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Arthur Miller: Life & Works

The Early Years & The Wall Street Crash of 1929

Arthur Miller was born in Harlem, New York, on October 17th 1915.  Harlem was a cosmopolitan and elegant neighbourhood during this period and was home to German, Italian, Jewish and Afro-American immigrants.  Miller’s family was wealthy.  His father, a Polish immigrant who was all but illiterate, had built a clothing business which boasted over a thousand employees.  However, Miller’s family were caught in the aftermath of the 1929 Wall Street Crash, which caused a global depression, leading to massive unemployment and previously unthinkable poverty across the US and many other parts of the World.  

For Miller, the Depression of 1929 would become a formative event in his youth.  He recalled how ‘there were three suicides on the little block where we lived.  They couldn’t cope.  The impact was incalculable.’  For the young Miller, the experience of the Depression was profound: his family moved away from Harlem to Brooklyn and, with employment opportunities limited, he became a crooner and had his own radio show where he sang ‘the latest hits’ with a ‘blind pianist’ for accompaniment.  The ‘Crash’ had left Miller needing to take a series of short-term jobs in order to pay for his university education.  His family’s business was destroyed, their stocks and shares lost their value and his family were, ironically, in the same poverty stricken state that Miller’s father had left in Poland.  However, the Depression had more than a practical impact on the Miller’s life – it was also symbolic of something much greater.

Like most immigrants to the United States, Miller’s Polish-Jewish father had left Europe in the pursuit of ‘The American Dream’.  To many people of the World, thousands of miles away in poverty stricken, undemocratic countries, America was seen as a country which afforded opportunity: that is, the chance of take control of their lives, make money, have property and become as successful as they chose to be, living in a ‘free’ and ‘democratic’ country.  In other words, people saw the United States as a place where hard work and determination would lead to the material success they could not attain in their own countries.  Miller himself describes the idea of the American dream and its effect on the people he lived around during the 1920s:


These people were profound believers in the American Dream.  The day the money


stopped their identity was gone…America is hope, even when it doesn’t work…


America is promises.

For the Millers, and thousands of immigrant families like them, the Wall Street Crash changed everything and it came to symbolise the destruction of the values and aspirations that they had lived by.  Miller described the experience as a: ‘feeling at the back of the brain that the whole thing can sink at a moment’s notice… everything else is ephemeral.  It’s going to blow away, except what a person is.’  Equally, Miller sees the Depression as an unhealed scar on the American experience: ‘I don’t think America ever got over the depression’.  Miller’s reflections are telling because they inform so many of his dramatic works and explain why so many of his plays focus on the role of the individual in times of extreme social crisis, like in The Crucible.  Miller is constantly concerned with the battle between responsibility to the self and society in times of catastrophe, and often creates drama in which the personal conflicts of his characters are a microcosm of the wider social conflicts in the dramatic worlds he creates for them.  

Miller, McCarthy & The Communist Witch-Hunts

Following the end of World War II, America became engaged in the Cold War with Russia and other Communist countries.  American-Russian relations soured because the US believed that the USSR was conspiring to convert the world to Communism, an ideology at odds with America’s democratic principles.  In turn, this caused many Americans to both distrust and fear Communists.  However, the Cold War was also fought on American soil.  The fear and paranoia generated by the fear of Communists led some Americans to believe that the ‘Reds’ had infiltrated American society at every level.  

One man in particular felt that it was his duty to pursue the Communist threat: Senator Joseph R. McCarthy.  McCarthy created the blue print for a decade of persecution and paranoia that gripped the US.  McCarthy was appointed to the Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations from where he carried out a campaign against Americans who were considered to have made statements sympathetic to Communism, had given reason to believe they were circulating with Communists or had shown anti-American sentiments.  Although McCarthy was responsible for establishing a climate of fear, he had little to do with Miller’s appearance before ‘HCUA’ – The House Committee on Un-American Activities.  McCarthy was a senator and the HCUA was comprised of members of the House of Representatives.  A common mistake is to assume that McCarthy had any material connection to Miller; instead, Miller came to be a victim of the McCarthy doctrine known as McCarthyism.  

HCUA had been established in 1938 and was primarily concerned with all ‘Un-American’ activities, but by the 1950s, partially because of the paranoia created by McCarthy’s pursuit of supposed Communist sympathisers, the HCUA found itself investigating Hollywood, of which Miller was a part.  Writers, directors and actors were called before the committee and interrogated about their alleged links to Communists.  Some were found to have been sympathisers but, for the majority, they were merely the victims of false accusations.  One of the central figures in the HCUA investigations was Elia Kazan, an acclaimed theatre and film director, who had worked with Miller on his stage play All My Sons.  Kazan made a series of allegations about numerous Hollywood figures leading to the HCUA’s focus during the mid-1950s.  The most horrific outcome of the 1950s Communist witch-hunts was the execution of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg by electrocution at New York’s Sing-Sing prison.  The US Government had asserted that the Rosenbergs had sold secrets to the Russians.  On the night of their execution, the audience at a performance of The Crucible stood in a moment’s silence.

There are significant parallels between the experience of 1950s America and the world of The Crucible: both are characterised by their emphasis on allegation and the paranoia generated when society is gripped by the fear of a common enemy.  In the case of 1950s America, that fear was Communism; in Salem in 1692 it was the fear of witchcraft.  Miller reflected on his reasons behind writing The Crucible in protest at the Communist Witch-hunts: ‘the message of the time was that there was no such thing as society… just people doing what they wanted [to preserve their own lives].’  This sense of the fall of society is something to which Miller returns throughout his works – but it is one of the central ideas of The Crucible: that is, Miller is describing a world in which the values that bind communities are destroyed when the individuals within that society are faced with the loss of their own personal freedoms and liberties, indeed, even their lives.  

The Witch-hunts also served as a reminder of the lessons that Miller drew from the Depression of the 1930s.  Again, the values that America represented, of freedom, liberty and integrity, were abandoned in favour of a more tribalistic obsession with what was required of individuals to preserve themselves.  Again, America, to Miller, had become a place of failed dreams and betrayed ideals.  This is important because when we read The Crucible we see a common betrayal, but in the play, it is the betrayal of religious values.  
Miller the Dramatist & Monroe

Miller is considered to be one of the most important dramatists of the 20th Century whose works have dissected and commented on the experience of American life beyond the Second World War.  Miller’s career has spanned six decades in which he has written some of the most searing examinations of American life.  Miller’s primary thematic concerns as a writer include the nature of society and the role of the individual within their community.  A committed liberal (someone who believes in progress and change), Miller’s work maintains a focus on working class people while attacking the intrusion of government into individual’s lives (for example McCarthyism and HCUA).  

Miller first rose to prominence in 1947 when All My Sons won two prestigious Tony Awards.  This was followed by further acclaim for his next play, Death of a Salesman (1949).  As the Communist hysteria rose in the 1950s, Miller wrote first, An Enemy of the People, an adaptation of a play by Henrik Ibsen, and then The Crucible.  At the time The Crucible was considered unsuccessful and only ran for 197 performances compared with 742 for All My Sons.  However, as audiences began to see the relevance of the play in later years, The Crucible became the most performed of all Miller’s works.  

Miller was also a noted Hollywood screenwriter, his most famous screenplay was for a film called The Misfits, directed by the acclaimed John Huston and starring Marilyn Monroe.  Miller had married Monroe in 1956.  Some members of HCUA argued that it was a cover-up to hide his Communist affiliations.  However, their marriage was plagued by a number of flaws: primarily, Monroe’s open infidelity with an actor called Yves Montand, her compulsive drug and substance abuse, and Monroe’s multitude of mental illnesses.  By the time The Misfits was shooting in 1960, the screenplay that had been intended as a present to his wife was, in fact, a distraction from the divorce he had filed.  

Miller’s marriage to Monroe has significance for several reasons, primarily because of the stature and mythology of Monroe herself.  One critic has commented that Monroe was the ‘most potent sexual myth of the century’.  That is, the beauty, charisma and charm of Monroe’s screen persona was so great that she became the subject of a mythology greater than the woman herself.  Indeed, Monroe was the antithesis of the screen persona that she projected: insecure, lonely and unable to trust anyone.  Monroe was iconic: she came to symbolise the beauty and grace that became the benchmark for Hollywood actresses from that point forward.  She was further immortalised by her premature death in 1962 in mysterious circumstances.  Some allege she was the victim of a government plot instigated by the Kennedy family; she had been involved in affairs with both John and Robert Kennedy - the President and Attorney General - at the time of her death.  

Monroe is significant when we try to further understand the work of Miller because she is another myth, like the American Dream, that Miller saw destroy itself in the face of human fallibility (weakness).  This perhaps explains Miller’s preoccupation with how human behaviour destroys the very ideals we believe enhance our lives in times of crisis.  Again, this parallel with Miller’s experience of America can be drawn to The Crucible.

Arthur Miller died in 2005 having spent much of his later years living in the Connecticut Hills.  [image: image1.png]
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