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PREFACE

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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