sexuality is like a
visible color on him, or a scent that many women have
discovered. He, like his brother, is lost, but in a
different way, for he has never allowed himself to turn
his face toward defeat and is thus more confused and hard-
skinned, although seemingly more content. (p. 19)
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Happy's sexuality makes him more tolerant of Willy, an

attitude underscored several times in the play. In Act I, Biff

accuses Willy of having no respect for Linda. Happy defends

Willy with a weak argument, resulting in Happy's stating that

the whole situation is too much for Willy. He cannot cope with

it. It is in this confrontation that Biff accuses Willy of

having no character and also compares him with Charley, who

personifies respect, clean living, and noble behavior. The

essence of the scene lies in Happy's refusal to believe in his

father's faltering condition. The empty arguments he makes

against Biff are as meaningless as Willy's unfulfilled promises

and dreams.

Miller's common-man theme encompasses Happy as well as

Willy, In their similar business philosophies, their refusal

to accept the inevitable, and their continued concentration on

all the insignificant elements of society, they are much alike.

Happy's character is a combination of false self-assertiveness

and preoccupation with the opposite sex. He, like Willy, can-

not sort out his priorities and arrange them into some successful

mode of life. His own words are proof of his existence:

"I gotta show some of those pompous, self-important
executives over there that Hap Loman can make the grade.
I want to walk into the store the way he walks in. Then
I'll go with you, Biff. We'll be together yet, I swear.
But take those two[girls we had tonight. Now weren't
they gorgeous creatures." (p. 24)

This desire to make a business success out of himself, followed

immediately by his business with the ladies, indicates the hy-

pocrisy of his intentions and the shallowness of Happy's character.
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Unlike Biff, Happy does not want Willy to face reality.

He wants to help Willy continue to believe in his dream. He

supports Willy, although undoubtedly he recognizes the folly

of his father's dreamlike existence. His concern for his

father and his possessive desire for letting him remain un-

scathed in his illusions are evinced in the interchange between

Biff and Happy in Act II:

Biff: "Hap, he's got to understand that I'm not the man
somebody lends that kind of money to. He thinks I've been
spiting him all these years and it's eating him up."

Happy: "That's just it. You tell him something nice,"

Biff: "I can't."

Happy: "Say you got a lunch date with Oliver tomorrow."'

Biff: "So what do I do tomorrow?"

Happy: "You leave the house tomorrow and come back at
night.and say Oliter is thinking it over. And he thinks
it over for a couple of weeks, and gradually it fades
away and nobody's the worse."

Biff: "But it'll go on forever!"

Happy: "Dad is never so happy as when he's looking for-
ward to something!" (p. 105)

Happy's role, as it applies to the theme of the common man,

prompts certain observations. First, one must notice that

Happy is the embodiment of his name. Supposedly living in a

"happy" existence, Happy poses as the troublefree guy who

represents the timelessness of the sexy male prototype, glib

in his outlook on life and business, convinced how to use

women to his advantage. The function of Happy in the play is

three-fold: he is a visible extension of his father's loose

sexuality; he is a continuing force in hiding his father from
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the terrible disappointment of reality; and he is the one

individual who accepts his father's present state of affairs.

Gerald Weales states that Willy and Happy share similar bus-

iness philosophies and opinions about women

Like Willy, Happy lives the life of the business ethic.
Like his father, he fails to understand that the smile is
no safe-conduct pass through the jungle. Significantly,
he is incapable of fruition; he is a philanderer, and
wastes himself in a succession of casual, fruitless unions.
He has the smell of women on him, in p play in which men
cry out to assert their masculinity.14

The common-man theme is demonstrated outside the perimeter

of Willy's immediate family. When compared with his friend,

Charley, Willy always comes up short, for Charley is equated

with success. Arthur Miller's own words provide us with the

contrasting importance of Charley:

The most decent man in Death of a Salesman is a capitalist
(Charley) whose aims are not different from Willy Loman's.
The great difference between them is that Charley is not
a fanatic. Equally, however, he has learned how to live
without that frenz Y that ecstasy of spirit which Willy
chases to his end.')

Charley is Willy's foil in several ways. He nourishes a

different set of values, is unimpressed by sports, as exemplified

in his confessed ignorance of Red Grange, and seems to embody

practical conservatism, as compared with Willy's flamboyant

emotionalism. John Gassner discusses Charley's success image:

Charley is the model of right living because he was
practical-minded and made a success of his business, and
because his son Bernard married and became a lawyer who

Judah Bierman, James Hart, and Stanley Johnson, "Arthur
Miller: Death of a Salesman," The Viking Critical Library,
edited by.Weales, P.

1 5Miller, p. 170.



27

is now on his way to Washington to argue a case and takes
his tennis rackp s along, presumably to hobnob with suc-
cessful people.

In scenes involving Willy and Charley, one sees conflict,

always punctuated by Willy's criticism of Charley, with Charley's

reply usually being good-natured. Several examples prove this

point. Because Charley cannot sleep and complains of heart-

burn, Willy accuses him of not knowing how to eat and of

ignorance "about vitamins and things like that." Charley's

reply is an offer to play cards: "Come on, let's shoot. Tire

you out a little" (p. 42).

The interlude between Willy and Charley involving Biff

and Happy's lumber theft provides a further example of their

differing codes of ethics, Willy's representing dishonesty

and avoidance of legal responsibility, and Charley's repre-

senting honesty and support of the law:

Charley: "Listen, if they steal any more from that
building the watchman'll put the cops on them!"

Willy: "You shoulda seen the lumber they brought home
last week. At least a dozen six-by-tens worth all kinds
a money."

Charley: "Listen, if that watchman--"

Willy: "I gave them hell, understand. But I got a
couple of fearless characters there."

Charley: "Willy, the jails are full of fearless
characters." (p. 50)

Another instance of Willy's criticism of Charley reaffirms

the common-man theme of the play. Of Charley, Willy says,

l6John Gassner, "Death of a Salesman: First Impressions,
1949," The Viking Critical Librarytedited by Weales, p. 232.
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hammer a nail!" (p. 51). This comment illustrates that to

Willy athletic prowess and mechanical ability are two recog-

nizable proofs of a man's masculinity.

One other confrontation between Willy and Charley gives

the reader further insight into their relationship. Near the

middle of Act II, one views Willy in a typically pathetic sit-

uation. He comes begging to Charley, requesting the loan of

a hundred and ten dollars to pay his insurance. Charley, in

offering Willy a job, hopes to put Willy back on his feet,

but this gesture insults Willy. Willy has now seen his failure

acknowledged by someone other than a member of his family.

And childish Willy, as always when he is cornered in an argument,

defensively replies, "I don't want your goddam job! .

You big ignoramus, if you say that to me again I'll rap you

one! I don't care how big you are" (p. 97).

This scene is the climactic moment in the relationship

between Willy and Charley as far as their differing business

philosophies are concerned. It indicates why Charley is suc-
cessful and Willy is not. Idealistic Willy feels that as long
as he acted impressively and was well liked, nothing could
stand in his way. But practical Charley, proving why he has
remained successful, answers, "The only thing you got in this
world is what you can sell. And the funny thing is that you're
a salesman, and you don't know that" (p. 97). It is Charley
who recognizes another dimension of Willy's condition. Like
Linda, who probably has deliberately concealed her knowledge

28
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of Willy's emotional breakdown, Charley continues to try to

make a breadwinner of Willy, hoping to return to him at least

part of his.dignity and self-respect. 17

In summary, then, Charley's realistic appraisal of Willy

comes from living a practical existence. His awareness of

Willy's state of mind, his concern about the betterment of

Willy's horrid financial condition, his desire to return to

Willy some amount of respectability, and his successful approach

to the business world are the chief reasons Charley serves as

a foil to Willy and demonstrates still another example of the

common-man theme.

Willy's brother, Ben, represents the final character

necessary to complete the tragic picture of the ordinary man,

Willy Loman. In discussing the character of Ben, one critic

describes him as less "real, not so much a person as the em-

bodiment of Willy's desire for escape and success. He

represents a side of Willy's own mind." 18  Miller's introductory

description of Ben shows him indeed to personify part of Willy's

dream: "He is utterly certain of his destiny, and there is an

aura of far places about him" (p. 44). Ben seems to be more

of a"conscience" figure in the play. As Willy's brother, Ben

represents the success Willy can never realize. Similar to

Charley, whose practicality won him success, Ben has capitalized

17Joseph A. Hynes, "'Attention Must Be Paid . . .,'" The
Viking Critical Library, edited by Weales, p. 282.

18 Parker, p. 99.
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on various opportunities to achieve his goal. That these two

characters are similar in their success stories is witnessed

in Willy's confusing the two upon Ben's introduction in the play.

Representing a voice from the past, the "dead" character

of Ben parallels the "dead" dreams of Willy. Moreover, in

what he has accomplished, in his similarity to Willy's father,

and in his travel and exploits, Ben represents the opposite of

Willy. Ben constantly reminds Willy of not being like their

father: "With one gadget he made more in a week than a man

like you could make in a lifetime" (p. 49). Ben serves the

purpose of symbolizing riches wrought through adventure. Un-

fortunately, he does not mention that a keen business sense,

hard work, proper moral standards, and a sensible lifestyle

are what really matter. To Willy, Ben says, "William, when

I walked into the jungle, I was seventeen. When I walked out

I was twenty-one. And, by God, I was rich!" (p. 52). Perhaps

this miraculous formula for success worked for Ben, but it cer-

tainly has not succeeded for Willy or his sons.

Ben, the reminder of past dreams and promoter of questionable

values, serves as Willy's guidance and security. His contri-

bution to Willy's character development is integral. His

value as a guidance counselor is questionable. This opinion

is reaffirmed by Weales:

But, as the recurring images and conversations with the
exploiter Ben show, the magical names of Alaska and Africa
tantalize Willy constantly and actually sound the theme



31

song of his "middle" world of values which eventually
takes him to his "nether-world"--the region, that is,
where all values, and even life itself, are frozen
for good.19

Death of a Salesman has a host of characters, each

individually and collectively dealing with the destruction of

the common man, symbolized in Willy Loman. Beginning with

Willy, the reader finds a failure in America's highly com-

petitive business world. A manipulator of values, a believer

in emotionalism, a common man too frightened to face reality,

and a helpless victim of his own pathetic nature, Willy degen-

erates in a tragically ordinary fashion. Willy seems to have

lost before he ever started. He epitomizes tragedy and pathos.

As Arthur Miller states, in his essay, "Tragedy and the

Common Man":

Where pathos rules, where pathos is finally derived, a
character has fought a battle he could not possibly have
won. The pathetic is achieved when the protagonist is,
by virtue of his witlessness, his insensitivity or the
very air he gives, incapable of grappling with a much
superior force.20

Miller's deomonstration of the common-man theme extends

even into the less significant elements in the play, such as

locale, characters' names, title, language, and musical intro-

ductions. The New York setting could easily represent any

large American city. The swallowing up of the individual in

19George De Schweinitz, "Death of a Salesmans A Note
on Epic Tragedy," The Vik Critical Library, edited by
Weales, pp. 277-278.

20 Arthur Miller, "Tragedy and the Common Man," Tragedys
Vision and Form, edited by Robert W. Corrigan (San Francisco,
19637 p. 151.
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the labyrinth of society and the encroaching apartment buildings

hovering over the white clapboard houses continue to provide

the elements of an American tragedy that occurs in the throes

of progress, in the pursuance of the American dream. The

different places mentioned in the play--Boston, the Gold Coast,

Alaska, South Dakota, and the jungle--are significant symbols

that represent experiences, dreams, and nightmares in Willy's

mind and life. The varied selection of names, their wide-

spread locations, and the fact that they are representative of

all experiences and dreams, all point to their relevance to the

situation of the ordinary man.

Another expression of the common-man idea is revealed in

characters' names. Beginning with Willy Loman, the reader dis-

covers a character whose last name reflects his position in

society--"low man.'" It provides an added element in the com-

position of Willy's overall tragedy--almost as if, because of

his fateful name, he is destined to be a failure and to occupy

that basement level of existence, where the harder one dreams

the lower he falls. Parker comments on the correlation between

Willy's name and stature:

The ideal of self-dependence has become the vicious com-petition of the modern business community, of which Willy,as a salesman, is the lowest common denominator. Millerhas explained Willy's surname as standing for "low manon the totem pole," the bottom of the heap; and inter-estingly, Willy's ideal, the old salesman in green slippers,is called "Dave Singleman." The two names contrast Willy'sactual explq tation and the dignified independence to whichhe aspired.

21Parker, p. 102.
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Willy's wife's name, Linda, can be interpreted as meaning

"lend-a-hand"--something which Linda tries to do throughout the

play. We can see this attitude most often in her protective

efforts toward Willy and her fruitless attempts to improve the

relationship between Willy and Biff.

Willy's sons' names are more than names. "Biff" and

"Happy" are descriptions, ideas, and emotions, reflecting more

a way of life than a suitable nomenclature. Animalistic in

tone, "Biff" is quite close, to "beef," symbolizing perhaps his

meaty, strong appearance, his inclination to natural desires,

or his tendency to be pugnacious. The name "Happy" reflects

a "happy-go-lucky" existence, one which suitably describes the

life he personifies throughout the play. And so, because these

names--Willy Loman, Linda, Biff, and Happy--represent stations

in life, experiences, inclinations toward natural desires, and

personified existences, they exhibit that same spirit of the

evolution of the common man which has marked other elements of

the play. These names suggest a wide range of common ideas,

ideas which have come down through the ages under different

names, but which share a common oneness in "the heart and spirit

of the average man." 22

The title Death of a Salesman is one which incorporates

universal reference. The article "a" removes the idea of anyone

specific and broadens the reference to the scope of "Everyman. "

Because no one in particular is mentioned, and because Miller

22 Miller, p. 151.
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chooses "a" over "the," the author convincingly universalizes

the most recognizable feature of the play, its title.

Language is another literary technique designed to show

the play's application to the common man. Throughout the play,

one finds Miller using the language of the common man. Willy's

conversation with Howard Wagner, Willy's boss, is a prime examples

". Cause what could be more satisfying than to
be able to go, at the age of eighty-four, into twenty or
thirty different cities, and pick up a phone, and be
remembered and loved and helped by so many different
people? Do you know? when he died--and by the way he
died the death of a salesman . . . hundreds of salesmen
and buyers were at his funeral. Things were sad on a
lotta trains for months after that." (p. 81)

Not only with Willy, but with all the characters does one see

examples of this ordinary language, not terribly refined, not

grammatically perfect, but suitable in serving the universal

need of communication.

Because music is a universal language, and because it

serves such an important function in the play, Miller effectively

uses it to enhance his treatment of the destruction of the common

man. The author's musical introductions are varied and symbolic,

and they serve a double purposes (1) they show the mood or set

the atmosphere for each scene; and (2) they prophesy what is

about to happen. An attalysis of some of the more significant

musical interludes better illustrates their symbolic importance.

As the play begins, the first description Miller gives the reader

is a musical one: "A melody is heard, played upon a flute. It

is small and fine, telling of grass and trees and the horizon"

(p. 11). This first exposure to the use of music provides us
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with a pleasing American, rural setting--in sharp contrast

with what will eventually follow. It also introduces the

flute, an instrument which carries a variety of musical mes-

sages, as the play evolves. The flute symbol is developed

later in a discussion between Willy and Ben. The conversation

ends with their mentioning that their father played the flute,

which is followed by this stage direction: "new music is

heard, a high, rollicking tune." As a continuing presence

throughout the play, the flute seems to represent part of

Willy's psyche.

In an argument between Charlyy and Willy concerning sports

and Willy's immaturity, Charley ends it by chuckling in dis-

belief at what Willy has become. A musical cue follows, and

it serves as a vehicle for revealing the chaos of Willy's mind:

"The music rises to a mocking frenzy."

From the "suddenly raucous music" of the restaurant scene

to the "raw, sensuous music" accompanying the pivotal affair

scene involving Willy, a nameless woman, and Biff, one finds

music to be an expression of the sexual overtones in the play.

Two final examples of Miller's use of music occur toward the

end of the play. The first depicts Willy's suicide. The musical

directions here symbolize a pathway to certain destruction

Suddenly, music, faint and high, stops him. It rises in
intensity, almost to an unbearable scream. . . . As the car
speeds off, the music crashes down in a frenzy of sound,
which becomes the soft pulsation of a single cello string.
. . . The music has developed into a dead march. (p. 136)

Just as the play began with a musical introduction, so does it

end with a musical conclusion. It is as if the music has run
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the gamut of emotions from gaiety to death, always providing

a closer look into the complexity of Willy Loman: "Only the

music of the flute is left on the darkening stage as over the

house the hard towers of the apartment buildings rise into

sharp focus, and The Curtain Falls" (p. 139).

Death of a Salesman is truly a play about the common man,

specifically the destruction of Willy Loman, who lives an ordi-

nary existence in an ordinary environment among common people.

The extraordinary significance of the play lies in its wide-

spread application to the American culture. When he was alive,

Willy Loman's greatest fear was the horrible feeling of use-

lessness, or, as Miller describes it, "the underlying fear of

being displaced, the disaster inherent in being torn away from

our chosen image of what and who we are in this world."23  Miller

further indicates, "It is the common man who knows this fear

best,,"24  Unable to face this fear, Willy Loman died, becoming

just another statistic.

23Ibids. p. 149.

241bido
Oft".



CHAPTER III

THE PRICEi COMMON MAN AND FAMILY RESPONSIBILITY

Arthur Miller broadens his concept of the evolution of

common man from the duty to self he developed in Death of a

Salesman to include duty to family in his later play, The

Price (1968). The setting of the drama is a condemned apartment

building, filled with several rooms of outdated furniture which

had formerly belonged to the Franz family. The action concerns

the disposing of that furniture by the two surviving members

of the Franz family, brothers Victor and Walter. A significant

aspect of their task is the price it will cost. The monetary

value of the antiquated pieces, however, represents only a

superficial motif throughout the play. Miller uses it as a

catalyst for effecting the basic theme of the play, the problem

of personal existence, wrought at whatever price is available.

Miller handles this idea, which might more accurately be called

the threat of one's survival, by concentrating on the lives of

the four characters: Victor, a policeman; his brother, Walter,

a noted physician; Esther, Victor's wife; and Gregory Solomon,

a furniture dealer. Their individual interpretation of the

price of the furniture provides the framework for their moti-

vation and is revealed in the confrontations between Victor and

Walter, Victor and Esther, and Gregory Solomon and the three

other characters.
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As the major character in the play, Victor Franz is a man

who is the victim of self-sacrifice. His pseudo-altruistic

attitude serves as the basis for the theme of family responsi-

bility which is divided into three relationships, Vidtor and

Walter, Victor and Esther, and Victor and his father. The last

relationship provides the major dilemma in the play. In The

Price, one sees the reverse of Death of a Salesman, in which

Willy Loman, the father, possesses an obsessive loyalty toward

Biff, his son. The Price is based upon a son's dedication to

his father. In the earlier play, the father-son relationship

is a reality; in the latter, it is a bitter memory.

The three examples of family responsibility which dominate

The Price are developed simultaneously. The most significant

confrontation is between the two brothers, Victor and Walter,

who have not met for sixteen years. Victor, a New York patrolman,

is the son who supposedly sacrificed all to take care of his

father, who was ruined in the 1929 Depression. Walter represents

the son who walked away from family duty to take care of himself

and better his own career. The brothers clearly symbolize op-

posing moralities, but also seem to have chosen what they deserved.

Robert W. Corrigan states that "Victor . . . has chosen the

security of a humdrum but safe existence, justifying his (and

his wife's) sense of failure on the grounds that he has sacri-

ficed his own ambitions to take care of his broken father."1

1Robert W. Corrigan, "Introduction: The Achievement of
Arthur Miller," Arthur Miller: AlCollection of CriticalEssays
(Englewood Cliffs, 1970~7. 16.
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Corrigan describes Walter as "less talented than his brother

. . and] he is a selfish egocentric man who sacrificed every-

thing and everybody in his drive for success." 2 Although the

brothers' ethics are defined early in the play, the definitions

become muddled as the play progresses. As Allan Lewis has

suggested,

Motives and actions have become more complex, more unfath-
omable. The son who did take care of the father may have
made a needless sacrifice, but it is also uncertain whether
he would have become a great scientist. His moral right-
eousness is tainted by inner longings to rise socially and
to enjoy what wealth can bring, which are encouraged by
his wife. The son who became a surgeon and rejected the
father is divorced, lonely, and inwardly searching for a
moment of nobility. The stereotypes have become double-
edged.

A prominent element in the confrontation between Victor

and Walter is Esther, Victor's wife. Their life together has

been adequate, but it has also suffered, in Esther's estimation,

because of a lack of material comforts, social activity, and

financial luxury with which Esther seems obsessed. According

to Esther, there are two reasons preventing their having all

they desire: Victor's refusal to leave the police department

and pursue another career, and his inability to communicate with

his brother. Esther feels Victor lost an important career as

a research scientist and because of this missed opportunity does

not have the money and prestige of Walter, who followed a med-

ical career. In Act I, Esther speaks of Walter's moral obligation

2Ibid

3Allan Lewis, "Arthur Miller--Return to the Self," American
Plays and Playwrights of the Contemporary Theatre (New York,
1970), pe52.



to Victor:

"I don't know why you keep putting it like charity.
There's such a thing as a moral debt. Vic, .you made his
whole career possible. What law said that only he could
study medicine? . . .

"I'm not back on anything--you were even the better
student. That's a real debt, and he ought to be made to
face it. He could never have finished medical school if
you hadn't taken care of Pop. I mean we ought to start
talking the ay people talk! There could be some real
money here."

For the past three years, Victor and Esther's existence

has revolved around her desiring his early retirement. Esther

hopes that because of his relatively young age (fifty), Victor

could still have time for a second career, one perhaps that

would bring her the sorely-needed money and social prominence

she craves. In a prime example of the common-man theme, Miller

conveys with ordinary people the age-old desire for more money,

brought about by a dissatisfied wife's demanding a change in

her husband's job. Esther also suggests that Walter could use

his influence to obtain a new job for Victor, even though they

have not been in any contact for sixteen years. Victor imme-

diately refuses any mention of Walter's help, feeling a certain

amount of pride in his having managed for such a long time with-

out his brother's support or interference. But with this sense

of self-pride comes a fear of loss of security if he were to

change jobs. As Victor admits in Act I:

4Arthur Miller, The Price (New York, 1968), p. 11.
Hereafter, references to this edition will be indicated in the
text by the page numbers enclosed in parentheses.
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"It's stupid; I admit it. But you look at that god-
damned form and you can't help it. You sign your name
to twenty-eight years and you ask yourself, Is that all?
Is that it? And it is, of course. The trouble is, when
I think of starting something new, that number comes up--
five oh--and the steam goes out. But I'll do something.
I will! . . . I don't know what it is; everytime I think
about it--it's almost frightening." (p. 20)

An underemphasized dimension of the Victor-Esther relationship

is Esther's drinking, mentioned briefly but hinting of something

of far greater significance. Apparently, because of her childish

attitude toward life and her love for but lack of money, Esther

has turned to drinking to ease her existence and depression.

By clinging to the bottle, Esther has caused another rift in

the Franz family communication link which adversely affects her

dealings with her husband, her brother-in-law Walter, and the

furniture dealer Mr. Solomon. It is questionable whether her

drinking amounts to alcoholism, although she is the first per-

son to use the word. In the beginning of Act I, Esther screams

at Victor, "I am not an alcoholic!" (p. 21). The importance

of the drinking episode lies in its being a further result of

the tension caused by Victor's not becoming what Esther wanted

him to be.

The first meeting in sixteen years between Victor and

Walter takes place during Esther's absence. When she returns

to the apartment in Act II, Walter has just told Victor of his

divorce. With Esther's entrance in the scene, Miller again

demonstrates his common-man theme. This approach is reflected

in such mundane happenings as the haggling over the cost of the

furniture, the Franz family's criticism of Gregory Solomon, and



the growing uncertainty on the part of the two brothers as to

how they should react to each other. As the character most

interested in money, Esther now feels she has an ally in Walter,

hoping that together they can convince Victor that the price

Mr. Solomon has offered them for the furniture, $1,100.00, is

too low. Esther also hopes that Victor will accept Walter's

gift of his half of the furniture sale. Thus the reader sees

that Esther's association with the "price" is superficial, as

she herself is. She is only concerned with the monetary value

of the furniture, demanding top dollar; she does not realize

the real "price" of the furniture which symbolizes destroyed

lives and an irreparable breakdown in the family structure.

Victor, however, seizes upon Esther's selfish pleas to

Walter to launch into one of his speeches that emphasize his

brother's lack of responsibility

"Esther, I've been calling him all week; doesn't even
bother to come to the phone, walks in here and smiles and
I'm supposed to fall into his arms? I can't behave as
though nothing ever happened, and you're not going to
either Now just take it easy, we're not dying of hunger."
(p. 70)

From this point in the play, Victor accuses Walter of neglecting

his duties as a son in leaving his father to fend for himself.

Walter, in turn, then exposes his father's selfishness and

deceit, claiming their father was never as financially desti-

tute as he complained. Again the reader finds another side of

Victor emerging. As Rev. Richard E. Koenig has commented,

Victor was not the victim of either fate or a brother's
perversity. He chose to stay with his father. Why? Was
he afraid? The father was not the helpless victim that
Victor made him out to be, but a cynical tyrant, capitalizing

42
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on his sons' weaknesses. Walter, refusing to be trapped,
made a break for freedom. His freedom and subsequent
success were not, however, without their price. For a
while, he even paid for them with his sanity.

The unfortunate result of all this controversy is the continuance

of the lack of understanding between the two brothers. However,

before, when no one knew the whole truth, some hope for recon-

ciliation remained; but now that the truth is known, all hope

is gone, and each brother has a more accusatory attitude toward

the other. The issue of family responsibility becomes more

pronounced as the destruction of the Franz family nears completion.

Esther, the mediator between the two brothers, again plays a

significant role. She has hoped, for selfish reasons, to save

the relationship between the Franz brothers. Dreams of opulence

and social position cause her to side with Walter, but love of

husband brings her back to Victor. It is only through the rev-

elation of some horrible family secrets, however, that she

realizes her husband's motivation and sees her necessity to

stick by him.

The painful memories deal chiefly with Victor and Walter's

father, the real cause of their behavior. One key example is

the discovery that Papa Franz had stashed away $4QQQ.Q, thus

making Victor's sacrifice totally unnecessary. Victor tries

to defend his father, claiming he was "a beaten dog, destroyed

in the crash, ashamed to walk the street to demand his last

buck" (p. 90). Esther feels no pity whatsoever, finally

5Rev. Richard E. Koenig, "Arthur Miller's The Price."
Catholic World, 207 (May, 1968), 75.
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perceiving the "price" of their existence:

"It was all an act? Beaten dogl--he was a calcu-
lating liar! And in your heart you knew itl No wonder
you're paralyzed--you haven't believed a word you've
said all these years. We've been lying away our existence
all these years; down the sewer, day after day after day
*0 . to protect a miserable cheap manipulator. No won-

der it all seemed like a dream to me--it was; a goddamned
nightmare." (p. 106)

Angered by realizing what could have been, Esther remains

unmoved by Victor's emotional attempts to justify his father's

actions. Victor argues that his father loved him, there was

a desperate need for survival, and a keen desire to hold the

family together. It is only when Victor reveals the horrifying

impact that their bankruptcy had on the Franz parents, that

Esther can sympathize with Victor's position. Victor relates

that disturbing experience:

".f.0.the night he told us he was bankrupt, my
mother . . . . It was right on this couch. She was all
dressed up--for some affair, I think. Her hair was piled
up, and long earrings. And he had his tuxedo on . . .
and made us all sit down; and he told us it was all gone.
And she vomited. All over his arms. His hands. Just
kept on vomiting, like thirty-five years coming up. And
he sat there. Stinking like a sewer. And a look came onto
his face. I'd never seen a man look like that. He was
sitting there, letting it dry on his hands." (p. 108)

This revelation proves to be a pivotal point in the play because

the hostility Esther had previously shown toward Victor has

now been replaced with a growing pity of him and possibly a

nauseating feeling herself over what the importance of money

had meant to the elder Mr. and Mrs. Franz. Victor has revealed

the "price" of his parents' lifestyle, one in which the false

standards of money, material wealth, high social standing, and

the attempts at family togetherness and happiness were shattered.
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It is Walter who finally voices the profound plight of the

Franz family, when he says to Victor: "It's that there was

no love in this house. There was no loyalty. There was nothing

here but a straight financial arrangement. That's what was

unbearable" (p. 109).

Miller employs the multi-dimensional characterization of

Gregory Solomon, the furniture dealer, to advance the theme of

family responsibility as seen through the eyes of common man.

In the character of Solomon, Miller blends some welcome comic

relief and deep human insight into the seriousness of the Franz

family conflict.

Solomon, and the name is obviously Biblical in association,

is the one character who can take an objective, wise view of

life. He has also concentrated on the right motives in life,

one which at eighty-nine years of age has been lived to the

fullest. His character strengths are his wisdom, his desire

to help people, his honesty, and his ability to make people

view life realistically. Various critics testify to the ver-

satility of Solomon's character. Corrigan states, "Solomon's

wisdom, simply stated, is that it is silly for the brothers to

worry about the price, because it will always be fair..6 Ac.

cording to Corrigan, Solomon serves several functions. He

manages to call the protagonists' attention to the play's central

issues because he has experienced these problems himself.7 He

6Corrigan, p. 18.

7 lbid., p. 19.
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also continually compares Victor to his daughter who committed

suicide fifty years ago. "In equating Victor with his daughter,

he is prefiguring the emptiness of the policeman's life, for

Victor neither believes in nor respects the self-sacrifice he

has used to justify his choice of what to him is a failed life."8

Corrigan says Solomon possesses in abundance a combination of

common sense and a practical look at reality:

The essential lesson he has learned is that the murder-
suicide in each of us can never adequately explain or
justify what we have done or have not done to others.
We must accept our guilt knowing that it is just, but
also with the full awareness that any attempt to seek
revenge on others for the guilt for which we are re-
sponsible is to choose the road to nothingness.9

Charles Monaghan suggests that Solomon's freshness comes

in his will to survive: "In contrast to the gnarled, dessicated

people around him, Solomon is not only wisdom incarnate but

the life force itself. Yet, unlike the member of the vaguely

Anglo-Saxon family, he refuses to succumb." 10  Stefan Kanfer

echoes these words with "Solomon at 89 is the indomitable life

force, the eternal Jew who has wandered everywhere and been

everything from sailor to acrobat."11 As Solomon says, "Jews

were acrobats since the beginning of the world. Jacob didn't

wrestle with the angel?" (p. 35). Jack Kroll comments that

8Ibid., pp. 19-20.

9Ibid., p. 20.

10Charles Monaghan, "Arthur Miller as Gnostic," National
Review, 20 (May 21, 1968), 511-512.

11Stefan Kafner, "Miller Plays Variations on 'Salesman,"'
Life, 64 (March 8, 1968), 18.
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"Solomon is the play's one-man chorus and deus ex machine,

the old dealer who has the half-saintly, half-Machiavellian

wisdom of the survivor, the man who has wrestled life to a

standoff with adroit Jewish judo." 12

In addition to being a vehicle through which the moral

lessons of the play are conveyed and a contrast tothe drear-

iness of the Franz family, Solomon symbolizes a resurrected

Papa Franz at the end of the play, one who has had the final

laugh in outwitting his sons and in getting the better of

the bargain. He represents someone who has used them suc-

cessfully a second time:

Left alone, Solomon looks at the pile of furniture ap4
prehensively--it is going to be a big job. He plucks
at the harp. He starts the phonograph.

The Laughing Record plays. Hearing the two comedians
beginning the routine, his depressed expression gives
way to surprise. Now he smiles. He chuckles, and re-
members. Now a laugh escapes, and he nods his head in
recollection. He is laughing now, and shakes his head
back and forth as though to say, "It still works!" . . .
He holds his head, unable to stop laughing, and sits in
the center chair. He leans back sprawling in the chair,
laughing with tears in his eyes, howling helplessly to
the air. (p. 116)

Solomon exhibits a dual personality in advancing the ac-

tion of the play. His zest for life and sense of humor are

balanced with his demand of moral commitment on the part of the

Franz family.13 He calls the opponents to account:

"What is the matter with you people! . . . Nothing
in the world you believe, nothing you respect--how can

12Jack Kroll, "The Crucible," Newsweek, 71 (February 19,1968),9 104.
13Harold Clurman, The Portable Arthur Miller (New York,

1971), pp. xx-xxi.
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you live? You think that's such a smart thing? That's
so hard, what you're doing? Let me give you a piece of
advice--it's not that you can't believe nothing, that's
not so hard--it's that you still got to believe it. That's
hard. And if you can't do that, my fdtend--you're a
dead man!" (p. 37)

The effect of Gregory Solomon on the three other characters is

significant. He has paid the "price," not unwillingly but re-

alistically. He has managed to view life as it should be

viewed. He has experienced everything the Franz family has

suffered and then some. For Victor, Solomon represents a

necessary inconvenience, but also a penetrating look into the

problems of his life, problems Victor has deliberately chosen

not to solve. For Esther, Solomon symbolizes money, a chance

for the betterment of a frustrating life. For Walter, Solomon

is strictly a businessman, the type he has stepped on to attain

his standing in life. Every dimension of Solomon is a further

exploration of the common-man-universality theme, hinting at

his wisdom, experience, and familiarity with family dilemmas

he has dealt with before.

Just as he did in Death of a Salesman, Miller uses music

and symbolic character names to extend the treatment of the

universality of the common man. In Death of a Salesman, Miller

begins and ends his drama with musical interludes. This device

is repeated in The Price under the guise of the Laughing Record.

A living symbol of the past, it evokes in Victor and Gregory

Solomon bittersweet memories. It serves as a link between the

past and the present, connecting the two generations of the

Franz family and Mr. Solomon. Miller's technique of using it
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to begin and close the play's action symbolizes the nothingness

that has transpired between. Just as the furniture has collected

dust, offering no real use to anyone, so too has the Franz family

structure. No real improvement has been made; the communication,

if anything, has worsened, and life goes on just as predictably

as it did before--as worn out and outdated as the predictable

Laughing Record.

Three of the four characters have symbolic names--Victor,

Esther, and Mr. Solomon. The old adage, "To the victor belong

the spoils," would certainly apply here, for Victor has cer-

tainly not won anything. His name is ironic when one considers

that he has lost his career, changed his lifestyle, severed

his relationship with his brother, and suffered through an

unfulfilled marriage. He more appropriately should be called

"loser," for his supposed victory has been wrought at too

great a price#

The choice of Esther for the name of Victor's wife is

likewise ironic. Unlike the Biblical Esther, who was willing

to sacrifice her own life to save her people by exposing the

wicked King Hamman, Esther Franz served as a mediator between

the two brothers only for monetary and materialistic gain. It

seems fitting that Victor and Esther are married since they both

try to be something they are not. The courage, self-sacrifice,

and nobility of the Esther of the Old Testament is sharply con-

trasted with the fear, selfishness, and pettiness in the Esther

of The Price.
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A second Biblical allusion is made in the name of Gregory

Solomon. Like King Solomon of the Bible, noted for his wisdom

and good judgment, Gregory Solomon in The Price serves as the

only character who understands the Franz family predicament,

His understanding came about not only through an ability to

accept life's problems and an awareness of personal tragedy,

but also from a finely-hewn sense of humor in not taking life

too seriously. Because he is the lone person with any type of

insight in the play, his name can also be interpreted as "solo-

man," the only character with any sort of growth and perception,

the only character who is not a member of the Franz family, and

the only character who correctly voices the successful philos-

ophy of life.

Arthur Miller's realistic portrayal of family struggle

and responsibility in The Price indicates the affinity he felt

toward the importance of the family unit as a major expression

of the common-man theme in his drama. The behavior patterns

of the characters in The Price demonstrate a concentration of

extraordinary proportions on life's ordinary hassles of money

and career. The Franz family disintegrated because it focused

on the wrong values. Victor and Walter will probably never

achieve any sense of understanding. As Robert W. Corrigan has

mentioned,

The structure of life which both men are forced to accept
as their own is a structure in which all of the positive
aspects of otherness have been excluded. They have
touched neither each other nor the world because they wer
not brought up to believe in one another but to succeed.14

14 Corrigan, p. 16.
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In Death of a Salesman and The Price, Miller develops

his study of family relationships as seen through the inter-

play of dream and illusion, conflicting moralities, father-

son dedication, and destruction of the family unit. He handles

his concept in such a way as to make the Willy Lomans and Victor

Franzes of the world people who are real and clear-cut examples

of individuals struggling against forces bigger than they. The

Linda Lomans and Esther Franzes are the pathetic stereotypes

of everyday womanhood, in which a wife supports her husband at

whatever cost is demanded. Miller has given the reader a type

of drama which depicts life's ordinary concerns and the common

personality quirks in all people, and thus he presents the con-

tinuing symptoms of the timeless study of man, a man in eternal

conflict with himself and others.



CHAPTER IV

OUR TOWN: NATURE'S MICROCOSM

The emphasis on the tragedy of the common man, exem-

plified in Miller's studies of individual and family

responsibility, is matched by Thornton Wilder's picture of

man's tragic inability to live life to the fullest. As opposed

to Miller, however, Wilder also depicts man's inherent capacity

to do good. In Our Town (1938), Wilder presents a penetrating

analysis of life by taking a small town and treating it in

universal perspective. Set in the village of Grover's Corners,

New Hampshire, between the years 1901-1913, the play concentrates

on the routine lives of the Webb and Gibbs families, with

special emphasis on their children, Emily Webb and George

Gibbs. Divided into three acts, Our Town is devoted more to

a discussion of life rather than an in-depth analysis of the

characters composing it. The first act depicts the two families

in their separate lives, the second shows them united by George

and Emily's marriage, and the third focuses on their separation

with Emily's death. However, Emily has left a child who will

keep the link between the two families alive. Because the

play is probably Wilder's supreme example of the theme of the

routine happenings and humdrum problems of life, it bears

1M. C. Kuner, Thornton Wilder: The Bright and the Dark
(New York, 1972), p. 133.
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special consideration in the study of the common man. Our

Town abounds with symbolic prototypes, mundane dialogue, and

everyday happenings, and it pulsates with the beat of life as

it recreates the drama of ordinary people existing in the

greater plan of the universe.

The characters in Our Town represent types rather than

individuals. Unlike Miller, who concentrates on the inner

motivations of the individual, Wilder presents his characters

as necessary qogs in the ever-turning wheels of life. The

most important character, the Stage Manager, gives the play

its primary expression of timelessness by serving as both a

character in the play and a narrator apart from the action.

He unifies the action of time and place while at the same time

broadening them to include the limitless dimensions of the

universe. As Ruby Cohn and Bernard Dukore have suggested,

The Stage Manager relates Grover's Corners to past
civilizations and to future civilizations, to the sur-
rounding countryside and to evolution. . . . Although
Wilder deals with the simple life, he does not do so
simplistically. Not only is the simple presented in
terms of the infinite, but the infinite is presented
simply.2

The Stage Manager, with his varied roles as minister, drugstore

proprietor, and proprietor's wife, can be considered a modern

prototype of the Greek chorus. As M. C. Kuner has commented,

the narrator can be part of the play's momentary
action and yet be a commentator on what has happened in
the past; or he can look into the future and tell the

2Ruby Cohn and Bernard Dukore, Twentieth Century Drama
(New York, 1966), p. 278.
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audience what he sees, for he is both enclosed in finite
time and stands beyond, outside it. . . . Finally, if
he can move back and forth in time so freely, he must be
aware of the repetitions of history and the ideas that
follow from one century to the next, and so he becomes
a transmitter of myth, legend, allegory.3

In addition to the Stage Manager, the main characters of

Our Town include EmilyWebb and George Gibbs. They symbolize

young girlhood and young boyhood in middle-class America.4

Although they do not share the dual function of the Stage

Manager, they nonetheless represent obvious examples of the

common-man theme. As Wilder states, "Emily's joys and griefs,

her algebra lessons and her birthday presents--what are they

when we consider all the billions of girls who have lived,

who are living, and who will live?"5 When Wilder introduces

Emily and George into the play, there is no elaborate description.

His affinity for the common man is perfectly demonstrated in

Emily's unpretentious entrance: "Emily comes along Main Street,

carrying some books. There are some signs that she is imag-

ining herself to be a lady of startling elegance" (p. 18).

The introductory sketch of George is equally without any

ostentation: "George Gibbs comes careening down Main Street.

He is throwing a ball up to dizzying heights, and waiting to

catch it again. This sometimes requires his taking six steps

backward. He bumps into an old lady invisible to us" (p. 18),

3Kuner, p. 126.

4
Allan Lewis, American Plys and Playwrights of the

Contemoray theatre (New York, 1977t, p. 70.
5Thornton Wilder, Three Plays b Thornton Wilder (New York,

1957), p. xi. Hereafter, page references to this edition appear
in the text enclosed in parentheses.
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Emily also serves as a symbol for the three dimensions

of time. Although the play begins in the past, in the first

thirteen years of the twentieth century, it also discusses the

future: "For in the end, Emily, having died, comes back to

visit Grover's Corners; she exists simultaneously in all three

pockets of time." 6

Discussing the community life of Grover's Corners would

not be complete without mentioning other easily-recognized

character types. These citizens include Dr. Gibbs; Mr. Webb,

editor of the Grover's Corners Sentinel; Joe Crowell, the

newspaper boy; Professor Willard, "a rural savant" of the State

University; Simon Stimson, the church organist, choir director,

and resident town drunk; and Constable Warren, "an elderly

policeman." Although every character in Our Town represents

a different expression of the human personality, the ones

mentioned bear a certain commonness with which the reader can

identify. Dr. Gibbs, one of the town fathers and a stalwart

of the community, is placed in the noble profession of healing

and therefore commands a certain amount of respect and ad-

miration from the rest of the village citizenry. His function

in the play concerns the daily routine of life .itself. He ad-

vances the natural cycle of Grover's Corners and, in so doing,

the corresponding perpetual motion of the universe. Since his

is the one profession most associated with life and death, Dr.

Gibbs plays a significant part in assuring the continuity and

6Kuner, p. 127.
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quality of this New England existence, symbolized, for example,

in his delivery of Mrs. Goruslawski's twins.

Mr. Webb and Joe Crowell, both associated with the news-

paper business, are also responsible for the cyclical nature

of life in Grover's Corners. Their duty toward their readers

matches the one entrusted to Dr. Gibbs toward his patients.

Symbolic of the seemingly numberless small-town editors and

newspaper boys throughout the world, these two characters pen

and pedal the noted accomplishments, village affairs, and home-

spun observations in a localized version of recorded history.

In Act I, Mr. Webb is called upon by members of the cast planted

in the audience to offer his opinions on social injustice, in-

dustrial inequality, and the presence or absence of culture in

Grover's Corners. The response he makes is filled with a naive

simplicity"-an appreciation of the natural order of things:

"No, ma'am, there isn't much culture; but maybe this
is the place to tell you that we've got a lot of pleasures
of a kind here: we like the sun coming' up over the moun-
tain in the morning, and we all notice a good deal about
the birds. We pay a lot of attention to them. And we
watch the change of the seasons; yes, everybody knows
about them. But those other things--you're right, ma'am,--
there ain't much.--Robinson Crusoe and the Bible; and
Handel's "Largo," we all know that; and Whistler's
"Mother"--those are just about as far as we go." (p. 17)

Professor Willard is another character in Our Town who

helps to universalize it. Just as Mr. Webb is concerned with

the present events affecting Grover's Corners, the Professor

is fascinated with the archaeological and anthropological dis-

coveries which helped shape this region. His expertise in the

geologic data surrounding this New England hamlet is contrasted
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with his familiarity with the townsfolk. He also juxtaposes

two time periods, past and present. Although this noted savant

is mentioned only in Act I, the universality of his character

is reflected in his familiarity to the reader and his succinct

comment affecting the rhythmic pattern of life in Grover's

Corners: "Mortality and birth rates: constant" (p. 15).

When the character of Simon Stimson is introduced, he is

directing the church choir in "Blessed Be the Tie That Binds."

A deceptively simple character, Mr. Stimson (Simple Simon?)

appears more complex than anyone realizes. Following the choir

practice, Mrs. Soames and Mrs. Gibbs discuss the scandal of

his drinking, with Mrs. Gibbs defending him with, "We all know

about Mr. Stimson, and we all know about the troubles he's been

through" (p. 25). The reader learns nothing more of the cause

of Simon's condition, although Dr. Gibbs offers some enlight-

enment: "Some people ain't made for small-town life. I don't

know how that'll endt but there's nothing we can do but just

leave it alone" (p. 26). Perhaps Wilder is suggesting here

that nonconformist-type behavior or personal problems are not

meant for small-town life, since they are emphasized unnecessarily

and often cruelly. It is in Act III, when Simon is among the

dead, that one discovers the most significant dimension of

his character--his distaste for those persons who cannot ap-

preciate life. He voices this outcry to Emily, herself having

just returned from an eye-opening look into her past, as she

realizes the folly of her empty existence:
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With mounting violence; bitingly: "Yes, now you know.
Now you know? That's what it was to be alive. To move
about in a cloud of ignorance; to go up and down trampling
on the feelings of those . .. of those about you. To
spend and waste time as though you had a million years.
To be always at the mercy of one self-centered passion,
or another. Now you know--that's the happy existence
you wanted to go back to. Ignorance and blindness."
(p. 63)

It seems ironically appropriate that Wilder has the character

whose position in Grover's Corners was associated with misun-

derstanding, pity, and scorn make one of his most significant

statements relating to the theme of living life to the fullest.

A final example of the universal character type in Our

Town is Constable Warren. Described as "an elderly policeman,"

the Constable is the old-codger type, checking the locks at

night and worrying about the rising river. He also helps to

bridge the time between past and present by reminiscing about

the great baseball player of '84, Hank Todd, to whom the present-

day stars of Grover's Corners, Si Crowell and George Gibbs,

couldn't hold a candle.

Just as there are characters in Our Town designed to re-

flect common people found in all American communities, so too

is the setting representative of something much larger. As

Kuner has indicated, New England was selected because it is

deeply rooted in tradition. And Wilder chose the years immedi-

ately preceding World War I to depict a time "as yet untouched

by international conflicts and barely brushed by industriali-

zation." 7  At the opening of the play, the Stage Manager

7Kuner, p. 127.
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identifies the setting in elaborate detail: " . . . just across

the Massachusetts line: longitude 42 degrees 40 minutes; lat-

itude 70 degrees 37 minutes . . . the time is just before

dawn . . " (p. 5).

The first act, "Daily Life," concerns scenes dealing with

a complete day in the town, concentrating on the households

of the Webb and Gibbs families in which Emily and George are

growing up. These routine affairs of community life parallel

and suggest the eternal rhythms of nature. They are one and

the same. Allan Lewis equates the two:

The smallest daily chores, the most repeated of living
action, the local events--doing homework, listening to
the Albany train, watching the boy down at the stable,
ironing a dress--are magnified to equality with the move-
ment of the stars. Whatever is belongs to an intricately
connected and meaningful system. Just as the earth is a
speck in an endless succession of planetary units, so
each moment of breathing is part of the history of man.
Timelessness gnd pancakes are discussed in the same every-
day language.

Act I contains significant examples of the ordinariness

of life. The children running to school, Mrs. Gibbs feeding

the chickens with a "Here, chick, chick, chick," Professor

Willard's knowledgeable comments that "Grover's Corners lies

on the old Pleistocene granite of the Appalachian range,"

the sound of crickets, George's spending money being increased

twenty-five cents a week, choir practice at the Congregational

Church--all of these incidents depict a typical community life

filled with nothing but the ordinary concerns of everyday

8Lewis, p. 70.
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living. Perhaps Mr. Webb sums it up best when he says, "Very

ordinary town, if you ask me. Little better behaved than most.

Probably a lot duller" (p. 16).

Between such commonplace events as Emily's helping her

mother string green beans for the winter and George and her

discussing their math homework, Wilder manages to sandwich in

a very insightful comment by the Stage Manager, dealing with

the timelessness of the play's message. Addressing the au-

dience, he talks about the play's historical perspective which

is symbolized in the treasures to be placed in the cornerstone

of the new banks copies of The New York Times, Mr. Webb's

Sentinel, the Bible, the United States Constitution, William

Shakespeare's plays, and even an edition of Our Town, so that

"people a thousand years from now'll know a few simple facts

about us . . . in our growing up and in our marrying and in

our living and in our dying." (p. 21). The Stage Manager also

discusses the evolution of man by drawing similarities between

Grover's Corners and the highly developed societies of classical

and Biblical times:

"Y'know--Babylon once had two million people in it,
and all we know about 'em is the names of the kings and
some copies of wheat contracts . . . and contracts for
the sale of slaves. Yet every night all those families
sat down to supper, and the father came home from his
work, and the smoke went up the chimney,--same as here.
And even in Greece and Rome, all we know about the real
life of the people is what we can piece together out of
the joking poems and the comedies they wrote for the
theatre back then." (p. 21)

The symbolic meaning of Act I, that it reflects the much

broader workings of the universe as a whole, is poignantly
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demonstrated in the closing dialogue between George Gibbs and

his sister, Rebecca:

Rebecca: "I never told you about that letter Jane Crofut
got from her minister when she was sick. He wrote Jane a
letter and on the envelope the address was like this: It
said: Jane Crofut; The Crofut Farm; Grover's Corners;
Sutton County; New Hampshire; United States of America."

George: "What's funny about that?"

Rebecca: "But listen, it's not finished: the United
States of America; Continent of North America; Western
Hemisphere; the Earth; the Solar System; the Universe;
the Mind of God--that's what it said on the envelope."

George: "What do you know!"

Rebecca: "And the postman brought it just the same."
(pp. 2829)

Through this exchange, one can see that Wilder is trying

to achieve a sense of unity among the various spheres of the

divine plan, from the uniqueness of the individual to the in-

finite domain of the universe. As Kuner states, "We are all

one in the One." 9

Act II, "Love and Marriage," begins in a similar fashion

to Act I. Continuing the technique of acting in the play while

at the same time doubling as interlocuter between the audience

and the happenings in Grover's Corners, the Stage Manager sits

on the stage exactly as he did previously. His matter-of-

factness with the audience emphasizes the idea that life goes

on. His opening speech again draws the comparison between

Grover's Corners and nature, extending all routine moments in

this tiny New Hampshire locale to reach the universal level:

9Kuner, p. 128.
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"Three years have gone by, Yes, the sun's come up
over a thousand times. Summers and winters have cracked
the mountains a little bit more and the rains have brought
down some of the dirt. Some babies that weren't even
born before have begun talking regular sentences already;
and a number of people who thought they were right young
and spry have noticed that they can't bound up a flight
of stairs like they used to, without their heart fluttering
a little. All that can happen in a thousand days. Nature's
been pushing and contriving in other ways, too; a number
of young people fell in love and got married." (p. 30)

As Wilder builds this act toward its climax, the marriage

of George and Emily, he again provides the reader with numerous

expressions of the passage of time and life. Some examples

include Howie and Si Crowell's delivering the milk and the

morning newspaper, discussions of weather and marriage at the

breakfast table, George's carrying Emily's books home from

school, the presence in town of that horrid machine the auto-

mobile, and busy wedding preparations. A short interlude

between Emily and George illustrates Wilder's attitude toward

a fulfilled existence. In this example George represents

awareness and appreciation of life's seemingly insignificant

offerings, whereas Emily personifies a casual, complacent view

of life:

George: "Emily, if I go away to State Agriculture College
next year, will you write me a letter once in a while?"

Emily: "I certainly will. I certainly will, George.
. . 0 It certainly seems like being away three years you'd
get out of touch with things. Maybe letters from Grover'sCorners wouldn't be so interesting after a while. Grover'sCorners isn't a very important place when you think ofall--New Hampshire; but I think it's a very nice town."

George: "The day wouldn't come when I wouldn't want toknow everything that's happening here. I know that's
true, Emily." (p. 42)
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In the second act, the Stage Manager uses the convention

of marriage to offer another commentary on the theme of the

timelessness of the common man:

"I've married over two hundred couples in my day.
Do I believe in it? I don't know. M. . . . marries
N. . . . millions of them. The cottage, the go-cart,
the Sunday-afternoon drives in the Ford, the first
rheumatism, the grand children, the second rheumatism,
the deathbed, the reading of the Will, .a.0. Once in a
thousand times it's interesting." (p.49)

Cohn and Dukore echo these words, for they suggest that one

of the chief assets of Our Town is that the "details of behavior

and the overall pattern are seen almost simultaneously. Through-

out, there is a tension between apparent opposites. The lives

are small but are part of a vast pattern--a man-made institution

(marriage) is part of nature."10

The final act of Our Town, appropriately entitled "Death,"

completes the cycle of life in Grover's Corners. The setting

of this act is the village cemetery. As the Stage Manager

chats with the audience, he comments on the natural beauty

and certain simplicity of the graveyard:

"This is certainly an important part of Grover's
Corners. It's on a hilltop--a windy hilltop--lots of
sky, lots of clouds,--often lots of sun and moon and
stars. . . . Yes, beautiful sppt up here. Mountain
laurel and li-lacks. I often wonder why people like
to be buried in Woodlawn and Brooklyn when they might
pass the same time up here in New Hampshire." (p. 51)

It is in this act that the Stage Manager makes his most

definitive remarks regarding the finite and the infinite:

10 Cohn and Dukore, p. 278.
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"Now there are some things we all know, but we don'ttake'm out and look at'm very often. We all know thatsomething is eternal. And it ain't houses and it ain'tnames, and it ain't earth, and it ain't even the stars
everybody knows in their bones that sometn iseternal, and that something has to do with human beings.All the greatest people ever lived have been telling usthat for five thousand years and yet you'd be surprised

how people are always losing hold of it. . . . They're
waitin'. They're waitin' for something that they feel iscoming . Something important and great. Aren't theywaitin' for the eternal part in them to come out clear?"
(p. 52)

Besides giving the Stage Manager significant lines about

eternity, Wilder develops his theme of common man by focusing

on the death of Emily and her horrible realization that she

wasted most of her life, a recognition that would undoubtedly

be universal if everyone had the chance to reflect on his life

as Emily has. The purpose of this scene is to call attention

to even the most unimportant details and fleeting moments of

one's existence. Rex Burbank suggests that now that Emily has

lost life, it means that much more to her.11 He further states,
"From the vantage point of eternity she sees that it is largely

wasted and that its tragedy lies in the failure of human beings

to feel . . . the full intensity of each moment, good or bad,

through the agency of consciousness, love."12

Because Emily has learned the value of the priceless gift

of life, she is granted permission to choose one day of her

life to visit,. as an observer, not as a participant. She

11 Rex Burbank,Thornton Wilder (New York, 1961), p. 94.
12Ibid
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selects February 11, 1899, the date of her twelfth birthday.

Her reasoning for picking this day was, "I'll choose a happy

day, anyway." Her mother, Mrs. Gibbs, and another neighbor,

Mrs. Soames, also residents of the town cemetery, caution

against this idea, insisting that once a person dies, he has

to think only of what lies ahead. This discussion of life and

death, coming from such unnatural sources as voices from the

dead, is nestled in the natural environment of a cemetery,

where tombstones are the everlasting reminders of the brevity

of life and eternity of death.

Wilder continues his listing of ordinary events in Grover's

Corners in the third act, as he did in the first two. They

are best summarized in Emily's speech, after she has completed

her return visit to life:

"Good-by, Good-by, world. Good-by, Grover's Corners
..Mama and Papa. Good-by to clocks ticking . .. andMama's sunflowers. And food and coffee. And new-ironed

dresses and hot baths . . . and sleeping and waking up.
Oh, earth, you're too wonderful for anybody to realize
you." (p. 62)

Emily has discovered too late the joy of living, the necessity

of making every moment the best it could possibly be.

The final act also contains a touch of irony. Although

the cycle of life is completed with Emily's death, it is begun

anew with the birth of her child. And as this child grows up,

he too' will experience the "Daily Life," "Love and Marriage,"

and "Death" in Grover's Corners, New Hampshire, or wherever he

may live. Emily dies in childbirth, ending her life while

bringing another into the world. The pattern of nature, the
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had indeed succeeded. He wanted to eliminate pretense and

cr'eate a continuing harmony between the Stage Manager and the

audience, between life in and outside of Grover's Corners. As

Allan Lewis has offered, "The inner reality of each individual

is unique, and imagination is preferable to mechanical devices
14to achieve it." By having the Stage Manager begin the play

with arranging the furniture on the stage, and end by pulling

the curtain, Wilder never once interrupts the continuity of

the theme, a look at life.

When viewed as a parable of modern times, Our Town illus-

trates the tragedy of a lack of intensity, stemming from a

meager experience in the greatest of gifts, life. The author's

intentions are remarkably suited to any individual who has

greeted the sunshine, sought his reflection in a pool, imagined

shapes in the clouds, or discovered the unparalleled symmetry

of a snowflake. Wilder has taken a miniscule specimen of

nature, Grover's Corners, and made it represent time in eternam.

Our Town is truly a testimony to the common man, as he con-

tinues his battle of survival.

14Lewis, p. 69.



CHAPTER V

THE SKIN 0F OUR TEETH: THE FAMILY OF MAN

In the preface to Three Plays y Thornton Wilder, the

playwright says of The Skin of Our Teeth (1942), "Again, the

events of our homely daily life--this time the family life-

are depicted against the vast dimensions of time and place."1

Wilder was later to write to a friend, Edward Sheldon, that

the play "held all the implications that were real to me:

man's spiral progress and his progression through trial and

error. "2 Repeating the pattern of development he utilized in

Our Town, Wilder presents in The Skin of Our Teeth a symbolic

look at the evolution of man. In probing the theme of the

common man, the plays are similar in several respects. Both

exhibit powerful insight into the ordinary rhythm of life, one

set in Grover's Corners, New Hampshire; the other in Excelsior,

New Jersey. Each play focuses on family life, with Our Town

concentrating on the lives of the Webbs and Gibbs and The Skin

of Our Teeth analyzing the members of the Antrobus family.

Each work highlights ordinary happenings and puts them in the

1Thornton Wilder, Three Plays by Thornton Wilder (New York,1957), p. xii. Hereafter, page references to this edition willbe used in the text enclosed in parentheses.

2Eric Wollencott Barnes, The Man Who Lived Twice (New York,1956), p. 221.
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framework of universal application. They both treat man in

different spheres of time and space, seen in the birth-love-

marriage-death-birth cycle of Our Town and the chronological

achievements of mankind recorded in The Skin of Our TeethA"

Although they differ in elements of time and reference,

both dramas typify Wilder's unique handling of the common-

man theme as it is seen through everyday living and man's

propensity for tragedy yet inherent capacity to do good. The

outstanding characteristic of The Skin of Our Teeth is its

cosmopolitan application, evidenced in prehistoric, classical,

Biblical, and modern allusions. As Cleanth Brooks, R. W. B.

Lewis, and Robert Penn Warren have noted,

All times constitute one time . . . we are given to
understand that the activity which has been bodied
forth on stage is the age-old life of mankind, a life
that will go on, with its basi5 triumphs and defeats,
for a long, long time to come.

It seems appropriate that this paper should end with a dis-

cussion of The Skin of Our Teeth, for though it began with the

tragedy of the common man, symbolized in Willy Loman, it con-

cludes with the exultation and triumph of the common man,

symbolized in George Antrobus.

The Skin of Our Teeth epitomizes Wilder's belief in the

human spirit and the progress of man. Its major idea is man's

basic capacity to overcome all obstacles. As Bernard Grebanier

Cleanth Brooks, R. W. B. Lewis, and Robert Penn Warren,
American Literature: The Makers and the Makin, 2 vols.
(New YorkT1973),P. 2322.
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has commented,

The theme of this brilliantly conceived play is the ability
of the human race, despite Nature's impersonally destructive
powers and man's catastrophic folly, ignorance, cruelty,
indifference, and cowardice, somehow to manage to survive--
and somehow, for all its readiness to forfeit all it has
gained, to inch ahead of where it formerly stood.

Set in Excelsior, New Jerdey, and on the boardwalk in

Atlantic City, the three acts of The Skin of Our Teeth trace

the lives of the Antrobus family as twentieth-century Americans

and also as the universal Family of Man in its evolution from

creation to the present day. The Antrobus family is faced

with various disasters which threaten to eliminate human civi-

lization, such as glacial invasion, flood, and war.5 As Rex

Burbank indicates,

The first act pits Man against Nature; the second, Managainst the moral order; and the third, Man against
himself. The acts are arranged to encompass successively
smaller units of time: Act I embraces geologic time;
Act II, iblical time; and Act III, the time of recorded
history.

The play will be discussed according to the progression

of the three acts with special treatment given those characters

who significantly advance the common-man theme. They include

George Antrobus, father and head of the human race, the Every-

man figure in the play; his wife Maggie, eternal mother and

Everywoman figure; their son Henry, also known as Cain, the

4 Bernard Grebanier, Thornton Wiler (Minneapolis, 1964),p. 35.
5Rex Burbank,. Thornton Wilder (New York, 1961), p, 104.
6lbid.
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goodness and hope; and the Antrobus family maid, Lily Sabina,

the confused and pessimistic temptress, also called Miss

Somerset and Miss Fairweather, who serves a function similar

to the role of the Stage Manager in Our Town.

As Act I begins, several devices designed to evoke the

timelessness of the play are evident. A slide projected on the

stage curtain tells the theatre's name and News Events of the

World. A wedding ring has been discovered with the inscription,

"To Eva from Adam. Genesis II: 18," an obvious reference to

the Biblical parents of mankind. The announcer also reports

the excessive cold in Vermont and Montreal (a hint of the ad-

vancing glacier), comments on the newest achievements given to

man's development, the lever and the wheel, and their inventor

and his wife, Mr. and Mrs. George Antrobus. George Antrobus

(Adam and the eternal Male7 ), is fashioned to represent man

throughout time. This comparison is reflected in his initial

description: "He comes of very old stock and has made his way

up from next to nothing. It is reported that he was once a

gardener, but left that situation under circumstances that

have been variously reported" (p. 70).

Mrs. Antrobus is also Eve, the natural mother of man. A

slide of her holding some roses introduces her to the reader.

This picture along with such descriptions as "charming and

gracious president of the Excelsior's MotherV' Club," "an

7Grebanier, p. 35.
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excellent needlewoman," and the woman "who invented the apron

on which so many interesting changes have been rung since,",

immediately places her into two time periods at once--past

and present--thus representing another manifestation of the

evolution of the common-family theme. Perhaps Brooks Atkinson's

comment puts it most succinctly: "Mrs. Antrobus is not only

mother of the race; she is a caricature of the housewife and

the clubwoman of today." 8

The other members of this typical American family, sym-

bolizing obvious character types rather than individuals, include

the two Antrobus children, Henry and Gladys, and their friend

and maid, Sabina. Henry-Cain's character is dichotomous, for

he is described as "a real, clean-cut American boy," but also

as "one who, when he has a stone in his hand, has a perfect

aim, and can hit anything from a bird to an older brother"

(p. 72). One critic states, "Henry-Cain Lisl an evil aggressor

who is the antithesis of his father."9 M. C. Kunr describes

him as "wickedness personified,"10 while Burbank represents

him as "The allegorical figure of evil, the proof that George's

hope for human perfection can never be fully realized."11

8 Brooks Atkinson, The New York Times, August 28, 1955,
Sec. 2, p. 1.

9"Thornton Wilder," McGraw-Hill ncyclpedia of World
Drama, Vol. IV (New York, 1972),

10M. C. Kuner, Thornton Wilder: The Bright and the Dark(New York, 1972), p,154.~~

11 Burbank, p. 105.
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As far as Gladys is concerned, Sabina states, "She'll

make some good man a good wife some day, if he'll just come

down off the movie screen and ask her" (p. 72). She symbolizes

a guiltless type of human spirit who is as yet untouched by

sin or evil. As Grebanier suggests, "Gladys embodies the best

that Antrobus hopes for the future of the race."12

Sabina is perhaps the most colorful and multi-dimensional

character. Grebanier calls her "a vain, discontented pessimist

who, whenever things are running smoothly, invites Antrobus to

pleasures outside the pale of respectability, but whose cowardice

is forever reducing her to a servile place when extinction seems

imminent." 13 Allan Lewis portrays her as "Vice and Virtue, Sex

and Self-Interest, Love and Deception."14 Donald Haberman be-

lieves that "Sabina's foolish, perfectly ordinary human behavior,

is neither good nor very bad, and above all her obvious need

for help in her moral and emotional muddle are Antrobus'

inspiration."15 Atkinson asserts that "Sabina represents the

irresponsibility of people without a philosophy, and is also

a burlesque of the traditional courtesan."16

12Grebanier, pp. 35-36.

13Ibid., p. 36.

14Allan Lewis, American Pys and Playwrights of the
ConteMporar(y Theatre (New York, 197I97 p. 72.

15 Donald Haberman, The Plays of Thornton Wilder: A
Critical Study (Middletown, 1967), p.25.

16Atkinson, p. 1.
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It is through the character of Sabina that one receives

the first substantial comment relating to the genesis and

development of man:

"We've managed to survive for some time now, catch
as can, the fat and the lean, and if the dinosaurs don't
trample us to death, and if the grasshoppers don't eat
up our garden, we'll all live to see better days, knock
on wood. Each new child that's born to the Antrobuses
seems to them to be sufficient reason for the whole
universe's being set in motion; and each child that dies
seems to them to have been spared a whole world of sorrow,
and what the end of.'it will be is still very much an
open question." (p. 72)

In addition to introducing universal character types, Act

I is filled with descriptive elements of important events of

past civilizations placed in the modern-day environment of

Excelsior, New Jersey, under the watchful eye of the common-

man archetype, George Antrobus. The development of the

alphabet, the improvement of the multiplication tables, and

the previously mentioned discoveries of the lever and the wheel

are several examples. They represent man's continuing efforts

to improve his existence and tame the powers of the universe.

The first disaster which threatens the Antrobuses is the

Ice Age. With the advancing glacier having reached the very

doors of their home, their chief concern is to keep warm. In

his efforts to save his family and preserve their most prized

possession, books, George advises them in a telegram, "Burn

everything, except Shakespeare?" Mrs. Antrobus indicates by

her reply that she does not share her husband's enthusiasm for

preserving the classics: "Men! He knows I'd burn ten Shake-

speares to prevent a child of mine from having one cold in the
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head" (p. 77). Wilder also shows his blending of past and

present by having the telegraph boy deliver not only the

historic Ice Age message but also a musical remembrance,

"Happy wedding ann'vers'ry to you," illustrating a return to

the present day,

Joining the glacial advance, the loss of heat, the desire

to save the classics, and Maggie's obsessive protection of her

children, another essential theme of the play is introduced

with Henry. The reader has already ascertained that he has

a penchant for throwing rocks. His equation with the Biblical

murderer, Cain, underscores the attitude that evil is generic

to man's basic nature. An episode at school demonstrates the

metaphor:

"Mama, today at school two teachers forgot and
called me by my old name. They forgot, Mama. You'd
better write another letter to the principal, so that
he'll tell them I've changed my name. Right out in class
they called me: Cain." (p. 80)

Burbank comments that "Henry, who bears the red ochre emblem

of Cain and is constantly at odds with the rest of the family,

including Sabina, is the allegorical figure of evil."17 Henry's

association with evil increases as the play moves into the

second and third acts, but is introduced here as a further ex-

pression of the timelessness motif.

As Act I draws to a close with the ice reaching cataclysmic

proportions, another event demonstrates the evolution of man.

1 7 Burbank, p. 105.
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Some refugees are heard knocking at the door of the Antrobus

home, hoping for relief from the cold, but Mrs. Antrobus re-

fuses to help them. Mr. Antrobus, however, realizes his moral

obligation, and even though it means taking the places occupied

by their two pets, the symbolic mammoth and dinosaur, he agrees

to save them. The refugees are significant members of human

civilization: Moses, Homer, and the three Muses. Because

George has decided to help them, as M. C. Kuner observes,

"Both religion and literature are thus saved.",18

The final scenes of Act I contain numerous instances of

Wilder's manipulation of time periods and Biblical and classical

references to portray the progression of the Family of Man.

When reminded that she had had two sons, Mrs. Antrobus-Eve

laments, "Abel, Abel, my son, my son. . . ." The allusion

here is of course to the Old Testament Abel, but also to David's

cry, "0 Absalom, Absalom, my son, my son. . . ." Henry-Cain

kills a neighborhood boy and is left with a C on his forehead.

The fire is getting dangerously low as the act concludes with

the singing of "Jingle Bells," Gladys's forcing Henry to learn

the multiplication tables, and Sabina's stepping out of char-

acter to ask the audience to please send up their chairs so

the human race will not perish.

Just as the News Events of the World introduced Act I,

so they begin Act II. The setting has shifted to the Board-

walk in Atlantic City, and the announcer's opening remarks

18Kuner, p. 151.
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lend credence to the historical and biological reference of

the play's message:

"This great convention city is playing host this
week to the anniversary convocation of that great fra-
ternal order,--the Ancient and Honorable Order of Mammals,
Subdivision Humans. This great fraternal, militant
and burial society is celebrating on the Boardwalk,
ladies and gentlemen, its six hundred thousandth Annual
Convention. (p. 94)

In this act, the Antrobus family must overcome not only the

Biblical Deluge, but more importantly, moral transgression.

Mr. Antrobus contemplates abandoning his wife for Sabina, who

is no longer a maid but a beauty contest winner appropriately

named Miss Fairweather, implying she performs best when there

are no difficulties. 19 As Kuner says, "The disaster has moved

from external to internal causes." 20 Burbank suggests that

the emphasis of Act II is primarily religious, "Judaic-Christian

in its emphasis upon retribution and redemption and, of course,

its basis in Genesis."21

The movement of Act II centers around the relationship of

the Antrobus family to the folly, lechery and escapades of the

rotary conventioneers and the warnings of the Fortune Teller

amidst the activities of the bingo parlor. As Burbank comments,

"The central symbols of the act are the bingo parlor and the

fortune teller which signify, respectively, chance and destiny,

19Ibid., pp. 151-152.
20Ibid.

21 Burbank, pp. 107-108.
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or circumstances and fate, or accident and predestination."2 2

The underlying theme is the good and evil dilemma which was

hinted at in Act I through the characters of Gladys and Henry-

Cain. In the words of one critic,

The convention is a sort of combined Sodom and Gomorrah
and Vanity Fair where pleasure and responsibility run
rampant. The end is inevitably destruction, either through
the self-destructive2 ature of its pleasure-seeking or
by a God of Justice.

The inability of the Antrobus family, except for Maggie,

to escape temptation and/or sin adds other dimensions to the

common-man theme--the ever-present wrestling of- the conscience,

the choice between right and wrong, and the power of the free

will. The significant statement of man's moral ineptitude in

light of the flood warning is offered by the Fortune Teller:

"You know as well as I do what's coming. Rain,
Rain. Rain in floods. The deluge. But first you'll
see shameful things--shameful things. Some of you will
be sayings 'Let him drown. He's not worth saving.
Give the whole thing up.' I can see it in your faces.
But you're wrong. Keep your doubts and despairs to your-
selves. Again there'll be the narrow escape. The survival
of a handful. From destruction,--total destruction."
(p. 100)

The essential problem or example of immoral behavior is the

attempt by Sabina-Miss Fairweather to make George divorce his

wife and marry her. Although sorely tempted by Sabina's be-

guiling ways, and seemingly eager to desert Maggie, George must

still overcome one remaining obstacle, Maggie. When told of

their marriage plans, Maggie simply refuses to accept the idea.

22Ibid., p. 107.
231bid

I"Mmd
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"And she makes," as Kuner points out, "what is probably Wilder's

definitive remark about human obligations: 24

"I didn't ,marry you because you were perfect. I
didn't even marry you because I loved you. I married
you because you gave me a promise." She takes off her
in and looks at it. "That promise made up for your

faults. And the promise I gave you made up for mine.
Two imperfect people got married and it was the promise
that made the marriage. . . . And when our children
were growing up, it wasn't a house that protected them*-
it was that promise." (p. 113)

The other venial sins concern the Antrobus children. The

reader sees a new picture ofGladys developing. Dressed in red

stockings, she falls victim to the loose morality of the "sinners"

in Atlantic City. As Grebanier relates, she "tries to imitate

the garish style of the hussies about her."25  Through Gladys,

one discovers Henty has been tossing rocks again--in a fatal-

istic fashion: "Anyway, I think you ought to know that Henry

hit a man with a stone. He hit one of those colored men that

push the chairs and the man's very sick" (p. 114). Again

quoting Grebanier, "The race is in a bad way, and the hurricane

signals are up."26

As George-Adam managed to save his family from the glacier

in Act I, now as George-Noah, he rescues his family from last-

minute self-destruction in escaping nature's second onslaught,

the Deluge. Although the Antrobuses, as the Biblical members

of Noah's family, reach their "ark" before the water drowns them,

24Kuner, p. 152.

25 Grebanier, p. 37.
26Ibid.
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the rest of the human race, represented by the rotary convention,

is destroyed. Unheeding the cries to save themselves and repent,

they remain at the bingo parlor listening to "A-nine; A-nine.

C-Twenty-four. C-Twenty-four." Even the fortune teller tries

to warn them of impending doom: "Go back and climb on your

roofs. Put rags in the cracks under your doors.--Nothing will

keep out the flood. You've had your chance. You've had your

day. You'Ve failed. You've lost" (p. 118). The last lines

of the act reflect a timelessness of their own as the fortune

teller calls to the Antrobuses: "Think it overt A new world

to make.--Think it over!" (p. 118).

The Family of Man has survived its second natural disaster,

but because of the natural inclination toward concupiscence,

it has only been by the skin of its teeth. The evolution of

mankind continues; as Wilder demonstrates, whether he is fo-

cusing on prehistoric, classical, Biblical, or modern man, his

chief aim is preservation of the human species, common man or

otherwise.

The description of the set at the beginning of Act III shows

that the world has indeed been rearranged, almost to near

oblivion:

The curtain rises on almost total darkness. Almost all
the flats composing the walls of Mr. Antrobus's house,
as of Act I, are up, but they lean helter-skelter against
one another, leaving irregular gaps. Among the flats
missing are two in the back wall, leaving the frames ofthe window and door crazily out of line, Off stage, backright, some red Roman fire is burning. (p. 119)

One discovers the reason for the disorderly stage setting. As
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one critic puts it, "A world war has destroyed everything in

sight and forced people to live underground. "27 But peace

again has returned, and George begins plans to rebuild for

the future.

The third act does not begin with News Events of the World.

In fact, everything seems to have gone wrong backstage. Mr.

Fitzpatrick, the stage manager, asks Mr. Antrobus to explain

the difficulties to the audience:

"The management feels, in fact, we all feel that you
are due an apology. And now we have to ask your indulgence
for the most serious mishap of all. Seven of our actors
have . . . have been taken ill. Apparently, it was some-
thing they ate. I'm not exactly clear what happened."
(p. 120)

Kuner says that because the disaster caused by the war has ended

just before the final act begins, "The chaos of the world after

such a calamity is reflected in the backstage difficulties.,28

It is another attempt by Wilder to immediately involve the au-

dience with the action of the timelessness of man, both viewing

it and living it.

The understudies for the seven actors include the wardrobe

mistress, two maids, a dresser, and the captain of the ushers.

This supposed break in the action calls for the actors and

actresses to step in and out of character, but it is essential

for the major ideas which follow. The substitutes become

planets, hours, and famous philosophers. Their role is explained

27Ibid.

28Kuner, p. 153.
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by Ivy, one of the maids who has just joined the cast:

the author meant that--just like the hours
and stars go by over our heads at night, in the same
way the ideas and thoughts of the great men are in the
air around us all the time and they're working on us,
even when we don't know it." (pp. 121-122)

Finally, all the technical problems have been overcome,

and Act III begins a second time. The chief conflict in this

act is the controversy between George and Henry, reminiscent

perhaps of other father-son relationships discussed previously,

but designed to symbolize much more--the classic struggle be-

tween good and evil. George is the symbol of survival, man's

belief in the quality of goodness and in the preservation of

ideas. Rejecting all that is good and important in the world,

Henry represents destruction, annihilation, and is Wilder's

personification of rampaging Naziism, the chief threat to the

world's existing moral order at the time the play was written,

and symbolic of the cyclical appearance of world conquerors.

The author is promoting the timeless idea that there will

always be human cruelty and evil, caused by the repression of

others. When Henry advocates complete removal of the world

in its present state, George voices Wilder's belief in the

liberty of all people:

"How can you make a world for people to live in,
unless you've first put order in yourself? Mark my words:
I shall continue fighting you until my last breath as
long as you mix up your idea of liberty with your idea
of hogging everything for yourself. . . . You and I want
the same thing; but until you think of it as something
that everyone has a right to, you are my deadly enemy
and I will destroy you." (pp. 130-131)
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The anger between father and son builds to such a crescendo

that Sabina is forced to interrupt to prevent the near-tragedy

of the previous night's performance, Henry's near strangulation

of George. Following her intervention, both characters offer

some rationale for their behavior. Henry's motivation stems

from "a big emptiness--the emptiness of being hated and blocked

at every turn. And the emptiness fills up with the one thought

that you have to strike and fight and kill . . . so as not to

end up killing yourself" (p. 132).

Even George recognizes his own guilt as a partial cause

of his son's violent behavior:

"Wait a minute. I have something to say, too. It's
not wholly his fault that he wants to strangle me in this
scene. It's my fault, too. He wouldn't feel that way un-
less there were something in me that reminded him of all
that. He talks about an emptiness. Well, there's an
emptiness in me, too. Yes,--work, work, work,--that's
all I do, I've ceased to live. No wonder he feels that
anger coming over him." (p. 132)

Eventually, both men arrive at some sort of mutual understanding,

realizing the other's part in the conflict. Having highlighted

this crisis, Wilder devotes the remainder of the play to further

exploration into the means of preserving Homo sapiens.

The speeches of the Hours, nine o'clock through midnight,

signify the other universal truths presented in the final act.

The four hours and their speakers include nine o'clock--

Spinoza; ten o'clock--Plato; eleven o'clock--Aristotle; and

twelve o'clock--Genesis. Haberman, in stating their arrangement

was deliberate, suggests their relevance to the meaning of life:
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Life has whatever meaning the mind chooses to give it,
as in Spinoza. Further, each man must give his own life
significance by discipline, as in Plato. The discipline
participates somehow as a small part of a force greater
than man which is God, as in Aristotle. And finally,
God is the beginning and the end of all things, as the
opening of the Bible repeats.

The technique of introducing universal theories parallels

the steady flow of man's stream of knowledge. Kuner suggests

the Hours symbolize "books and faith, or humanism and theology."

And the repeating cycle of human evolution is revealed in his

comment that "it is fitting that Genesis should begin the new

day, one second after midnight, marking the Alpha and Omega of

the human story." 3 0

Although the symbol of Everyman and the optimistic be-

liever in man's being able to conquer any obstacle or escape

any catastrophe, George Antrobus has tired of being the world's

savior. He is not terribly enthusiastic about saving the human

race a third time, having been through quite enough with the

Ice Age and Flood.3 1 However, he also realizes he can never

stop trying. And he confesses this knowledge to Maggie:

"Now I remember what three things always went to-
gether when I was able to see things most clearly: Three
things. Three things. The voice of the people in their
confusion and their need. And the thought of you and
the children and this house. . . . And . . . my books!"
(p. 135)

His strength for rebuilding the world, he believes, will come

from books:

29 Haberman, p. 38.

30Kuner, p. 153.

31Ibid., p. 156.
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"Oh, I've never forgotten for long at a time that
living is struggle. I know that every good and excellent
thing in the world stands moment by moment on the razor-
edge of danger and must be fought for--whether it's a
field, or a home or a country. All I ask is the chance
to build new worlds and God has always given us that.
And he has given us" open the book "voices to guide
us; and the memory of our mistakes to warn us.
We've come a long ways. We've learned. We're learning.
And the steps of our journey are marked for us here."
He stands by the table tu the leaves of a book.

By equating books with "voices to guide us," "the memory of

our mistakes," and "the steps of our journey," Antrobus has,

as Kuner suggests, given man the Holy Trinity necessary for

his survival: "memory (of past experiences), learning (hu-

manism), and faith (in God, Nature, Universal Mind--in short,

a Creator)., 32

Wilder uses diverse elements to convey his theme of the

triumph of man. Perfectly blending the comic with the tragic,

he also achieves that sense of timelessness with "the tele-

scoping of time, the varied assignments of the Stage Manager,

the simplification of scenery, and the pageantry of philosophic

and poetic ideas." Add to these ideas, actors and actresses

who step in and out of their roles, explaining personal problems,

backstage difficulties, or the movement of the play; classical

and Biblical allusions; and personal involvement of the audience,

and one can readily see why this play is perhaps the best ex-

pression of timelessness in American Theatre.

32Ibid., p. 157.

3 3 Grebanier, p. 38.
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Wilder's choice of names is another demonstration of universality.

Some have already been discussed: Adam, Eve, Cain, Moses, Homer,

Plato, Miss Fairweather, and other representatives from Biblical

and classical literature. The most symbolic name, however, is

Lily Sabina. Combining the Biblical rape of the Sabine women

with Lilith, temptress from the Bible, Wilder adds another

dimension to Sabina's motivation. By shortening her first name

to "Lily," Wilder might be attempting a comparison between her

and "white," the traditional color symbolizing purity. It sug-

gests a contrast within her character, or the fact that Sabina

is not totally sinful. The family name, Antrobus, is also mean-

ingful. Since it is very close to "anthropus," the Greek word

for man,36 it seems a logical and deliberate choice for advancing

Wilder's concept of Everyman.

The Skin of Our Teeth is allegory circa 1942, but designed

to represent past, present, and future. Dealing with man's

eternal problem of survival, it portrays the continous momentum

of that phenomenon, life. As Sabina says, in the closing lines

from the final act, "This is where you came in. We have to go

on for ages and ages yet. You go home. The end of this play

isn't written yet" (p. 137).

34Kuner, p. 149.

35Ibid., p. 148.



CHAPTER VI

CONCLUSION

When viewed as multi-dimensional dramas dealing with the

common man, Arthur Miller's Death of a Salesman and The Price

and Thornton Wilder's Our Town and The Skin of Our Teeth give

considerable insight into the complexity of human existence.

Both playwrights base their themes on social awareness and

man's evolution, and they focus on conflict. They echo the

comments of John Howard Lawson, who states, "The essential

character of drama is conflict: persons against other per-

sons, or individuals or groups against social or natural

forces."1

In his presentation of Willy Loman, Miller depicts the

downfall of the common man, entitled Death of a Salesman. The

conflict within Willy's psyche involves inner and outer forces,

including monumental family problems, confusion of illusion

with reality, realization of the loss of one's functional con-

tribution to society, and a warped sense of success. Voicing

the plea of the ordinary citizen for the world to take notice

of the endless destruction of the individual, Miller uses a

strikingly realistic approach in the exposition of the play's

John Howard Lawson, "The Law of Conflict," American
Drama and Its Critics, edited by Alan S. Downer (Chicago,
1963Y, p. 128.
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message. According to Henry Popkin,

Willy is much more emphatically a representative figure,
an American Everyman, than any of Miller's other char-
acters; accordingly, his problems are much less personal
dilemmas than they are public issues. Wi)ly is a useful
instrument for Miller's social criticism.

The cost of one's existence, stemming from improperly-placed

emphasis on money, prestige, and career, and a deterioration of

the family unit shape the theme of the second Miller work, The

Price. Centering this play on an apartment filled with anti-

quated furniture pieces, the author again concentrates on the

struggle generated within the family, as the need for human

communication and understanding becomes subordinated to greed

and horrible self-realizations. The Franz family, Victor,

Walter, and Esther, gain no further perspective into the meaning

of life, nor are they able to improve their situation. Their

narrow concept of the necessity of human interaction is in sharp

contrast to the one held by the sagacious, eighty-nine year old

Gregory Solomon--an observer of. life and an active participant

therein.

The. depression and tragedy of Miller's plays are contrasted

by the optimism and triumph of Thornton Wilder's view of man

in Our Town and The Skin of Our Teeth. Although more concerned

with a positive treatment of man, Wilder nonetheless expresses

that same sense of conflict suggested by Miller's drama. Wilder

approaches this struggle perhaps on a broader scale, stressing

2Henry Popkin, "Arthur Miller: The Strange Encounter,"
American Drama and Its Critics, edited by Downer, p. 231.
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more a timeless treatment of life itself and universal char-

acter types, rather than individual personalities.

In Our Town, Wilder performs a critical analysis of life

in Grover's Corners, New Hampshire. The struggle here is be-

tween a casual acceptance of life and a full appreciation of

all it has to offer. The ordinary characters, setting, and

routine cycle of life are representative of the infinite

workings of the universe. According to Arthur Gelb, Our Town

is a "myth in the classical usages an imagined tale that ex-

presses the eternal truths of human existence."3

Wilder widens his allegorical study of man's conflict in

his later testimony to human ingenuity, The Skin of Our Teeth.

Troubled by the turn the world was taking toward repression

and removal of individual liberty, the author shows an Every-

man figure battling continuing disasters in the classic struggle

between good and evil. His concern for preserving the truly

important elements of human civilization, symbolized in the

George Antrobus family, is manifested through placing modern

man in prehistoric, classical, and Biblical environments.

Both Miller and Wilder exhibit a variety of technical de-

vices, ranging from symbolic names and typical settings to

expressionistic set designs and representative characters. Their

drama bears the mark of social concern and audience involvement,

subtly as in Miller, or overtly as in Wilder. They portray man

p. 1.

3 Arthur Gelb, The New York Times, April 5, 1959, Sec. 2,

v



90

at his best and at his worst, at his highest achievement and

at his lowest ebb, and as a symbol for universal success and

personal failure. Robert Brustein writes,

American plays are difficult to read because they often
yield little sense when they are read; in the quiet of the
study one stumbles on inconsistencies, disharmonies, and
contradictions which are sometimes ignored in the rapid
excitement of performances

Certainly the reverse can be said for Arthur Miller and Thornton

Wilder. To say their plays have become American institutions

would be oversimplification. Their gift to the theatre has

been their observation of life, their indictment of society,

their credo of the common man. The problems they explore in

their drama are universal tenets of man's evolution. Conflict

and the attempt to discover reconciliation will be around as

long as there are the Lomans, the Franzes, the Webbs, and the

Antrobuses--the interchangeable symbols for the Family of Man.

4 Robert Brustein, "Why American Plays Are Not Literature,"
American Drama and Its Critics, edited by Downer, p. 251.
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