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At the Theatre  

By BROOKS ATKINSON 

rthur Miller has written a superb drama. From every point of view "Death of a Salesman," 
which was acted at the Morosco last evening, is rich and memorable drama. It is so simple 

in style and so inevitable in theme that is scarcely seems like a thing that has been written and 
acted. For Mr. Miller has looked with compassion into the hearts of some ordinary Americans 
and quietly transferred their hope and anguish to the theatre. Under Elia Kazan's masterly 
direction, Lee J. Cobb gives a heroic performance, and every member of the cast plays like a 
person inspired.  

Two seasons ago Mr. Miller's "All My Sons" looked like the work of an honest and able 
playwright. In comparison with the new drama, that seems like a contrived play now. For "Death 
of a Salesman" has the flow and spontaneity of a suburban epic that may not be intended as 
poetry but becomes poetry in spite of itself because Mr. Miller has drawn it out of so many 
intangible sources.  

It is the story of an aging salesman who has reached the end of his usefulness on the road. There 
has always been something unsubstantial about his work. But suddenly the unsubstantial aspects 
of it overwhelm him completely. When he was young, he looked dashing; he enjoyed the 
comradeship of other people--the humor, the kidding, the business.  

In his early sixties he knows his business as well as he ever did. But the unsubstantial things 
have become decisive; the spring has gone from his step, the smile from his face and the 
heartiness from his personality. He is through. The phantom of his life has caught up with him. 
As literally as Mr. Miller can say it, dust returns to dust. Suddenly there is nothing.  

This is only a little of what Mr. Miller is saying. For he conveys this elusive tragedy in terms of 
simple things--the loyalty and understanding of his wife, the careless selfishness of his two sons, 
the sympathetic devotion of a neighbor, the coldness of his former boss' son--the bills, the car, 
the tinkering around the house. And most of all: the illusions by which he has lived--
opportunities missed, wrong formulas for success, fatal misconceptions about his place in the 
scheme of things.  

Writing like a man who understands people, Mr. Miller has no moral precepts to offer and no 
solutions of the salesman's problems. He is full of pity, but he brings no piety to it. Chronicler of 



one frowsy corner of the American scene, he evokes a wraith-like tragedy out of it that spins 
through the many scenes of his play and gradually envelops the audience.  

As theatre "Death of a Salesman" is no less original than it is as literature. Jo Mielziner, always 
equal to an occasion, has designed a skeletonized set that captures the mood of the play and 
serves the actors brilliantly. Although Mr. Miller's text may be diffuse in form, Mr. Kazan has 
pulled it together into a deeply moving performance.  

Mr. Cobb's tragic portrait of the defeated salesman is acting of the first rank. Although it is 
familiar and folksy in the details, it has something of the grand manner in the big size and the 
deep tone. Mildred Dunnock gives the performance of her career as the wife and mother--plain 
of speech but indomitable in spirit. The parts of the thoughtless sons are extremely well played 
by Arthur Kennedy and Cameron Mitchell, who are all young, brag and bewilderment.  

Other parts are well played by Howard Smith, Thomas Chalmers, Don Keefer, Alan Hewitt and 
Tom Pedi. If there were time, this report would gratefully include all the actors and fabricators of 
illusion. For they all realize that for once in their lives they are participating in a rare event in the 
theatre. Mr. Miller's elegy in a Brooklyn sidestreet is superb. 

 


