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Directed by Mike Nichols

Editor’s Note: As on other occasions, we are delighted to be able to bring to you an assortment of reactions to the latest big name Miller revival on Broadway from a variety of critics, professors, students, and teachers.  The first piece offers an overview of several of the key past productions to give everything a firmer context. While this Salesman was the hottest ticket of the season and broke all box-office records, our reviewers were less easy to please. While most found something they enjoyed, the only points of agreement seem to have been in the beauty of the set (a thoughtful homage to the original Mielziner design), and the fine performance by Finn Wittrock as Happy (perhaps he should have been the one nominated for a Tony!). The remaining lead actors appear to have had both strengths and weaknesses, which vary according to the witness and performance attended.  Admittedly, many of these reviews were written during the preview period; some even reflect an expectation that several of the more egregious errors in direction/performance would be ironed out later in the run. However, this only goes to prove that old adage of Tennessee Williams regarding every script as being merely a blueprint for a performance, affirming the mutability of theater itself. This could explain some of the discrepancies you might feel lie between the differing reviews, which at times, both praise and excoriate the same person. Rumors abound about a possible revival of The Price on the Great White Way next year—let us hope it offers as much food for thought.





--Sue Abbotson
A Salesman On Time

Review by Joshua Polster, Emerson College

Death of a Salesman – the story of an aging and exhausted traveling salesman who struggles to comprehend his economically strapped and spiritually depleted existence – first opened at the Morosco Theatre in New York on February 10, 1949. On its opening night, men and women – many of whom suffered through the Great Depression – were remembered as being stunned into silence, openly weeping, and then remaining in the theatre long after the show to discuss the play and how well it resonated in their own lives. “They were weeping,” Miller would later say in an interview, “because the central matrix of the play is […] what most people are up against in their lives […] They were seeing themselves […in] the situation in which […Willy Loman] stood and to which he was reacting, and which was reacting against him [… It] was probably the central situation of contemporary civilization. It is that we are struggling with forces that are far greater than we can handle, with no equipment to make anything mean anything” (Griffin 35). 

These forces at work were the agents of capitalism – the ideological strategies of the dominant economic power structure – and their erosive affects on the public and private space.
 “It is,” as Eleanor Clark recognized in Partisan Review, “the capitalist system that has done Willy in” (633). In Salesman, though, capitalism itself is not the focus of attack, but the ideologies that it creates and upholds are, such as the seductive concept of the American Dream – the promise of wealth, power, and recognition celebrated in the novels of Horatio Alger.

Salesman premiered in the United States when capitalism had gone amok in the new lucrative postwar economy. Miller, among many others, observed how the motivation for profit had reached a grotesque level during and after the Second World War, and, as a result, the ideology of capitalism—the myth of the American Dream—took on a grotesque form. In a later interview with NPR, Miller discussed how the impetus of Salesman also came from the anxieties of the Great Depression – when trust in the ailing economic system was shattered. The play, recalled Miller, was completed shortly after the Second World War, which was when  “the start of the biggest boom in the history of the world [occurred…] But it was also a time when a lot of people, including me, expected that we were going to go back into what we had been before World War II, which was a depressed country. Harry Truman thought the same thing […] Most of the population was waiting for the other shoe to drop” (Vitale). 
That shoe dropped during the 1970s recession when the stock market crashed as inflation, oil prices and unemployment rose. According to theatre critic Walter Goodman, the 1975 Broadway revival of Salesman, which George C. Scott directed and starred in, also had a powerful political resonance in a country reeling from the Vietnam War and economic collapse: 

Death of a Salesman returns to us, a quarter of a century after its first appearance, at a low point in our national morale. In 1949, we had won a great victory in a necessary war; now we have lost an unnecessary and dishonorable war. Then we were on our way to prosperity; now we are in the grip of a recession which gives little sign of soon receding. Our astounding technology, capable of bringing ruin to other countries, seems unable to lift us out of our economic and spiritual doldrums. (D1)

To Goodman, Miller’s play “may mean more to 1975” than when it first premiered. In Clive Barnes’ review, he wrote of how Scott’s political vision was “clear” in his direction, seeing the integral theme of “humanity vs. society,” along with the concepts of “father vs. son” and “man vs. death” (26). In Scott’s production, the political component or, as Miller put it, the “forces” at work, were tangibly present in order to better understand Loman’s plight (Barnes 26). Charles Isherwood also wrote of how the 1970s political context made the time right for a Salesman revival: 

The idea that the American dream is achievable for everyone, the idea of the American dream as defined by being No. 1, or being all-powerful is something to be achieved, and [...] strived for constantly. I think in 1975, after Watergate and Vietnam, I think there was probably a strain in the culture that was ready to take another look at these kinds of ideas. (qtd. in Vitale)

Despite the deeply ingrained politics in Miller’s play, present in the 1949 and the 1975 production, Michael Rudman’s 1984 Broadway revival and Robert Falls’ 1999 production of Salesman seemingly preferred – in a more secure economic climate – to interpret the play more as a family or psychological drama than as a social drama.
 Michiko Kakutani, for instance, compared the original Salesman production to the 1984 and 1999 revivals, which occurred during the Reagan-Bush economic boom of the 1980s and the economic upswing of the 1990s' dot-com boom. Arthur Miller and Elia Kazan, he recalled, gave the premiere production of Salesman a political urgency: truly great work, Miller declared, is “that work which will show at one and the same time the power and force of the human will working with and against the force of society upon it” (qtd. in Kakutani AR1). However, Rudman’s and Falls’  productions were “more psychological than sociological.” Kakutani reported:

In Robert Falls’s darkly hued new staging from Chicago, Death of a Salesman seems less a social drama about what Harold Clurman called “the breakdown of the whole concept of salesmanship inherent in our society” than a fierce portrait of a father and son, caught in a fatal embrace of love and resentment and guilt. And Brian Dennehy’s Willy Loman seems less a man, in Mr. Miller’s words, who “embodies in himself some of the most terrible conflicts running through the streets of America today” than a perpetual adolescent caught in the dizzying gap between reality and his own expectations. This Willy Loman, like Dustin Hoffman’s in 1984 on Broadway, [has] dilemmas [that] are more psychological than sociological, more Existential than environmental. (Kakutani AR1)

In Ben Brantley’s review of the 1999 Salesman Broadway revival, he too saw the absence of the social drama in the human drama:

Robert Falls’s powerhouse staging […] never looks [at Willy
 Loman] as a martyr to a success-driven country. Instead, it
 demands that you experience Willy’s suffering without
 sociological distance, that you surrender to the sense of one
 man’s pain and of the toll it takes on everyone around him. (A1)
Such readings were not restricted to the critics alone. When director Robert Falls wanted insights into the character of Willy Loman, he did not consult Wall Streeters; instead, he sent Miller’s script to psychiatrists. “They said,” Falls recalled, “that Willy was manic-depressive, with hallucinatory aspects” (McKinley WK5). The Loman character in Falls’ production was not a suicidal victim of the capitalist machine, but a poor man struggling with a psychological condition. The solution to Loman’s problem, therefore, was not the destruction of American capitalism, but Prozac. 

Miller, who saw the Broadway production, argued, “Willy Loman is not a depressive. He is weighed down by life. There are social reasons for why he is where his is” (McKinley WK5). The playwright’s argument, however, went largely unheard, and the Loman character continued to be seen in a psychological context. One audience member, for instance, wrote to the editor of The New York Times, “Willy Loman has Alzheimer’s Disease. All of the signs. All of the symptoms. I wonder if Arthur Miller knows?” (McDonald AR4). 

The 2012 Broadway revival of Salesman returns the political urgency to Miller’s work. Directed by Mike Nichols, the pre-eminent director in theatre and film, this production refused to let psychological conventions obscure the playwright’s political critique. Instead, it provided a stronger synthesis of the social and the psychological, which demonstrated, as Miller intended, the relationship between the self and its socio-political context – the projection of psychological disruptions onto society and social disruptions onto the psyche. 

Nichols, who attended the 1949 production and who had been a long admirer of both Kazan and Miller, trusted the play and its ability to politically connect to the contemporary context. “This play is so much about right now,” he asserted. “People are counting the pennies again: ‘We owe $28 on this, and you gave me $50 at Christmas. Fixing the water heater will cost $97.50.’ We have that again. Go figure” (“Making Salesman His Own” C1). 

Nichols’ production stayed true to Miller’s text and original vision by avoiding modernist stage gimmicks or textual disruptions that have seduced too many directors working with older plays. Nichols, instead, clarified Salesman by keeping the script intact, coherent, and returning it to its original designs in order to better understand the play and its connections to the present. For Nichols’ production, Brian Webb reconstructed the skeletal and confining set of Jo Mielziner’s iconic 1949 scenic design (Mielziner’s lighting design was also referenced by Brian MacDevitt), as well as brought back the original incidental music of Alex North. These designs of Mielziner and North proved to be integral components to Salesman. The haunting aerial flute solos, in particular, are crucial to the matrix of the play; they act as signifiers of Willy’s father. (Its importance is similar to the large photograph of the absent father in Tennessee Williams’ The Glass Menagerie). 

Some critics complained that these design choices created an embalmed homage to the past, but Nichols saw it differently: “There are many parallels to today,” said Nichols. “There is only so much to go around, as we are discovering. Everyone can’t make it.” The play, to Nichols, was “more and more about the moment” and less about the late 1940s: “There is not enough work for working people […] They have a hard time paying mortgages, paying rent, keeping their jobs, getting jobs. All the simple things. It leads to less and less” (Shell 3B). Nichols’ fresh but attentive approach to Salesman was similar to Scott’s 1975 production. As theatre critic Walter Kerr observed of the earlier revival: 

Director-star George C. Scott has first of all behaved not as director or as star but as servant of the play, a piece of work in the hand. Furthermore, he has not behaved as though he were serving an old play, a familiar play, a play whose ancient echoes were so overwhelming that a kind of fearful obeisance was the best that could be offered. He has chosen not to remember it, or to remember other people’s remembrances of it, but to pay attention to its undeniable voice. Not what Elia Kazan once heard in it, not what Lee J. Cobb once heard in it, perceptive and just as they may have been. But, with one sharp ear cocked, what is it saying now?” (83)

Almost forty years after Scott’s production, Nichols, another “servant of the play,” listened with a “sharp ear cocked” to assert that “it’s very much a moment for this play.” When Nichols first considered restaging Salesman, he thought of the sagging 2010 economy, and all of the corruption that produced it. It would have been difficult to not connect the Great Recession, as it has been called, or the outcries of economic inequities from the Occupy Wall Street movement to Miller’s play. (The Ethel Barrymore Theatre, the location of the revival, is less than five miles from Zuccotti Park, the birthplace of the Occupy Wall Street Movement.) 

When Willy’s brother Ben reminds him that the jails are full of those from the “stock exchange,” the audience is reminded of the corrupt Wall Streeters who helped to bring the economy to its present enfeebled condition.  Another resonating moment is when the “hard-working drummer” of New England is seen barely keeping up with payments on his washing machine, vacuum cleaner, leaky roof, fan belt for the refrigerator, and carburetor for the Chevrolet. Other relevant scenes are when Willy exasperatedly explains to his wife Linda that “the competition is maddening,” and when the exhausted sixty-three year old salesman is fired after thirty-six years of service to the Wagner Company: “Willy,” his young boss explains, “there just is no spot here for you.” Those words sounded familiar to those in the audience who were recently let go or, at least, knew of one of the many who lost his or her job in the recent economic collapse. As theatre critic Adam Shell observed in USA Today: 

Miller’s portrait of economic insecurity in postwar America more than 60 years ago is eerily similar to the economic angst now being felt coast-to-coast today in the U.S. after the Great Recession. The play’s themes of dashed dreams, economic inequality and the brutally competitive capitalist system that creates a society of haves and have-nots are no doubt the No. 1 topic of conversation today in middle-class living rooms across the country[…] Just as it did to Willy Loman in 1949, economic fear still twists the stomach into knots and eats away at the confidence of American workers today. (3B)

For Nichols’ production, the theme of selling oneself in pursuit of the American Dream was another large aspect of the play’s relevance. Willy, of course, was not just a victim but also a proponent of the American Dream. His driving need for success and to be “well liked” was, to Nichols, comparable to how people today fixate on being a celebrity and who exhibit, like Willy, the desperate urge for attention: “The most startling thing about the play,” the director observed, “is that it’s about right now. Everybody wants to be known. Willy is all about being known” (Dziemianowicz 45). According to Nichols, “Everybody’s Willy Loman on Facebook. Everybody’s a salesman. We’re a nation of Willys […] It’s the American need,” the director claimed, “to be known that led to Kardashians everywhere, and the wish to be a salesman that led to everything that’s going on, from Facebook onward” (Tanenhaus 56). Salesman, to Nichols, is about how people turn themselves into products that they sell for success and fame. 

Throughout Nichol’s production, Willy, adeptly performed by Phillip Seymour Hoffman, is presented as carefully constructing a persona in accordance with the capitalist myth to attain its high promise of success. This unnatural persona, however, also distances him from his wife Linda (Linda Emond) and sons Biff (Andrew Garfield) and Happy (Finn Wittrock). As a result, Willy is ultimately unable to seek emotional refuge when confronted with failure. The illusions, pressures, and betrayals of the public world invade and destroy the private and, as a result, help drive Willy to psychological collapse and suicide. 

Nichols’ revival clearly presented how the self is a political reality – a construct built from the same material of society, and sculpted by political ideology. As a result, when this production of Salesman premiered, Miller’s play once again stunned its audience and brought tears to many eyes. The New York Times hailed Salesman as a play that “speaks as powerfully to readers and viewers today as it did to audiences in 1949” (Isherwood AR1); the Los Angeles Times wrote that it had “ferocious relevance” (McNulty); and Newsweek stated that “Miller has been reborn a prophet of our times” (Tanenhaus 56). The revival earned seven Tony nominations, and won for Best Revival and Best Direction of a Play.
 Miller’s powerful drama still serves as a stern warning to those who alienate themselves from their true personas, as well as from their public and private communities, in order to sell themselves to the capitalist ideology of the American Dream – a dream that, at least to one salesman, has proven to be false.
Notes


 Capitalism is an economic system based on the private ownership of the means of production and distribution of goods. It is a free competitive market, which is motivated by profit.

2 Arthur Miller – who was profoundly influenced by the social dramas of the ancient Greeks and the U.S. proletarian plays of the 1930s – defined the dramatic form as “the drama of the whole man” and not just of “his subjective or his social life alone;” it asked “the ancient question, how are we to live?” Miller rejected plays that had a  “radical separation of man from society,” and, instead, advocated a return to more of a Greek understanding of theatre, in which citizens belonged to and were engaged with their society. Plays, according to Miller, should present “man as a social animal, rather than […] as a separated entity” (Martin 51-68).

3 Salesman was also nominated for Best Performance by an Actor in a Leading Role (Philip Seymour Hoffman), Best Performance by an Actor in a Featured Role (Andrew Garfield), Best Performance by an Actress in a Featured Role (Linda Emond), Best Lighting Design (Brian MacDevitt), and Best Sound Design (Scott Lehrer). 
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“Liked, but Not Well Liked”

Review by Stephen Marino, St. Francis College

The much-anticipated revival of Arthur Miller’s masterpiece Death of a Salesman arrived in New York with high expectations. The production is clearly designed to sell out most performances at the Barrymore because of the casting of film and stage star Philip Seymour Hoffman as Willy Loman and  the young film star Andrew Garfield, of The Social Network and the upcoming Spiderman, in his Broadway debut. Interest was particularly heightened when the celebrated Mike Nichols was set to direct.

This production of Salesman comes not too long ( in Broadway years) after the 1999 fiftieth anniversary production of the play, which garnered three Tony Awards and employed an Expressionistic set comprised of moving boxes and pulsating music. In this latest production, Nichols has made a wise choice in using a variation of Joe Mielziner’s original set design and Alex North’s haunting flute music.  His intention is clearly to give this generation of theatregoers a sense of the power of the original production, which made Salesman one of the great American plays.

Any actor playing Willy Loman on the New York stage must stand in line behind the giants who have come before him: Lee J. Cobb, George C. Scott, Dustin Hoffman, and most recently, Brian Dennehy. Unfortunately, Philip Seymour Hoffman does not step out of the shadows of their performances.

Both Hoffman and Garfield have been slightly miscast.  Along with his young-looking/ frat boy appearance, Garfield does not have the physique that makes it believable that he has been out west working on ranches, and Hoffman, at 44, has difficulty appearing as a worn out salesman in his 60s. However, most audiences eagerly buy into a “willing suspension of disbelief” by strong performances.  After all, Lee J. Cobb was 39 when he originated the role of Willy and Dustin Hoffman was 46, albeit transformed by heavy makeup.

And it is the performances that make this such an uneven production.

Hoffrman’s performance is two-dimensional. He plays Willy as either tired or angry, with the bursts of anger coming too suddenly.  What is missing in Hoffman’s conception is Willy’s fear and knowledge of the terrible thing that is happening to him. Without this dimension, Willy comes off less complicated and less sympathetic than he really is. In addition, Garfield’s conception of Biff is mostly crying and complaining.  He seems to convey little of how lost Biff has been for the last 17 years. 

Many of the arguments between the actors are too loud so that the effectiveness of crucial lines is lost.  This is quite evident in the climactic scene in the play when Biff tells Willy that he is “a dime a dozen.” This final father-son confrontation reduced grown men to tears in the original production; however, this version contains only weeping and gnashing by Garfield, and yelling by Hoffman.  Biff’s too-long embrace of Willy in this scene muffled the crucial line: “Would you take that phony dream and burn it.” 

However, the production is saved by the stellar performances of the veteran Linda Emond as Linda, and Finn Wittrock in his Broadway debut as Hap.  Emond captures the delicate balance that Linda must maintain in her love and devotion to Willy, her concern for his mental health, and her instinct to protect him.  But Wittrock is the standout performance of this production.  He completely evinces Hap’s complexity: his shallowness, his physical passions, his joy, his frustrations.

The best scene in the production is the kitchen scene in act one when Linda tells Biff and Hap that Willy has been trying to kill himself. The interaction among Emond, Garfield, and Wittrock is a moving, realistic depiction of Linda’s angst and helplessness, and Hap’s and Biff’s sudden awareness of Willy’s plight. This is a crucial scene at this point in the play, one which Miller intended to elicit the audience’s sympathy and understanding of Willy.  Unfortunately, Hoffman’s performance does not fully allow the audience to feel the pathos that we must in order to understand Willy’s tragic status.

All of these weaknesses were fixable by a director who should have taken more control of his stars.

This is a production to be liked, but not well-liked.

Very Good - But with Limitations

Review by Joseph Kane, Walden III School

In the first Broadway production of Death of a Salesman since Arthur Miller’s death in 2005, director Mike Nichols did the right thing.  He didn’t stray far afield from the strength of the play itself, a tragedy that has continued to prove itself for over 63 years.  One did feel Miller’s loss as Alex North’s haunting flute melody floated in and the lights rose on a near exact recreation of Jo Mielziner’s set design of the fragile, little Loman house.  Enormous stylized apartment houses rimmed the back, and outlines of stunted trees with hacked off limbs—reminiscent of the midcentury design of Warner Bros. animators Friz Freleng and Chuck Jones—surrounded the house.  During the memory scenes, strikingly vivid green and gold lights encompassed the stage and called up the past.1  For anyone born less than 75 years ago, Philip Seymour Hoffman, evocative in size of Lee J. Cobb, rounded out what would be the closest replication of the original production.  An homage, yes, but an updating, as well.  But, as it turns out, Philip Seymour Hoffman was no Lee J. Cobb.  

On Wednesday, March 7, 2012, three weeks into previews and just eight days before opening night, the new production featured Hoffman as Willy, Andrew Garfield as Biff and Linda Emond as Linda.  All three were nominated for Tony Awards, though none would win.  That was about right.  They were good—very good—but each had limitations. Miller maintained for decades that on Broadway the eternal battle between art and commerce was not even a fair fight.  For many years, the pattern for producers has included casting a recognizable name from film or television to help fill the seats and recoup the investment.  Sometimes this benefits the art, sometimes not. The 2008-09 Broadway revival of Miller’s seemingly indestructible All My Sons, for example, was a disaster predominantly because of the director, Simon McBurney, but also because of unfortunate casting choices.  Conversely, the 2010 revival of A View from Bridge seemed to absorb those lessons and not repeat them.  That production featured a solid, veteran director, Gregory Mosher.  And, while it cast recognizable film stars, Liev Schreiber, as Eddie Carbone, had both stage and screen credibility, and Broadway newcomer Scarlett Johansson—who won the Tony Award—as Catherine, had done some solid film work, notably with Woody Allen.  The A View from the Bridge revival was both critically and commercially successful.

The new production of Death of a Salesman closely followed that template.  Veteran stage and screen director Mike Nichols turned 80 during the run, and he cast current and future big names in film, Hoffman as Willy and Garfield as Biff.  Garfield co-starred in The Social Network (2010) and plays the lead in the new Spiderman film franchise, as evidenced by the throng of teenage girls waiting for autographs after the show.  It was heartening indeed to hear so much appreciation of the play from such young people. Hoffman, meanwhile, has established himself as one of the bravest and most talented actors of his generation in films, with roles as diverse as those in Capote, Boogie Nights, Doubt, Charlie Wilson’s War, Magnolia, Almost Famous, Moneyball and Sidney Lumet’s final film, Before the Devil Knows You’re Dead.  Perhaps most prescient was his starring role in Synecdoche, New York (2008), written by Charlie Kaufman, in which he plays a director mounting a production of Death of a Salesman.  His character tells his lead, “Try to keep in mind that a young person playing Willy Loman thinks he's only pretending to be at the end of a life full of despair. But the tragedy is that we know that you, the young actor, will end up in this very place of desolation.”2
However, while Hoffman’s interpretation of Willy Loman was solid, there were drawbacks.  His portrayal of was rather phlegmatic.  He took a long time to get started and there was little sense of Willy as the feisty, glad handing salesman.  He seemed beat at the outset.  That said, he did have at least two extraordinary moments.  In the first act, when he’s giving advice to Biff about seeing Bill Oliver, the trepidation in the audience was palpable as he became increasingly irritated by Linda’s encouraging words, which he viewed as “interrupting.”  When he finally exploded with, “Don’t take his side all the time, goddammit!,” it felt as if one’s leg was caught in a bear trap.  Few actors embody fury like Hoffman. Also, in an extraordinary moment near the end of the second act, Willy is strategizing with Ben to get the $20,000 for Biff, attempting to mollify Linda, and yearning to see his son one more time.  In a masterstroke, Willy’s simple line “Ssssshh!!” was transformed.  Hoffman delivered it loudly, as he was instantaneously backlit, dropped his head, and rapidly thrust his hands into a crucifixion in an effort to silence everyone and everything.  The stage was frozen into a tableau.  In one vivid moment, Willy strove for a moment of clarity, to banish forever the voices inside of his head.

Andrew Garfield, though born in Los Angeles, was raised for most of his life in England and, in real life, has a pronounced British accent.  His onstage Biff sounded more than a little like that of actor Shia LaBeouf.  His performance was requisitely intense, in the vein of many modern young actors. That is, nearly every situation became intense and peppered with unique pauses, skipping certain punctuation, and placing other punctuation where none occurs.  He did make one outstanding choice.  When Biff finds Willy in the Boston hotel room to beg him to intercede with Mr. Birnbaum, Willy agrees, in large part to get his son out of the room.  When Willy agreed this time, Biff put his hands on his father’s shoulders and collapsed his whole weight on him in relief.  Willy was literally, as well as figuratively, supporting his son.  

The real story of this production lies in the secondary characters, and they were revelatory. Making his Broadway debut, Finn Wittrock, as Happy, brought to life Miller’s depiction of the sleazy, self-centered, yet charming Lothario that was Abby Newman, perhaps for the first time. Miller described Abby’s persona as a lifelong narcissism.3  It became perfectly logical in that world that Letta and Miss Forsythe would be impressed that Biff was quarterback for the New York Giants.  One could actually see what Miller was getting at, and Happy’s bullshit was finally bedrock believable.  Another bright light on stage was Remy Auberjonois as Howard, Willy’s boss.  Instead of playing a brusque, thoughtless, disengaged boss, Auberjonois looked like he could teach a business course called “How to Downsize Your Staff.” He was polite, moderately attentive, and had that managerial apologetic look on his face, while he fired a man with 34 years in the company. The Wagner Co. had become Bain Capital.  A final masterstroke of casting was John Glover as Ben. Rather than playing Ben as a pompous businessman, Glover played him as a leathery, bearded, rough-and-ready mountain man.  This is a much more logical interpretation of Ben’s character.  And like Auberjonois’ Howard, this Ben listened to and interacted with his brother, with at least a modicum of concern.

The venerable Ethel Barrymore Theatre, inaugurated by the actress herself in 1928 in The Kingdom of God, has an intimate feel.  Even halfway back, it felt as if one could touch the stage. Over the decades it has hosted more than its share of great theatre.  This is the venue that first produced Death Takes a Holiday (1929-30), Key Largo (1939-40), A Raisin in the Sun (1959-60), Wait Until Dark (1966), Woody Allen’s Don’t Drink the Water (1968) and American Buffalo (1977).  It opened new works by Maxwell Anderson, Noel Coward, David Rabe, Paddy Chayefsky, David Mamet and Tennessee Williams; it was the same stage where Marlon Brando first commanded the stage as Stanley Kowalski.  It was heartrending in that space again to hear the words, “I’m talking about your father!  There were promises made in this office!  You mustn’t tell me you’ve got people to see—,” and one could almost feel Arthur Miller standing attentively in the lobby again, listening, listening. . . .  

Notes

1 See “Designing a Play:  Death of a Salesman” by Jo Mielziner in his
 book Designing for the Theatre.  New York:  Bramhall House, 
1965.  23-63.  Print.

2 Synecdoche, New York.  Written and directed by Charlie Kaufman.  
Perf. Philip Seymour Hoffman, Catherine Keener, Samantha 
Morton, and Michelle Williams.  Sidney Kimmel Entertainment, 
2008.  Film.

3 Miller, Arthur.  Timebends.  New York:  Grove Press, 1987.  127-
30.  Print.

Not Arthur Miller’s Willy
Review by Joseph Masselli,  St. Francis Preparatory School

After the performance of Death of a Salesman, my 16-year-old son exclaimed: “I feel sorry for anyone who has a father like that.”  Philip Seymour Hoffman’s portrayal of Willy Loman at the Ethel Barrymore Theater left me with a similar response. Hoffman’s Willy was not Arthur Miller’s Willy: a human being whose exit, despite his dishonesty, despite his delusions, and despite his incompetence, evokes sympathy and a devastating sense of loss.

Never the salesman he imagined himself to have been, rarely acknowledging the man he is, Willy Loman stands in front of the audience a mere mortal, a victim of time and his own flawed perceptions. This subtext should bolster any actor’s interpretation of Willy, yet Hoffman and director Mike Nichols seem to ignore words meant to dramatize a confused and beaten man.  In act 1, for instance, instead of conveying the bewilderment and desperation that accompanies the exchange with Charley, Hoffman’s Willy is merely defensive and menacing, leaving it up to the audience to remember Willy’s helplessness. Similarly, his rendering of Willy silencing Linda and berating Biff, minutes later, nuances a mean spirited bully whom the audience dislikes even before the close of the first act.

The strongest Linda I have seen--Linda Emond--aware of Willy’s failings, effectively schools her sons and the audience about human dignity, deserved not in spite of human flaws, but because of them. Charley, played by Bill Camp, shares her awareness, and both actors make the Requiem a fitting tribute to a Willy who never feels their empathy. In this production, the pathos is for Linda and any man life turns into a discarded piece of fruit—but not this Willy. In act 2, when Willy visits Howard, there is a sense of incongruity in Remy Auberjoinois’s excellent performance of Miller’s indifferent bottom line boss, who doesn’t give a damn about Willy being unable to “set his table.” Hoffman sounds like someone about to kill his employer; in this context, an intimidated Howard (though not what Miller intended and not what the audience experiences) would be more believable. 

The same threatening Willy shows up at Frank’s Chop House. In this scene Biff (Andrew Garfield) tries to confront his father with the convenient lies that have led to this moment of truth, a reckoning akin to a country’s realization that it cannot pay the next installment on its national debt. Miller’s Biff is so frightened by his father’s need for good news (more lies) that he tells Willy what he wants to hear.  In the script, it seems impossible to miss that Biff’s response to his father is motivated by concern for his father’s survival, yet at the Barrymore, Biff was simply shouted into submission.   

While the Barrymore’s stage cannot accommodate an old Chevy, its intimacy allowed the set to faithfully illustrate Willy’s narrowing world. The small rooms of the Loman house showed nothing of Willy’s building skills, suggesting that, like most things in Willy’s life, his achievements were more imagined than real. The mural of brick in the background stood in stark contrast to wide-open spaces where Ben supposedly made his money, and the landscape Willy’s adventurous father traversed so long ago. Miller’s Willy can be forgiven his nostalgic escapes from the present, as well as his final, failed attempt at success. Nichols’ and Hoffman’s salesman, oddly unbowed and unbeaten, ironically undefeated, cannot. 

Attention Must be Paid to the Words
Review by Liam James Burton, St. Francis College 

They say that actions speak louder than words. As the curtain rises at the Ethel Barrymore Theatre, the silhouetted figure of Willy Loman trudges solemnly towards his home accompanied by Alex North's haunting original score: the old adage appears to be true. However, Mike Nichols’ revival of Arthur Miller's Death of a Salesman quickly deviates from a quiet subtlety to a loud cacophony. The actors’ goal appears not to be delicate feeling, but simply volume. This is all the more surprising when you consider that one of Nichols’ most iconic scenes as a director is the conclusion of 1967's The Graduate where Dustin Hoffman's Benjamin and Katherine Ross's Elaine sit silent, awkward, and bewildered. Instead, in Salesman, Phillip Seymour Hoffman as Willy, and Andrew Garfield as Biff, descend into screaming matches that draw attention only to an indecipherable din, rather than attention being paid to the words actually spoken. The majesty of Miller's text is lost to this travesty.

Much has been speculated regarding the casting of this new production of Salesman, with many disapproving comments aimed at Philip Seymour Hoffman. To suggest that Hoffman is too youthful of an actor to portray Willy Loman is a compliment I do not believe he deserves. Hoffman, an Oscar winning and Tony nominated actor, ably fills the boots of the cumbersome walrus of a man that is Loman; the hulking figure that cannot make an impact on the world. 

If any concerns were to be raised about the casting, they should have focused on Andrew Garfield's appearance as Biff. Clearly crow-barred in by producers wishing to add another A-listing to the bill, Garfield is asked to portray the thirty-four year-old brow-beaten and broken farm hand, Biff. Anyone who thinks that the stick-thin, Indie pin-up resembles a man at home on the ranch, the football field, or fresh from a stint in a Kansas jail,  is surely mistaken. 

The true star of this production is undoubtedly Finn Wittrock as Happy Loman. Superbly towing the line between success and sleaze, humor and hubris, childishness and chauvinism, Wittrock perfectly encapsulates the lost second son. 

Overall, this Broadway revival is aesthetically magnificent, recreating Jo Mielziner's immaculate original set design. While there ain't a crack to be found in the appearance of this performance, the production on the whole lacks gravitas or the gleam of a diamond. But perhaps that's just the story of the Lomans. 

Solid Production of Salesman
Reviewed by Carlos Campo, Regent University
As we queued up outside the venerable Ethel Barrymore Theater, a passerby looked up at the marquee and remarked to her fellow pedestrian, “Oh, Death of a Salesman! Have you seen that play? Saddest thing I ever sat through. Never again.” I smiled, partly at the comment, and also at the “Tonight’s Performance Sold Out” sign outside the theater. Miller’s masterpiece—even in preview performances like tonight’s—still draws serious theater-goers, somewhat affirmed by Cornel West filing in with the other 1,095 of us to see Broadway’s latest Salesman production.

We are here to see Philip Seymour Hoffman, one of America’s great actors, wrestle with the iconic role of Willy Loman. Hoffman startled many of us with early performances like his Freddie Miles in The Talented Mr. Ripley, and then stunned us with his Capote, perhaps his magnum effectus. Our Playbills in hand, we are expectant and smiling, knowing Hoffman has the capacity to imprint the role with greatness as Lee J. Cobb and another Hoffman have already done. The rest of the cast list is impressive as well: Linda Emond, Andrew Garfield and John Glover are particularly compelling, and the audience seems to realize that this production, with Mike Nichols directing, has the potential to define Salesman for a new generation of devotees.

The Barrymore has a lovely charm about it, right down to the blood red chrysanthemums that pick up the red accents in the ceiling and elsewhere (Because of Willy’s reference to them in the play, I had hoped they were peonies; they looked more like peonies to me, but the manager said he was certain that they were chrysanthemums: “They were Mrs. Barrymore’s favorite”). The red proscenium curtain’s fading glory transitioned perfectly as it rose and revealed the shabby Loman home and Jo Mielziner’s original set design from 1949 (ironic that the show will open on ‘ides’ of March [15th], the 36th anniversary of Mielziner’s death). Though the design is not revolutionary any longer, it came alive under Brian MacDevitt exceptional lighting design, which shifted the mood and shapes from ominous decay to a tenuous hope.

For the next 160 minutes (including intermission) we witness a solid, early (we attended the 18 Feb. preview) production of Salesman; while not a tour de force, the potential for greatness was clearly evident. Hoffman’s performance fits the preceding description well. He captures the power of Miller’s language by employing a stylized rhythm and cadence that highlighted the play’s near-poetic passages. Another strength of Hoffman’s performance was his ability to—with only a few exceptions—embody Willy’s exhaustion. From the way he languidly walked up the steps of his home, sample cases in hand, to the weariness infused in his opening line "It's all right, I came back," Hoffman’s Willy is unquestionably “tired to the death.”  Yet, Hoffman’s Willy misses the mark in other ways. This Willy’s anger is all volume, and the modulation between Willy and Biff has nowhere to go except to deafening decibel levels that defy reality. Hoffman does not seem comfortable with Willy’s sexuality either, and his scene with ‘The Woman’ (Molly Price) is especially awkward; he is so ill at ease that he almost seems to anticipate his son’s arrival. 

Hoffman uses a Brooklyn accent sparingly; it was imperceptible at times, and when most pronounced, sounded like an uncanny impersonation of Dustin Hoffman’s Willy. Hoffman never convinced us—at least me; perhaps my blind spot—that he was 63 years old. His technique is remarkable; his ability unquestionable, but there was an underlying vigor that broke through from time to time and was a startling reminder that Hoffman is 20 years Willy’s junior. Hoffman’s performance offered no unique artistic stamp; it is sound; a portrayal that will be ‘well-liked,’ but not extraordinary.

Linda Emond eclipsed Hoffman and delivered the performance of the night. Her Linda is a growing storm, sweeping us up with her, and dashing us onto the stage as we all kneel and sob with her at the play’s close. There were times in act 1 when her diction was almost too precise, perhaps more fitting for her recently acclaimed portrayal of Queen Hermione in The Winter's Tale. But in act 2, Emond unleashes a Linda who ‘has suffered’ for too long, and now flogs her ‘philandering bums’-for-sons with a scathing verbal cat-o-nine-tails. She is never the victim; she has made choices that may have left her alone and ‘free,’ but this is the life that she has chosen. Emond’s physical portrayal is pitch-perfect as well; soothing Willy with a song, carefully figuring his commission, bowing at his grave—all with the ease of a trained dancer. This Linda is not a 1950s cut-out bride; she is a complex wife and mother of three rootless ‘boys’ who has finally come to the end of her tolerance, and when she (famously) demands that ‘attention must be paid,’ we know she is not just talking about her husband Willy. Our attention is surely captured by Emond’s mesmeric Linda.

Andrew Garfield’s Biff is almost completely unrealized. He is a perfect physical match for the role, and his opening scene was nuanced and understated, but he falls off sharply after that. Like Hoffman’s Willy, this Biff gets too loud too soon, and devolves into what sometimes sounds like a shouting competition. His earsplitting choices make it impossible for us to see any depth or growth in Biff, and we are left with a type, and not the complex, troubled young man that Miller has written. Garfield was simply flat most of his other scenes. As Biff at age 17, he adds an artificial bounce to his gait, and is unconvincing as a teenager. Perhaps Mike Nichols will work with the talented young actor to sharpen the performance, but on this night, we are let down.  

Finn Wittrock explodes onstage as Hap Loman, lifting an often-overlooked character to a new height. Wittrock displays Hap’s moral vacuity, luxuriating in his concupiscence, remorseless in his disavowal of his father. His delivery is often consciously ironic, as when he announces his plans to marry. His cruelty is disarming, and his performance captivating. Wittrock’s Hap is a generational miscarriage who has completely lost his ethical bearings. Ignored by his father and in the shadow of his ‘heroic’ brother, this Hap is insular, selfish, and lonely. At the close of the play when he declares that he will ‘beat this racket,’ Wittrock utters the words with a hollowness that is almost frightening. This portrayal will challenge others taking on the role for years to come.

The rest of the ensemble were professionals who know their craft, but no other performances were noteworthy. Glover’s Ben was a caricature, and had none of the dark character that is an inherent part of his nature. In addition, Hoffman and Glover are physically so dissimilar that it was nearly impossible to see them as blood brothers. 

Mike Nichols direction, like much in this production—noting once again that this is a very early review—was workmanlike, professional, with difficult transitions from the past to present handled with aplomb, but added little to the play’s production legacy. The weakest scene was the first with Hap and Biff in their bedroom. The physicality between them was something of a strange game of pattycake that led our audience to titter and squirm at its sight. It was as though neither brother could speak without slapping or touching his sibling, and their motivation for doing so was unclear. 
The finest choice was during the climax in the Loman home. As Biff and Willy recount the ‘incident in Boston’ and Biff declares his love for his father, Nichols back-lights a single apartment in the imposing angular shapes that blot out the sun from the Loman’s house. The effect of the light shining through the window of the darkened apartment house was an ominous cross that was more of a premonition of death than a signal of hope. It hung over the final scene with a dark irony that heightened the desultory dialogue between father and son.

This Mike Nichols’ production of Death of a Salesman holds much promise. With two groundbreaking performances, a very solid cast, seamless direction and a beautiful set, it has the potential to develop into a production that will stand among the finest revivals of Miller’s classic play.
An Enjoyable Production Sprinkled with Moments of Brilliance

Review by Ben Graver, St. Francis College

Expectation for the latest portrayal of Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman could not be much higher, as Tony award winning director (Mike Nichols) Oscar winning actor (Philip Seymour Hoffman), and Hollywood’s latest franchise star (Andrew Garfield) attempt to breathe new life into Arthur Miller’s famous work. 

As soon as the curtain rises, the striking visual presence of the set is evident. Nichols recreates the set from the original production in 1949. This is one of the great successes of the new show.  The set is lit brilliantly, projecting a mournful and nostalgic feel to Willy Loman’s Brooklyn home. This, coupled with Alex North’s original flute music, allows the play to move seamlessly from scene to scene - from Willy’s interactions with his sons, to his delusions and memories.  

While successes are merited in the aesthetics of the play, it quickly becomes apparent that the production may fall short in the casting. The 44 year old Philip Seymour Hoffman, although a great actor, never really seems to fit the visuals of the 62-year-old Willy Loman created by Miller. For me this not only detracts from some of the interactions between Willy and his son Biff, but also takes away from the tired and weathered Willy Loman that I read on the page. 

Similar problems occur between Biff (Andrew Garfield) and Happy (Finn Wittrock). Some of the older/younger brother relationship is lost because there is no creditable age difference between the two actors. For me those gut-wrenching, incredibly real family interactions that Miller portrays throughout the play lose some credibility, or at least dramatic impact, when the visual age difference of the actors are so inconsistent with the ones Miller provides in the text.  

Hoffman delivers an assured performance as Willy Loman, although at times he misses the tone and pure essence of the character. This, too, applies to Andrew Garfield’s interpretation of Biff. This is especially apparent during Willy and Biff’s interactions in the Loman home. The actors at times are so loud and angry that some of the dialogue is lost. For me, the essence of Willy Loman is his desperation and delusion, not his anger. 

Hoffman is at his best during the scene where his much younger boss, Howard Wagner (Remy Auberjonois), is firing Willy. He manages to capture the sense of desperation and embarrassment, which resonates through the room. This has an effect on the audience, with the issue being as relevant and real today as when Miller first conceived the play. 

The performances of Linda Emond and Finn Whitrock as Linda and Happy Loman were excellent. Emond’s motherly touch and Whitrock’s bubbly personality encapsulated their characters helped counter-act the loud aggressive interactions of Willy and Biff.  Emond’s convincing performance during the Requiem leaves you mourning the characters and their past lives. 

Overall, this was an enjoyable production of Death of a Salesman, sprinkled with moments of brilliance. However, you cannot help leaving the theater wondering what could have been if some of the casting and performance kinks had been worked on by the director.  Ultimately, Arthur Miller’s immortal work stands the test of time, with themes that still resonate with audiences today. 

Story of the Volatile American Dream Returns

Reviewed by Brian Mazeski, St. Francis Preparatory School

Death of a Salesman is often criticized for its supposed “spoiler” title. However, after reading the play and spending time discussing it in my high school classroom, I think that the title is anything but a “spoiler.” Both the play’s title and characters operate on many levels. In Timebends, Miller describes the narrative of the play as: “Instead of one incident in one time-frame succeeding another, [the play would] display past and present concurrently, with neither one ever coming to a stop” (131).  Thus, the title can be seen as the climactic event in the play, but also the ongoing desire of Willy Loman. Certainly, each character expresses a duality that should be presented in the way past and present are presented simultaneously in the play.  For example, Happy the “philandering bum” is also the supposed avenger of Willy’s dream; Biff is both the Ebbets Field superstar and a lost petty thief; Willy is a self-proclaimed titan of industry, but equally an orange peel thrown into an ash can. Accordingly, characters as complicated as the Lomans require, perhaps even demand, that the actors playing them fully understand the simultaneous roles they are portraying. This is the aspect in which some of the cast members of this new production of Salesman struggled, but also in which some of them excelled.

Phillip Seymour Hoffman, for example, seemed not to understand Willy Loman’s character in his complexity, and because of this he failed to express Willy’s full emotional spectrum. Hoffman operated under an emotional threshold, one that allowed only one product: anger. Anger, however, is only the tip of the emotional iceberg that is Willy Loman. There is an undeniable causality between Willy’s fear and anger: he is angry because he is afraid. Hoffman did not ignore the fearful side of Willy; he just did not show enough of it to provide an effective balance.

Like Hoffman, Andrew Garfield was charged with one of the most demanding and complicated roles in the play. In my judgment, the only flaw in Garfield’s performance was his tendency to over-emote. His portrayal of Biff came off as exaggerated angst; at times, it seemed as though he and Hoffman were competing to see who could summon the most neck veins. 

However, other cast members excelled, especially Finn Wittrock with his portrayal of Happy Loman. Wittrock was born to play Happy Loman. Everything about his performance screamed legitimacy, as though Happy had been pulled straight from the text and thrust out onto the stage. With a perfect amalgam of comedy, boyish resiliency and poise, Wittrock provided a Hap Loman that could convince the audience that the battle he plans to wage in Brooklyn at the end of the play, the fight in his father’s name, will be a victorious one.  

Also of this caliber was Linda Emond’s performance as Linda Loman. In the text, Linda functions as a cornerstone for Willy and an anchor for the entire family. On stage, Emond preserved this depiction and, in addition, acted as an adhesive for the cast, by driving the action when it needed to be driven, and grounding it when it needed to be grounded. 

As a family unit, the cast operated like a well-oiled machine and truly affirmed the sub-title “Certain Private Conversations.” Fluctuating hope is something very unique to the Loman family and the cast definitely captured that. Willy’s excitement about the “Loman Line” was not bound to him; the audience was ensnared and ready to wait in line for the first exhibition game. Similarly, when Charley threatens “Nobody dast blame this man,” the audience feels it and reacts the only way it can: by obeying. For at the play’s conclusion, the last thing the audience can do is “dast blame” Willy Loman. 

I would be a liar if I said I did not enjoy every single second of Mike Nichols’ production of Salesman. He did a worthy job in using the original 1949 production design and the emotions that are ascribed to it, which remain as inviolate and relevant as they ever once were. The opportunity to see a production as timeless and legendary as Salesman was priceless, and no amount of misdirected acting could have sullied the overall experience. It is a truly wonderful experience to see a play you have read and enjoyed a number of times acted out in front of you, especially when it is played by actors that not only live the parts they are playing, but do so in a way that provides more insight into the characters than you had before. Nichols provided a solid revival. So, the salesman dies once again, and the cathartically driven story of the volatile American Dream returns to leave us anew with that hauntingly brief warning: “The woods are burning.” 
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Reviewed by Susan C. W.  Abbotson, Rhode Island College

Having reviewed a stunningly effective expressionistic production of All My Sons for the Arthur Miller Journal, directed by Naum Panovski, back in 2005, I was delighted to get an opportunity to watch a video taken of an earlier experiment with Miller’s work by this same director, while he was on the faculty of the University of the Arts in Philadelphia. Next to All My Sons, one might argue that The Crucible is one of Miller’s most realistic plays, but I knew that in the imaginative hands of Panovski that would be an aspect sparsely acknowledged. I was intrigued to see how well The Crucible might sustain a more creative approach, as opposed to the more usual realistic productions. Sadly, though not without its moments, this Crucible was not as effective as Panovski’s rendition of All My Sons, albeit, perhaps, more in the rendition than design.

While the ensemble as a whole was effectively managed, a major problem in this production was the relative weakness of several of the key actors. Neither Proctor was very sympathetic—Kelly Spitko’s Elizabeth never more than a cold mannequin and Nicholas Clements’ John a blustering bully with little range (either shouting or speaking in a regular tone, with abrupt switches between the two and little nuance). Joe Vena’s Danforth was simply smarmy, never approaching chilling or dangerous. It was hard to even tell the difference between Hale (Michael Reid) and Parris (Ben Powell), either visually or acoustically, and Patricia Connolly’s Abigail was fairly wooden, despite her occasional forays into demonic laughter. All the cast wore masks, making them in one sense, mere ciphers, and the only truly fleshed out character here seemed to be the production design (perhaps this was by intent). However, it was quite a design and had some interesting aspects, especially in its conveyance of the mob mentality of the Salem inhabitants and the impersonal persecution of the authorities.

There was liberal cutting of whole sections of the play, mostly to the detriment of the lesser characters (for example, most of the Nurses’ parts were cut, as well as Tituba and Sarah Good in jail chatting with Herrick). But there were also edits to more central scenes, such as Elizabeth and Proctor chatting together about their day, and Elizabeth and Hale’s final reactions to Proctor’s death sentence. Also, much of the sparring with Danforth was truncated to pare this production down to just under two hours. However, we also saw several lines and even brief scenes being added, mostly to build a kind of hypnotic background for the play’s action. Indeed, the production began with nearly eight minutes of stylized action to create a carnivalesque setting.

While a central spotlight shone down on Proctor as he stood center stage amid smokey darkness, the strains of a jaunty waltz spill out, and we see couples in costumes from around the 1930s begin to dance around the transfixed hero. Looking more closely, we see several young “girls” in white nightshirts join the dance, clutching chairs and imaginary partners. All are wearing white masks. An eerie, demonic laughter breaks up the dance and everyone freezes, before the girls leave, and the remaining dancers break apart to variously cry “Hang him high over the town” in different pitches and intervals as they fall into discordant marionette poses with jerky motion. As the music once more strikes up, the waltz continues and the lights begin to rise to show a chaise lounge stage right and a large wooden chest stage left, with low hanging lights that dot the stage. In strides Elizabeth calling “John,” and he responds with “Elizabeth.” Both continue to call out each other’s names as they move back and forth, seeking but not finding one another. Abigail joins in, in her white nightshirt, calling “John.” While this occurs we can see the rest of the cast standing around the edges of the stage in relaxed poses, watching the action.

As the Proctors exit, several of the low hanging lights rise and Tituba (Wi-Moto Myoka) enters in a long skirt and pale blouse, with an African snake rattle, to be followed by a rush of girls who form an eager circle around her on the floor. They begin to chant, joining hands and writhing. Calling out to Tituba to cast spells for them, their calls evolve into a tribalesque rhythmic grunt and chant, which grows increasingly frenzied as they rise from sitting to standing and begin to dance without inhibition—one girl starting to strip off her clothing. As Parris enters, the girls run away and the rest of the low hanging lights rise. Parris finds a ribbon on the ground and picks it up; while he studies this the Putnams enter--Thomas in a full suit and fedora, walking with a heavy cane that he conspicuously thumps on the ground as he walks. The Putnams start off another refrain that is taken up by the surrounding cast, this time: “There’s witchcraft in the town. Spirits in the woods.” Again the actors’ movements become more jerky the longer they repeat the lines, with several freezing between repetitions. This mantra will be repeated at intervals in the following scene as characters discuss what may or may not have occurred in the woods. The actors gradually return to the edges of the stage, the lighting shows Parris kneeling before Betty’s bed, and the more familiar script begins.

Though the regular script has begun within the space of Parris’ home, we see various locals gather around the edge of the scene, some in military dress, all encroaching in silent disapproval. As Parris tries to find out what Abigail has been doing, he forces her to her knees, though he also joins her for a time. Abigail stands out from the other girls, who are dressed as maids, in a fairly ornate pink gown; her hair is loose and flowing, and her evidently defiant attitude sets her further apart. The Putnams enter, dressed in black and being approached by Goody Good for a handout. Thomas threatens to strike her with his cane, insisting she has no permission to beg here. Thomas continues in this belligerent way, putting his cane across Parris’ throat as he threatens him with the imminent arrival of Hale. Parris, by contrast, sits defenseless with his hand on his heart as the earlier group mantra of “There’s witchcraft in the town. Spirits in the woods,” repeats for the third time. Once the elders leave, the whispering girls form an intimidating tableau around Betty as Parris speaks to his flock.

Proctor arrives to see what is happening, but as he talks to Abigail, we see Elizabeth quietly observing. Abigail’s passion for Proctor is evident as she kneels and clings to him, but he seems disinterested. Once Betty’s screams draw back the others, most cluster around her, upstage right, forming a distinctive “Us” against the “Them” of Proctor and Giles who move downstage left. Only Abigail and Tituba are shown to sit to the left hand side, toward the back, on top of the chest, although Abigail keeps her back to the audience. When Hale joins them, he soon has Parris and Giles kneeling on either side as he kneels center stage to castigate the villagers, before circling Abigail like a menacing shark. The subsequent pressure on Tituba to confess is also fairly evident as the cast chorus “Hand the bitch” and Hale feeds her her confession. As the girls join in naming names, Hale echoes each one, and we hear the Putnams call for each one’s arrest as the rest of the cast freeze every time a new name is added. We are then treated to another sideshow as a soldier brings in Goody Sibber to his officer, who charges her and insists she will confess before pushing her out of a back door. Shades of a totalitarian Nazi sweep are invoked through both the action and costume.

Act two was heavily cut, leaving out all the business with Proctor salting his wife’s stew and chatting about farm life. It begins with Giles coming to tell the couple about what has been happening in town, while Proctor sits polishing a staff. Elizabeth sits on the chest with her back to the audience (as Abigail had sat the previous scene). Above them on a raised platform, the lights rise to show people sitting as if in judgment. One stands to accuse Goody Osburn and Goody Good who are brought in below. The women deny the charges, but are ordered to be removed, as the judge sits back down and the lights return to the Proctors. Elizabeth opens up the chest to take out a sheet of white fabric, which she fondles and spreads as her husband tells her how he means to please her. Abigail and the girls surround the couple and roll apples across the floor—presumably as an emblem of Proctor’s fall from grace through a feminine seduction—as the couple’s argument grows. We switch back to the judges, and hear their plan to rip Satan out of Salem.

When Mary Warren returns, she is violently thrown to the floor by Proctor, who later pulls a whip to thrash her, showing the violence in their relationship. After Mary informs them of Abigail’s accusation she stomps off, and Abigail enters to haunt the scene, laughing as she tells Proctor, “I am God’s finger.”  The rest of the scene with Hale is played fairly straight, although Cheever (Geoffrey Kershner) is portrayed as a blunt and officious stormtrooper—in officer’s cap and uniform. Displaying no sympathy or reticence, he laughs as he finds the needle in the poppet, and Elizabeth is dragged off. Panovski chooses to highlight Mary’s oft-overlooked line regarding how Abigail could accuse Proctor of lechery (showing that Proctor’s affair has been no secret among the girls), with an ominous thrumming sound that must have come straight out of The Cherry Orchard, and repeats between subsequent lines, until Proctor drags Mary out of a back door.

This production omits the appendix scene where Abigail and Proctor meet in the woods, and plunges into the trial of Martha Corey being broken up by her husband, which is normally only heard off stage. Danforth sits center stage on a throne-like chair, dispensing justice before a crowd of officers and onlookers. Francis Nurse’s intervention is omitted so we can get straight to Mary, who is dressed all in white in contrast to the rest of the cast—denoting her innocence and vulnerability. When questioning her, one of the judges holds a flashlight into her face as he barks his questions, and she sits rigidly on a chair as if strapped down; this is clearly an abusive interrogation rather than simple questioning. When she falls to her knees at one point, Proctor pulls her back into her chair. At Proctor’s confession, he physically attacks Abigail, who is on the ground at this point, and they end up rolling on the floor together, until she finally pulls herself to her feet as she tries to take charge. The scene ends in the usual disarray as the girls threaten Mary and begin to caw and wave their arms like birds. They continue doing this even after Hale quits and Proctor is removed, eventually flapping away.

Act four begins with the sound effect of a cold wind blowing, and an onstage depiction of Giles Corey’s torture, with him calling for more weight. The scene with Tituba and Good being cleared from the cell was omitted. Instead, the judges are shown to be pacing above as a hellish vision is created below with a dozen actors lying in a grid across the stage floor in pools of light with just their heads showing, the rest of them covered by large clothes that appear to attach them to the ground. A negro type spiritual, “Take Me Home Devil” is sung by the “prisoners” as soldiers march up and down between the rows. Proctor kneels at the back, alternating his arms between a spreadeagled crucifixion pose, and an attitude of prayer, as the bodies downstage of him, constantly writhe. Danforth discusses what has been going on with Abigail and Hale, standing amid these distressed figures. 

Guards release one body from the cloth, and it turns out to be Elizabeth, who accedes to Hale’s request to talk to her husband. Guards drag him forward and brutally cast him down next to her. The potential intimacy of this scene, however, is broken by the other prisoners who surround the couple as they speak, and who continue to writhe. Once Proctor, standing out in his white shirt, decides to confess, the black-garbed judges surround him even more closely than the prisoners. From when he was dragged to talk to his wife, until he is told he will hang after he refuses to go along with the charade, Proctor remains on his knees. Once his death is assured, he climbs to his feet and holds onto his wife’s hand as the chorus repeats the earlier phrase: “Hang him high over the town.” Proctor moves center stage and strikes another crucifixion pose, to an eerie musical backing. There is a lengthy silence, then he removes his shirt and shoes, as his wife lets down her hair and opens the buttons on her blouse—both conveying their release from social constraints. He turns, as the back doors are opened wide onto a bright light, into which he moves in silence as the whole stage fades to black. The final speeches are cut to concentrate our attention on this final emblem of potential transcendence. Not your usual Crucible, and certainly not as powerful as the All My Sons on which I reported, but an interesting production that was trying at least to elicit aspects of the underlying spirit of the play, and which would have hopefully intrigued the playwright rather than have him calling for his lawyer!

The Crucible

Hartford Stage, Hartford, CT

7 September-6 October, 2011

Directed by Gordon Edelstein

Reviewed by Todd Barry, University of Connecticut

The Hartford Stage production of The Crucible began suddenly, jolting me into a state of heightened awareness.  The lights did not politely fade to black to let the audience know that the play was about to start.  There was no dim-out, but rather an abrupt blackout on stage and in the auditorium, accompanied by a loud blast of sound.  It was a shocking beginning to an evening at the theatre, and although I yelped and was quite startled (along with many of my neighbors), I began paying close attention to my surrounding environment.  Accompanied by frenetic music, the lights suddenly came on again in the catwalk high above the audience, showing a group of young women, naked above the waist, dancing and running along what looked like forest pathways.  I was witnessing something transgressive and dangerous, but also liberating and joyful.  The women were high above the audience, partly concealed among leaves and the metal walkways. Beginning with this imaginative departure from Miller’s original playscript (though reminiscent of the 1996 screenplay), director Gordon Edelstein presented a fresh vision of The Crucible that consistently kept my attention.  With scenic design by Eugene Lee, lighting by Michael Chybowski, and costumes by Ilona Somogyi, the Hartford Stage presented an unforgettable rendering of the play by making consistently bold production choices.  

Edelstein’s purpose was to make The Crucible a universal drama that can be applied to modern historical periods.  Puritans were nowhere to be found.  He chose to direct the Hartford Stage production with post-9/11 resonances, although these were mainly revealed in the second half of the play.  The most interesting thing about the production is that it seemed to move through time, from the turn of the twentieth century up to the present and, in the play’s final moments, into the future.  Set, costume, and lighting choices were made to manipulate the audience’s sense of historical time.  Acts 1 and 2 were set in an early twentieth century American farm town.  The set pieces and costumes had a Little House on the Prairie feel.  The costumes were what farmers wore at the turn of the century, with lots of plaid and denim overalls.  John Proctor (Michael Laurence) wore simple brown trousers with suspenders, a blue plaid shirt, and a denim jacket.  He had a rifle and threatened to use it at one point to protect his family. In an interview with The Hartford Courant, Edelstein said, “It’s still Salem but it could be Iowa or Pennsylvania or anywhere in small-town America where religion is important and the community rules are strict” (Rizzo).  The back of the stage was a wall of black wood to vaguely indicate a barn.  Above all, the set design choices in the first half were made to evoke a sense of open space and the possibility of the American frontier.  Edelstein disclosed in an interview on the Hartford Stage website that he is “pretty space driven, as a director,” and this certainly proved to be the case here. The set was minimalistic and did not include realistic building structures. There were no walls. Puritan Salem was transformed into any number of farming towns at the turn of the century.  

The intermission between acts 2 and 3 was a pivotal point in the production.  The later court and prison acts were staged to evoke images and feelings from post-9/11 America: the Abu Ghraib prison scandal, Guantanamo Bay detainees, and contemporary debates over waterboarding and torture.  I returned to my seat surprised to see scrawled in large, stark black writing across the back of the stage/barn, “EITHER YOU ARE WITH US, OR YOU ARE WITH THE TERRORISTS.” These are the words that President George W. Bush uttered to Congress and the world on September 20, 2001, in effect beginning the United States’ War on Terror. At first, this choice seemed discordant with the general turn-of-the-century feel of Acts 1 and 2, and I felt the large slogan to be ineffective. As the play’s second half shifted in tone, I gradually began to appreciate what Edelstein was trying to do.  He had conceived of the production in two halves, Acts 1 and 2 suggesting a recognizable past, but Acts 3 and 4 becoming a more universal setting, even beyond historical time despite its strong twenty-first century undertones. Contemporary parallels were increasingly convincing once I started looking for them. George W. Bush’s infamous ultimatum is presciently mirrored in Danforth’s line, “a person is either with this court or he must be counted against it, there be no road between” (87).

Thus, the second half of Edelstein’s production proceeded under the sprawling words of the ominous Bush Doctrine, conjuring a post-9/11 world in which modern America has been hunting for a different kind of witch: not Communists, but Terrorists. The overall effect was that the production moved through time, beginning in the past and moving slowly into the twenty-first century to illustrate connections between all periods. As the events progressed, the world depicted on stage got closer in time to the one we currently inhabit. This was disorienting at times, but always interesting.   

Although the production was conceptually divided between the first and second half, in hindsight, Edelstein foreshadowed his intent. After the brief prelude of the girls dancing in the woods above the auditorium, there was a foreboding light change. Lights that looked like the thin fluorescent tubes found in lifeless office cubicles or department stores sputtered on, accompanied by a harsh buzzing sound. The modern lighting effects juxtaposed effectively with the previous scene of a mysterious wood, creating a contrast between past and present that would be stressed throughout the evening. In the second half of the play when the trial began, the bright lights lowered down closer to the stage to create the feel of an enclosed interrogation room.  The harsh buzzing sound was also utilized between Acts 3 and 4, while the forest from the play’s prelude was lit from above. There was no one in the woods this time, suggesting the hollow pretext for the coerced confessions and punishments occurring on the stage. 

Aside from the bright interrogation room lighting on the actors in Act 3 where Governor Danforth (a fittingly stentorian Sam Tsoutsouvas) tries to elicit the truth, lights also came up on the audience so we could all see each other, suggesting we were all culpable and responsible for a community’s actions in the name of justice. Abigail Williams (Rachel Mewbron) and her co-conspirators were dressed in bright blue and white nun-like costumes with religious veils on their heads. The blue was jarringly bright compared to the other costumes, as if to indicate the girls’ corruption, or at least difference. They sat in the audience when they entered the trial scene. The hysteria successfully reached a feverish pitch in the scene when they started repeating what Mary Warren (Keira Keeley) and others were saying; the girls started running around the brightly lit audience. The period costumes from the first half of the production were historically muted in the courtroom and jail scenes. They were covered over with nondescript jackets and other clothing in order to make the play more contemporaneous with the present, or at least “universal.”  During the trial, Danforth wore black judicial robes over a suit and tie.  In the final prison scene, he wore a dark trench coat. The scenery in the court scene was not historically placed, composed of wooden tables and schoolroom desk-chairs that could have come from any point of the twentieth century, showing the makeshift nature of the court, but also the fluid historical setting. The court proceedings could have taken place in an old twentieth or twenty-first century warehouse.  Elizabeth Proctor’s (Kate Forbes) generic costume in the prison scene was so timeless that it could have been worn in any number of periods.  

As I watched Act 4, set in near darkness, I felt any moment there was going to be some form of waterboarding or other “enhanced interrogation technique.” The final scene in the jail was set around a futuristic, unearthly pit, about ten feet in diameter and three feet deep.  It was under-lit by four grates on four sides, and looked like something out of Star Wars. The pit symbolized a kind of crucible, a space where American history could culminate in the twenty-first century: a subterranean, darkly lit torture chamber. Michael Laurence’s Proctor--a tall, thin, bearded man in the first half—now looked like a wild animal. Faithful to the original stage direction for Proctor’s transformation: “His wrists are chained.  He is another man, bearded, filthy, his eyes misty as though webs had overgrown them” (123).  But as Proctor stood in the center of the stage, in the middle of the crucible, surrounded on four sides by under-lit grates, underneath Bush’s ultimatum, the image gained a twenty-first century resonance. The scandal at the Iraqi prison Abu Ghraib came to mind, as well as the pictures of several captured members of Al-Qaeda, like Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, who was subjected to waterboarding in order to extract his information. Proctor became one of the many prisoners the United States has taken in its War on Terror. In our quest for supposed justice and truth, people have been taken to undisclosed locations to be tortured and subjected to harsh interrogations reminiscent of the ones seen in The Crucible. How many innocent John Proctors have felt the wrath of a United States looking for the next terrorist threat?  

The words scrawled on the back wall served to remind me of the repetition of past crucibles fashioned for various political witch hunts: the Puritans had their means of rooting out witches, just as devices were utilized to catch the Communist and now the Terrorist. Proctor’s cry “Because it is my name!” was the dramatic peak of the evening, as it should be. “The tragic feeling” that Miller wrote about in “Tragedy and the Common Man” was induced in me when Michael Laurence emitted the heartrending wail of a man sacrificing himself “to secure one thing—his sense of personal dignity.”  It was a chilling, wonderful, emotional moment.  Laurence’s tall frame was commanding even though he was chained.  The ending of the production was remarkably powerful.  As darkness enclosed the stage and audience, a bright light shone from offstage.  Proctor slowly walked off to his death, accompanied by a crescendo of drums and noise, as Elizabeth watched from the stage and everything faded into darkness.  As Proctor walked into the blinding light offstage at the play’s end, there was the sense he was walking with us into an uncertain American future.  It was the ending to a fascinating, dynamic production at the Hartford Stage.
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The Price
The Raven Theatre

Chicago, IL

4 March-14 April 2012

Directed by Michael Menendian


Reviewed by Philip Wissbeck, Fullerton College

The Raven Theatre was founded in 1983 on Chicago’s north side several miles south of Evanston. They endured a period of nonproduction during a move and rebuilding in 1999, but now occupy a comfortable two theater complex on North Clark Street.  Both are black boxes, one about 150 seats and the other 65 seats.  

Arthur Miller’s The Price, was his eighth play on Broadway. It was first produced in 1968 with Pat Hingle and Arthur Kennedy. It has been revived three more times since then on Broadway, most recently in 1999 with Harris Yulin and Bob Dishy, and once committed to film in 1971 as part of the Hallmark Hall of Fame series, with George C. Scott and Barry Sullivan. I have not seen the video since it was first broadcast and I do not remember any of the details of that production forty years ago, but it is available at the Paley Center (Museum of Radio and TV) in New York.  

At its heart, the play concerns two brothers and their memories of the life decisions they made while living in the house that must now be demolished. They must sell the household goods and determine their price while they talk of the price they paid in their lives during that time. Victor Franz--played in this production by Chuck Spencer--a veteran policeman approaching fifty years of age with thirty years on the force, is one brother.  Walter Franz--played by Jon Steinhahagen--a well to do doctor, is the other. They have not spoken in years. Their father has been dead for sixteen and the residence has just sat there all this time. It is full of furniture, but no people. Gregory Solomon, played by Leonard Kraft, is the estate dealer called in to make an offer on these furnishings. Jo Ann Montemurro, plays Victor’s wife, Esther.  

The Raven’s production is done in the larger of their two theaters. The set by Amanda Rozmiarek is spread in a line across the whole wide width of the playing area. Putting the playing area in the middle of randomly placed furniture in the attic might have had a different, more claustrophobic effect, but here it provided a more general background for the characters’ discussion of their lives.

Kraft’s Solomon is first on the stage, and he effectively hovers over the goods he wants to buy; coveting, but not really wanting to steal. The limp and the cane, which the actor utilized well, became a real part of the character.  He wants to get to where he is going, and shows a steely determination in that.  

Steinhagen is both playwright and actor. He wrote Blizzard of ‘67 and a production of his Dating Walter Dante was playing concurrently to The Price, on the other stage at the Raven. He has also starred in such varied classics as Bus Stop, The Odd Couple, Hedda Gabler, and he was Big Daddy in Cat On A Hot Tin Roof.  As Walter Franz he is definitely the most effective member of the cast in interpreting his part. It’s all in his voice. You can almost shut your eyes and get all the character information you need. He moved as if his body hung close to tears, and as he talked he showed his need to communicate to his relatives coupled with the crippling realization that they aren’t entirely listening.  

Spencer, meanwhile, has played Willy Loman in Raven’s Death of a Salesman and is a member of their  Ensemble. His Victor, however, does not seem to have the gravity of the other players, and he did not dominate the stage as such a leading role demands. It is not a bad performance, just an inadequate one. When he enters the attic after all these years, he simply does not project the feeling of ”lost” or “overwhelmed by memories” that one expects. He moved with hesitation and, on opening night, appeared unsure of his lines, especially in the opening monologue. Later in the play, as other players were introduced, he spoke with somewhat more assurance, but always haltingly. Every time a speech required a pause, he lost the rhythm and seemed to be speaking as himself. I met him later and it was true.

Jo Ann Montemurro as the wife, on the other hand, strikes the correct notes. There is some implication in the words that the character has an addiction to alcohol, but she shows that disorientation with subtlety, in the gate of her walk and the slight slurring of her words.. Unfortunately this woman’s part was too short. One wonders if Miller should have given her more time to develop.  

Director Michael Menendian provides the sticking glue that holds the elements of the production together, with fluid blocking throughout. He is an unseen force, but you can feel he was there. Danielle Stack designed the sound, JoAnn Montemurro the costumes, and Richard Norwood the lighting, which was dark like an attic should be, but without resticting our view of the actors.

The Crucible

San Joaquin Delta College
Stockton, CA
27 April-6 May 2012
Directed by Harvey T. Jordan

Review by Jane K. Dominik, San Joaquin Delta College

A decade after the Seventh International Arthur Miller Conference was held in the Tillie Lewis Theatre at San Joaquin Delta College, which included a production of After the Fall directed by Jeff Wentworth, and fifteen years after directing The Crucible once before, faculty member Harvey T. Jordan returned to the play on the same stage to examine Miller's popular drama further. Supported by Kevin Bautch's set and light designs, Stacy Stagnaro's costumes, and Jordan's sound design, the twenty-three member cast provided an admirable performance and production.

Design elements worked well together to establish time, place, and mood, as well as to provide a practical and unobtrusive backdrop for the play.  As a simple, Irish fife established the time period and ambiance, and drums served to create a sense of foreboding, the opening lighting revealed a singular set to be used for the drama's multiple locales.  Mist from a fog machine augmented mood and theme as the girls danced and drank in an opening scene in the forest (a popular addition to many productions since Miller introduced it into his movie version), obscuring from any witness what precisely occurs, and the essential uncertainty of which becomes the heart of the play's conflict.  The monochromatic, wooden, raked stage with few platforms readily led cast and audience to the forest outside the village of Salem, Reverend Parris'  and John Proctor's houses, and Salem's meeting house and its jail.  A tall, architecturally-abstract gallows provided an omnipresent reminder of the lives at stake with the false accusations of witchcraft, and served to frame the set.  

A few set pieces--a bed for Parris' house, table and chairs for Proctor's, and table and benches for the court scene--along with lighting, served the scenes well and allowed for smooth set changes in blackouts, accompanied again by the foreboding drums.  The simplistic set design also allowed the focus to remain on the action and conflict of the drama.  Few properties were used:  a lantern in the woods, a candle in a house, and Proctor's signed declaration that he refuses to relinquish.  While effective overall, a few more properties in certain scenes would have lent more semiotic value of locale and time, as well as provided more opportunities of stage business for the actors.  In addition, the set design required lengthy exits of characters from some scenes, causing a bit of a distraction from the continuing action, breaking for a few moments these scenes’ intensity. The costumes were well-designed, clothing Tituba in brown to contrast with the white nightdresses of the girls who would point the finger at her, and dressing the remaining characters primarily in muted browns, blacks, and grays of period costumes, which, in conjunction with the set, also served as a kind of backdrop.  

The strength of the production lay in the pacing of scenes, which offered relatively quick and smooth scene transitions, and helped convey sensitive moments of love, as well as accusation, confusion, fear, and conflict among the characters. The significance of specific lines was handled effectively, allowing the audience to trace the thematic thread through the several conflicts among the multiple characters. Overall, the acting in this oft-produced but challenging script was adequate, addressing its serious issues, as well as its irony, enormity of repercussion, and poetic language.  Many of the members of this primarily young cast addressed well the difficulty of capturing the ambivalence and intricacies of love and loyalty, suspicion and betrayal. Using only seven actors for the girls in the forest and court scenes seemed slim, and the reports of the pervasive hysteria throughout the town did not resonate; although not called for in the script, one solution could have been to include more girls in the cast to enhance and underscore the weight of suspicion, concern, and accusation in these scenes. 

Of note,  Brinique Hayes was excellent in her portrayal of the superstitious Tituba, from the opening scene in the forest to being questioned, and from her fearful focus on the girls as they screamed their accusations to her realization of their betrayal and the resultant threat.  Josh Kirwin was also effective as the powerful Giles Corey in his adamant refusal to acquiesce or surrender to the witch hunt.  Paula Sheil portrayed a calm, rational, and waning Rebecca Nurse, while Christopher Perez captured the passive-agressive Reverend Hale, and Harry Stoner commanded the stage and the legal proceedings as Danforth.  Due to the centrality of their characters and their length of time onstage, Anna Westcott as Elizabeth Proctor, Tiffany Horch as Abigail and Matt Rust as John Proctor faced the greatest challenges. Westcott was appropriately strained, watchful, suspicious, and withdrawn; Horch portrayed the young, cold, and manipulative Abigail well; and Rust explored the various facets of Proctor effectively. The scene in the forest between Abigail and Proctor (not included in the initial premier, but added by Miller to enhance the struggling production) was a bit awkward, as Proctor struggled to overcome his Achilles' heal: his temptation for Abigail after he has regretted their sexual alliance and denounced her, but now finds her insisting that he admit his love for her and come to her again, utilizing her logic and her physicality to overcome his determination and objections.

If there is criticism to be made of the production, it lies in the volume of the actors' voices: at times, significant words were missed when voices could not be heard, while the girls' screams and excessive shouting among the adults--a common temptation in many productions of the play—distracted, at times, from the rhythm, musicality, and inherent effect of the play. Although popular among English courses in high schools and colleges, as well as on their stages, the challenge of The Crucible's quick turns, reversals, character alliances, and dissolutions remains, as the complexity arises from the accumulation of each character's attempts to ascertain his/her situation, risk, and how best to escape the capricious and politically-motivated hand and rope of the law. However, this production was an affirmation of the continued attention paid to, and weight felt by, Miller's plays, even on this singular college stage in the past decade and a half. 

All My Sons

Denton Community Theatre

Campus Theatre, Denton, TX

8-17 June 2012

Directed by Julie Crawford

Reviewed by Vivian Casper, Texas Woman’s University

The opening night performance on 8 June, which I attended, presented an almost perfectly faithful presentation of Miller’s text, a possibility I had come to value in the wake of many concept productions, blind castings, or alterations made to accommodate stage size or other exigencies in recent stage productions of classics (one recalls Robert Falls’s radical version of O’Neill’s Desire Under the Elms, which angered O’Neill purists in 2009).  My desire to have a general audience in my town experience the “real” Miller, especially if they did not know All My Sons or the playwright at all, seemed more important than entertaining Miller devotees with an updated version or one which departed from the text in even minor ways for no obvious reason.  I got my wish but lived to modify my perspective, the old saw of being “careful what you wish for” having been demonstrated.  This production taught me that literal faithfulness itself is not quite enough in plays that are open to, maybe even demand, interpretation.1 Perhaps leaving interpretation entirely to the audience is too much to ask.  Maybe a director has responsibility for subtly influencing the audience, especially in this play, concerning which scholarly interpretation has differed.  After teaching the play for years, I came to my own new interpretation of it in a paper delivered 25 May 2012 at the American Literature Association Conference in San Francisco and was eager to test it with the Denton Community Theatre’s production.  

This revival of All My Sons in The Campus Theatre, a handsomely renovated old movie house just off the Denton town square, did not pass the test for taking an interpretive position of the ending of All My Sons, but it satisfied in many other ways and even excelled in some.  The set, in what appeared to be authentic size and proportion2 on the ample stage, was faithfully rendered by scenic designer Mallory Bryant-Gawne.  It depicted the back of a substantial, well-maintained house with nearly all the right details--poplar trees were on the driveway side only, with a large lattice construction on the side of the Lubey house--including foundation vents and curtains or draperies on all the windows. In the only departures in the production from strict realism, the storm that toppled the apple tree before Act One begins was actually depicted: thunder, lightning, and wind broke the tree. Then when Kate later describes coming down in the night to witness the breaking of the tree planted in Larry’s memory, her description is accompanied by an expressionistic reenactment of the incident complete with darkness, lightning and thunder, and airplane motor sounds as Kate remembers how Larry used to fly low over the house when he was in training. Before the action of the play began and during act breaks, popular songs from the past were heard (“Sentimental Journey” from the 1940s during the intermission between Acts One and Two and the anachronistic [1954] and ironic “Count Your Blessings [Instead of Sheep]” in the brief blackout between Acts Two and Three).

Because limitations of availability restrict choices in community theatres, both problematic and excellent casting proved to be distractions and successes in this production.  Unfortunately, either the acoustics were off, or the voices of some actors were not projected, making my two companions, who had not read the play, unable to hear and thus understand some of the dialogue.  Knowing the play well, I could hear all the dialogue, but sometimes the speeches were spoken without a projected understanding of how they connected to other important speeches and play details, indicating the absence of an attempt to acknowledge or convey connected thematic elements, an important achievement in Miller’s art that separates his greatness from that of lesser playwrights.  However, the program cover, designed by Mike Strecher, cleverly and provocatively depicts a tree with intricately gnarled bare branches against a light grey sky, and the tree trunk casts a shadow in the shape of an upside-down airplane on the contrasting dark ground below, thus uniting two of the play’s important symbols. 

Effective actors played the roles of Jim and Sue Bayliss (Mike Strecher and Nicole Neely). The former was fine in his wry depiction of permanent frustration in having ambitions and ideals that differed from those of his practical wife, who wished to maintain her comfortable lifestyle. The latter was nicely understated, dignified but sly, as she carefully tried to manage her husband and Ann; for example, she took hold of Ann’s hands while both sat briefly in the arbor as she tried to persuade Ann to move away if she married Chris.  The actress playing Kate (Laura Jones) was somewhat matronly in appearance and manner, so the hat decorated for her by Lydia seemed, therefore, appropriately unremarkable.  The actor playing Chris (Jake McCready) was excellent; however his short stature, especially in contrast to a tall Joe, put the two in visual imbalance, a weakness if the play is to foreground the conflict between them. This visual inequality in power was improved at times by Chris’s speaking from the height of the porch steps while Joe stood in the yard or, as in the photograph, his standing in the yard while Joe sat on the porch steps.  

Chemistry, unfortunately, was lacking between Ann, played by Kerri Alain, and Chris.  Ms Alain seemed uncomfortable in the role, nervous often, and wore flat shoes to keep from exceeding Chris in height.  Her dresses, unlike those of Kate and Sue, were too short for a 1940’s style.  However, she was effective in holding her own with Kate, in countering the offensive suggestions of Sue, and in her spirited determination to marry Chris.  Travis A. Barth, as the genial Frank, was believably interested in astrology and really was losing his hair. Melissa Karol as his wife, Lydia, was appropriately pleasant, even when George declined, after a nuanced hesitation, to meet her children.  The most awkward miscasting was that of George (Kenny Fudge).  He was tall and large enough so that references to his having grown thin and looking like a ghost were uncomfortably ironic and inappropriate. The cute little boy portraying Bert in innocent earnestness (Aiden K. Gawne) was assisted in playing his part well by the smoothness of the outstanding performance of the actor who portrayed Joe (John Rodgers).  Rodgers was the standout performer in the play, fleshing out a role that demanded stage dominance. He was well cast in appearance, movement, and manner; had the most effective voice; and fulfilled his part well until the very end.  And here we come to the crucial matter of interpretation.

The element in All My Sons that is most problematic is Joe’s reaction after he reads Larry’s suicide letter, revealed by Ann, when he concludes that to Larry the lost pilots were all Joe’s sons: “And I guess they were, I guess they were” (158), says Joe unconvincingly. This lack of certainty notably paired with the least audibly articulated speech of Rodgers, who heretofore had an easily heard, clear voice, seemed to indicate that the words quoted above were inappropriate for the role he played up to this point.  Whether or not Joe has an anagnorisis concerning his indirect responsibility to others outside his family is an unsettled question.  If he does, it comes too suddenly to be convincing and disregards most of what Joe has said and done previously. This production did not attempt to clarify this issue by interpreting how it should be understood at the end.  Blocking of the actors was significant here. Joe is in the house, presumably dead. Ann has gone to get Dr. Bayliss. After a brief embrace with his mother during which Chris, near tears, expresses regret, at the least for driving Joe to use his gun on himself, Chris goes toward the Bayliss house (not in Miller’s text, which implies that Chris remains immobile) while Kate turns to her back door. Therefore, when the curtain falls, all the principal characters are physically separated and in assigned motion on or off stage, except for the concealed Joe; no one is visible and stationary to concentrate the focus of the audience, leaving open an interpretation of the final moments and, therefore, of the play as a whole. Maybe Miller wanted the audience to leave thought provoked. If so, with this production newcomers to Miller’s plays had an excellent introduction.    

Notes
1 Martin Gottfried writes that the play has “classic openness to reinterpretation” (109).

2 The Denton Record-Chronicle reported that the set was “one of the largest ever built on the Campus Theatre stage” (“Also Onstage”).
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