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Broken Glass

Arthur Miller was born in New York City in 1915. After graduating from the University of Michigan, he began work with the Federal Theatre Project. His first Broadway hit was All My Sons, closely followed by Death of a Salesman, The Crucible and A View from the Bridge. His other writing includes Focus, a novel; The Misfits, first published as a short story, then as a cinema novel; In Russia, In the Country, Chinese Encounters (all in collaboration with his wife, photographer Inge Morath) and ‘Salesman’ in Beijing, non-fiction; and his autobiography, Timebends, published in 1987. Among his other plays are: A Memory of Two Mondays, After the Fall, Incident At Vichy, The Price, The Creation of the World and Other Business, The American Clock, The Ride Down Mt. Morgan, The Last Yankee, Broken Glass and Resurrection Blues. His novella, Plain Girl, was published in 1995 and his second collection of short stories, Presence, in 2007. He died in February 2005 aged eighty-nine.
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Chronology



	1915
	Arthur Asher Miller born 17 October in New York City.



	1928
	Miller has his Bar-Mitzvah at Avenue M temple.



	1933
	Adolf Hitler, leader of the Nazi party, was appointed Chancellor of Germany. Dachau concentration camp is built, initially just for political prisoners.



	1934–38
	Enters University of Michigan to study journalism, but then switches to English after receiving the University’s Hopwood Award for No Villain.



	1939–46
	Miller writes a number of radio plays that are aired on US radio shows.



	1940
	Marries Mary Grace Slattery.



	1941–45
	Period of the Holocaust, during which Nazis exterminated Jews in death camps across Europe.



	1944
	The Man Who Had All The Luck premieres on Broadway but closes within the week, though receives Theater Guild National Award. Not produced in UK until 1960.



	1945
	Focus (novel) published. An estimated 6 million Jews exterminated by the Nazis, Germany is defeated by the Allies, Hitler commits suicide, and US troops liberate the concentration camps. In November, the Nuremberg trials were held.



	1947
	All My Sons premieres.



	1949
	Death of a Salesman premieres. New York Times publishes ‘Tragedy and the Common Man’ (essay).



	1953
	The Crucible premieres.



	1955
	The one-act A View from the Bridge premieres in a joint bill with A Memory of Two Mondays.



	1956
	Divorces Mary Slattery. Subpoenaed to appear before HUAC. Marries Marilyn Monroe. Revises A View from the Bridge into two acts to premiere in UK.



	1961
	Divorced by Marilyn Monroe.



	1962
	Marries Inge Morath.



	1964
	After the Fall and Incident at Vichy premiere at the new Lincoln Center, US.



	1965
	Elected president of International P.E.N., an international literary organization.



	1968
	The Price premieres.



	1987
	Publishes Timebends: A Life (autobiography), which appeared as a Book-of the-Month Club popular selection.



	1994
	Broken Glass premieres.



	1999
	Death of a Salesman revived on Broadway with Brian Dennehy for the play’s 50th anniversary, and wins Tony for Best Revival of a Play.



	2005
	Miller dies of heart failure in his Connecticut home on 10 February.






Introduction

Historical, social and cultural contexts

Miller grew up in a Jewish family in an America that was purportedly progressive and liberal: a land of promise and plenty. His father, Isidore Miller, owned a manufacturing company called the Miltex Coat and Suit Company and ran his own clothing factory, employing over eight hundred people. There was prosperity all around and his parents rose in ranks to rent an expensive apartment in a plush Manhattan neighbourhood, with all the perks of wealth – a far cry indeed from the horrifying fate of their brethren in the old country. With the Great Depression, however, the American Dream began its downward slide and soon collapsed. Miller’s father, who had, according to the popular wisdom of the time, invested heavily in shares, lost almost all his earnings and the family had to downscale their living standards, having already moved to a cheaper Brooklyn neighbourhood a year before the Wall Street Crash.

Miller saw an amalgamation of tradition and pragmatism as his parents sought to preserve their Jewishness alongside their quiet efforts to belong to their American neighbourhood. Miller’s grandparents on both sides were immigrant Jews of Polish origin. Even though both of his own parents were mostly non-observant, they took great pride in their Jewish traditions and culture. When barely six, the playwright had his first unconscious experience of anti-Semitism at a public library when he hesitated in telling his father’s name to the librarian. He felt fearful saying a name that was Jewish – in his innocent ways, he feared censure, an inheritance of social rejection, a discomfort that had crept into his life without him even realizing it.

Both Miller and his elder brother, Kermit, received basic Jewish education – mainly on the insistence of their grandparents. Thus, indoctrinated early in his life in the rituals and traditions of his family’s faith, Miller observed Jewish holidays, knew enough Hebrew for his bar mitzvah, and even went to the synagogue on occasion. He soon, however, drifted out of what to him were the mysteries of the faith, viewing himself as an atheist, but remained a secular Jew. That he didn’t believe sternly in religion is also demonstrated in his three marriages since none of his wives was Jewish. However, Miller is recognized as a very ‘Jewish playwright’ and sometimes unjustly blamed for pushing his racial identity under the carpet – while all of his works, including Broken Glass (1994), are a reflection of his thoughts on race-related and other challenges that lie in the American landscape. Miller’s biographer Christopher Bigsby articulates the complexity of Miller’s life and his ethnicity in the best possible way: ‘Arthur Miller is Jewish. This means nothing to him in terms of formal observances. Beyond that, however, it is a significant fact. It is not for nothing that the Holocaust lurks behind The Crucible and is a subject of After the Fall, Incident at Vichy, and Broken Glass.’

Miller witnessed first-hand the growing anti-Semitism in America as part of the labour force after the completion of his high school education. He worked for an auto-parts warehouse (Chadick-Delamater) where his application was initially rejected until a friend put in a good word. Miller was the only Jewish employee in that firm. Miller’s Jewish roots certainly equipped him with a special sensitivity to understand the growing racism in his country and he expressed these concerns in various genres, including his 1945 novel Focus, one of the first books to address American anti-Semitism.

Events in Germany were ramping up against Jewish people as the Nazi Party took control. 1938 saw Kristallnacht – the ‘night of broken glass’ – when Nazi soldiers attacked Jewish businesses and people throughout Germany and parts of Austria. Synagogues were burnt down, Jewish homes, shops and schools were vandalized, around 100 Jews killed, and almost 30,000 Jewish men arrested and sent to Nazi concentration camps. Yet it seems as if the entire world turned their eyes away from the horror that was unfolding in Germany as just a year later, after the Second World War had begun, a shipload of German Jews (on St. Louis), trying to escape persecution at the hands of Hitler, were refused entry by the US State Department.

Shortly after the war, on a trip to Europe in 1948, Miller met some Jewish survivors of German death camps. Also, his third marriage, to Austrian born Inge Morath, who had lived and worked under the Nazi regime, brought him closer to the subject of anti-Semitism as they visited the Mauthausen concentration camp in 1962, and he later covered the Frankfurt Nazi trials (1963–65) for the International Herald Tribune. After visiting the trials, Miller published a lengthy article titled, ‘The Nazi Trials and the German Heart’ and his next two plays, After the Fall and Incident at Vichy were clearly reactions to these experiences. After the Fall addresses issues of survivor guilt, and Vichy depicts the roundup of Jews in Vichy, France, during the Second World War. His first short story collection, I Don’t Need You Anymore (1967), would feature several Jewish characters trying to come to terms with their identity, and he continued to write of the Jews’ plight in his later plays, albeit much more overtly than he had before. In 1980, Miller wrote the screenplay for Playing for Time, for a CBS television film based on the memoirs of Fania Fenelon, a French singer held at Auschwitz. In 1985 he adapted it into a two-act stage play.

Miller frequently questioned America’s apparent paralysis in the face of the horrors committed upon the Jews in Germany, and he finally put on stage a real-life episode in his neighbourhood that he had carried in his mind for over forty years: the mysterious paralysis of a woman’s legs after hearing news from Europe; of her husband who always dressed in black; and of a nation’s apathy to the public lynching and torture of Jews in Nazi Germany. Putting all these together, Miller developed the story of an American Jewish couple, Phillip and Sylvia Gellburg, and their reactions to news of the 1938 Kristallnacht incident.

The Holocaust is characteristically known as the Nazis’ concerted efforts to humiliate, demean and ultimately exterminate the Jewish populace of Europe from 1933 to 1945. The annihilation of Jews started in June 1941 in the Soviet Union while their expulsion to far-flung death camps went on from October 1941 until 1944. Jews were methodically famished, tortured and beaten while they were forced to work building the large concentration camps constructed for that purpose by the German army. The play’s title, Broken Glass, alludes simultaneously to the horrors of the Holocaust, the Jewish custom of breaking glass at the wedding ceremony, the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem, and to the broken state of his characters’ lives. At the centre of the play is a woman in a wheelchair, numbed into paralysis of her lower limbs by the constant, horrifying reports of events in Germany and, as we realize as the story unfolds, as a reaction also to the deadness that has set in in her marriage. Her husband, Phillip, is a tightly wound-up man, who is struggling between keeping his Jewish identity and his desire for assimilation, he is obsessed with his work and has little time for his wife. Her sudden mysterious illness deeply upsets him as he seeks answers to a problem perhaps largely of his own making.

Broken Glass is a chilling commentary on the apathy of a so-called modern democracy towards the plight of the marginalized. Miller, therefore, shatters the myth of the ‘humanitarian 1930s’. Sylvia Gellburg’s initially inexplicable paralysis becomes a metaphor for America’s moral paralysis in the face of the Jewish crisis in Germany and the inadequacy of Sylvia’s own family and the society in which she lives to sustain her as a human being in need of affection. Thus, Miller presents the personal as political and vice versa, and the ‘broken glass’ mirrors the shattered inadequacies of all: the self, the society and the nation.

Genre and themes

Miller scholar, Susan Abbotson points out that the central theme of ‘identities’ in the play is also an integral theme of ancient Greek plays. The play follows the Greek model not just in concern with identity, but also in its structure with its ‘short length’ and ‘sense of predictability’. According to Miller, as he explains in his 1949 essay, ‘Tragedy and the Common Man’, a common man could be as worthy of being the subject of a tragedy as a hero or lord, and we can view Phillip Gellburg as the play’s tragic hero. He is wholly oblivious to how he has been contributing to his miserable fate all these years. He fails to see the damage he has done to his self-esteem and how he is responsible for the collapse of his marriage with Sylvia. He has his moment of perception only after a massive shock – a collapse which renders him bedridden.

While simple in its structure, Broken Glass is a thematically complex play as it concurrently embodies several of Miller’s major concerns. Via the Gellburgs’ story, Miller points out aspects of American society and culture that he sees as damaging to individual identity and happiness. The trauma of being ‘othered’ and alienated on the basis of race is probably the most significant. Miller depicts America as a land of race and racism wherein grows a culture of otherness and estrangement, causing irreversible mutilation to its people.

Since Broken Glass is set in a time when anti-Semitism seemed at its peak in America, it is vital to keep track of the country’s ethnic situation at the time of Kristallnacht. In the first two decades of the twentieth century, racism featured strongly in the American life. The aftermaths of the First World War rendered the country cynical of internationalism. Immigrants were viewed as a corrupting influence on the country’s traditional values and Jews were mostly treated with strong dislike and resistance. Throughout America, there was spread a fear that Jews would undeservedly penetrate esteemed organizations and steal everything, and they were looked upon with suspicion.

Even when Jewish people tried to assimilate and took on important positions as Phillip does in the play, their bosses would look down upon them and show them ‘their place’ at every opportunity, exactly how Mr Case, Phillip’s white Anglo-Saxon Protestant (WASP) boss, treats him. Manifestly, to Case, Phillip is always a Jew first; he uses the term ‘you people’ to address his employee, because the rich man sees all Jews as one people with no scope for any kind of individuality. To keep his job and to fit in, Phillip is forced to ignore his employer’s demeaning attitude. Such prejudices and antipathy against the Jews greatly amplified the alienation or the estrangement experienced by human beings. The resultant disarray and crisis of identity constitute the main themes of Broken Glass. In the realm of social and psychological sciences, ‘alienation’ is used both as a term and concept. It is often used to signify a sense of separateness and otherness in a social setting. Like most of Miller’s other plays, Broken Glass portrays men and women as images of the sickness and susceptibility of the society at large. We see the characters in the play struggle with pigeonholes and stereotypes – ethnic and otherwise, with limitations levied via social and familial contracts, and with various other pre-set terms and conditions that put individual identity under pressure.

The inherent racial stereotyping that exists in the American life and thought process engulfs the Gellburgs’ lives to an extent that everything, including their sense of self and their marriage, is in complete tatters.
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