Study Guide

Study Guide written by Sara Clifford
Designed by JSW Creative
Edited by Aimee Barnett
Photographs by Johan Persson and Marc Brenner
1

This programme has been made possible by the generous support
of Sir John Cass’s Foundation, Nöel Coward Foundation,
John Lyon’s Charity and Universal Consolidated Group

CONTENTS
Section 1:

Cast list and creative team

Section 2:

The playwright: Arthur Miller, his life and work
Reference Timebends

Section 3:

Context
American politics in the 1940s
American theatre in the 1930s and 40s

Section 4:

The play: The Man Who Had All the Luck
The origins of the play
The play as a fable
Structure
Themes in Miller’s work and in the play:
Destiny and politics
Values
The past informs the present
Family relationships
The characters and how they embody the story

Section 5:

The Man Who Had All the Luck in performance

	An interview with Sean Holmes, Director of the Donmar production,
and Abbey Wright, Assistant Director

Section 6:

Practical work
Three extracts with practical exercises

Section 7:

Reading
Primary sources
Further reading
Appendix: Review of the original production

2

section

1

Cast list and creative team
Cast

3

David Beeves
Andrew Buchan

Patterson
Beeves
Nigel Cooke

Gus Eberson
Shaun Dingwall

Dan Dibble
James Hayes

JB Feller
Mark Lewis Jones

Shory
Aidan Kelly

Augie Belfast
Gary Lilburn

Andrew Falk
Roy Sampson

Amos Beeves
Felix Scott

Hester Falk
Michelle Terry

Aunt Belle
Sandra Voe

DIRECTOR

Sean Holmes

DESIGNER

Paul Wills

LIGHTING DESIGN

Paule Constable

SOUND DESIGN

Christopher Shutt

THE TIME

Not so long ago

section

2

The playwright: Arthur Miller, his life
and work
Arthur Miller was America’s foremost post-war playwright, and his legacy is such
that, on any one day, his work is being performed somewhere in the world.

Miller’s youth
Arthur Miller was born in 1915 in New York. His father, Isidore Miller, was a ladieswear manufacturer and shopkeeper who, having built his successful business from
nothing as a Jewish immigrant who benefited from everything America wanted
to stand for, was then suddenly ruined in the Depression. This abrupt change in
‘fortune’ had a strong influence on Miller, and, as he wrote in his autobiography,
Timebends (1987) “This desire to move on, to metamorphose…was given me as
life’s inevitable and rightful condition. “
The family moved from their large apartment overlooking Central Park, to a small
frame house in Brooklyn, which is said to be the model for the Brooklyn home in
Death of a Salesman. Miller spent his boyhood playing football and baseball, and
reading adventure stories.
After graduating from high school in 1932, Miller did not get the grades to
go directly to university, but worked in a car parts warehouse to earn money
for college. It was during this time that he decided to become a writer, and,
determined to follow this career path, he managed to get into the University of
Michigan in 1934. His first play, No Villain, won joint first prize in the Hopwood
Awards, and his path was set.

Early work
After graduating in English in 1938, Miller returned to New York. Because of
a football injury, he was exempt from draft, and he joined the Federal Theatre
Project, backed by Theodore Roosevelt to provide jobs for writers, directors and
actors, writing for the Living Newspaper, which toured plays exploring social and
political issues. When that folded, he started to write radio scripts primarily for
money. He has recounted how he might be sent a book on a Monday morning to
read, and then write the radio play about it by the end of Tuesday – and earn $250,
a lot of money for the time.
In 1940 Miller married a Catholic girl, Mary Slattery, his college sweetheart, with
whom he had two children. Miller’s first play to appear on Broadway was THE
MAN WHO HAD ALL THE LUCK (1944). It closed after four performances. Three
years later he produced All My Sons, which was about a factory owner who
sells faulty aircraft parts during World War II. It won the New York Drama Critics
Circle award and two Tony Awards. In 1944 Miller toured army camps to collect
background material for the screenplay The Story of GI Joe (1945). Miller’s first
novel, Focus (1945), was about anti-Semitism.
Death of a Salesman (1949) brought Miller international fame, and became one
of the major achievements of modern American theatre. It relates the tragic
story of a salesman named Willy Loman, whose past and present are mingled in
expressionistic scenes. Loman is not the great success that he claims to be to
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his family and friends. The postwar economic boom has shaken up his life. He is
eventually fired and he begins to hallucinate about significant events from his past.
Linda, his wife, believes in the American Dream, but she also keeps her feet on
the ground. Deciding that he is worth more dead than alive, Willy kills himself in
his car – hoping that the insurance money will support his family and his son Biff
can have a new start in his life.

The middle years – plays and politics
In the 1950s Miller was subjected to scrutiny by a committee of the United States
Congress investigating Communist influence in the arts. The FBI read his play The
Hook, about a militant union organiser, and he was denied a passport to attend the
Brussels premiere of his play The Crucible (1953). This was based on court records
and historical personages of the Salem witch trials of 1692. In Salem one could be
hanged because of ‘’the inflamed human imagination, the poetry of suggestion.’’
The play received the Antoinette Perry Award, and was an allegory for the
McCarthy era – the crusade against Communism spearheaded by Senator
McCarthy, dating from 1950 and heightened during his chairmanship of the
Senate Committee on Government Operations – and the resulting mass hysteria.
Although its first Broadway production flopped, it has become one of Miller’s
most-produced plays. Miller wrote The Crucible in this atmosphere, in which
conscience was no longer a private matter but one of state administration.
In 1952, Elia Kazan, the American film director with whom Miller had previously
shared an artistic vision, named eight former ‘reds’, who had been in the
Communist Party with him. While Kazan became a pariah overnight, Miller
remained a hero of the left. Two short plays under the collective title A View
from the Bridge were successfully produced in 1955. The drama, dealing with
incestuous love, jealousy and betrayal, was also an answer to Kazan’s film On the
Waterfront (1954), in which the director justified his naming names.
In 1956 Miller was awarded an honorary degree by the University of Michigan
but was also called before the House Committee on Un-American Activities.
Miller admitted that he had attended certain meetings, but denied that he was
a Communist. He had attended, among others, four or five writers’ meetings
sponsored by the Communist Party in 1947, supported a Peace Conference at the
Waldorf-Astoria in New York, and signed many appeals and protests – described
in the press as: “Marilyn’s fiance admits aiding reds.” Refusing to offer other
people’s names, who had associated with leftist or suspected Communist groups,
Miller was cited for contempt of Congress, but the ruling was reversed by the
courts in 1958.
Meanwhile, Miller – “the man who had all the luck” – married Marilyn Monroe in
1956; they divorced in 1961, and she died in 1962.
In the late 1950s Miller wrote nothing for the theatre. His screenplay Misfits was
written with a role for his wife. The film was directed by John Huston, and starred
Mongomery Clift, Clark Gable, and Marilyn Monroe, although Marilyn was always
late getting to the set and was using drugs heavily. The marriage was already
breaking up, and Miller was feeling lonely. John Huston wrote in his book of
memoir, An Open Book, (1980): “One evening I was about to drive away from the
location – miles out in the desert – when I saw Arthur standing alone. Marilyn and
her friends hadn’t offered him a ride back; they’d just left him. If I hadn’t happened
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to see him, he would have been stranded out there. My sympathies were more
and more with him.” Later Miller said that there “should have been more long
shots to remind us constantly how isolated there people were, physically and
morally.” Miller’s last play, Finishing the Picture, produced in 2004, depicted the
making of Misfits.
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Later work
In 1964 Miller returned to stage after a nine-year absence with the play After
the Fall, a strongly autobiographical work, which dealt with the questions of guilt
and innocence, and, although it reunited Kazan and Miller in work, their close
friendship had been destroyed by the blacklisting affair.
A year after his divorce from Marilyn Monroe, Miller married the Austrian
photographer Inge Morath, with whom he worked on two books about China and
Russia. They went on to have two children, Rebecca, now a film director, and
Daniel. After Inge died in 2002, Miller planned to marry Agnes Barley, a 34-year-old
artist.
Miller was politically active throughout his life, and in 1965 he was elected
president of P.E.N., the international literary organization. In 1985 he went to
Turkey with the playwright Harold Pinter, on a visit arranged by PEN in conjunction
with the Helsinki Watch Committee. One of their guides in Istanbul was Orhan
Pamuk, the Nobel prize winning author.
In the 1990s Miller wrote such plays as The Ride Down Mount Morgan (produced
1991) and The Last Yankee (produced 1993), but in an interview he stated that “It
happens to be a very bad historical moment for play writing, because the theatre
is getting more and more difficult to find actors for, since television pays so much
and the movies even more than that..” (‘We’re Probably in an Art That Is – Not
Dying’, The New York Times, January 17, 1993)
In 2002 Miller was honoured with Spain’s prestigious Principe de Asturias Prize for
Literature, making him the first US recipient of the award.
Miller died of heart failure at home in Roxbury, Connecticut, on February 10, 2005.

Miller’s work:
Plays
Arthur Miller wrote more than 20 plays during his career, with the majority of them
showing on Broadway.
Among his many awards were Tonys for All My Sons, Death of a Salesman and
The Crucible. Death of a Salesman, featuring the iconic character Willy Loman,
won Miller a Pulitzer Prize when he was just 33.
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•

Honors at Dawn – 1936

•

No Villain: They Too Arise – 1937

•

The Man Who Had All the Luck – 1944

•

All My Sons – 1947

•

Death of a Salesman – 1949

•

The Crucible – 1953

•

A View from the Bridge – 1955

•

A Memory of Two Mondays – 1955

•

After the Fall – 1964

•

Incident at Vichy – 1965

•

The Price – 1969

•

The Creation of the World and Other Business – 1972

•

Up From Paradise – 1974

•

The Archbishop’s Ceiling – 1976

•

The American Clock – 1980

•

Elegy for a Lady and Some Kind of Love Story, produced together under title
Two-Way Mirror – 1983

•

Playing for Time – 1986

•

The Golden Years – 1990

•

The Last Yankee – 1991

•

The Ride Down Mt Morgan – 1991

•

Broken Glass – 1994

•

Mr Peters’ Connections – 1998

•

Resurrection Blues – 2002

•

Finishing the Picture – 2004

Other works
Between 1941 and 1945, Miller mostly wrote radio plays. They included his first,
The Pussycat and the Expert Plumber who was a Man, and two adaptations,
including Pride and Prejudice, based on Jane Austen’s novel. He wrote his first
screenplay, The Story of GI Joe in 1943, and in 1945 his first novel Focus.
His screenplays include The Misfits (1961), based on his own short story of 1957,
starring his then wife, Marilyn Monroe and directed by John Huston; Fame (1968)
and Playing for Time (1980), both television plays; Everybody Wins (1984); and his
own adaptation of The Crucible (1996), starring Daniel Day Lewis, who went on to
marry Arthur’s daughter, Rebecca.

Non fiction works
These include: Situation Normal (1944), based on his experiences researching the
correspondence of war reporter, Ernie Pyle; In Russia (1969), the first of three
books created with Inge Morath, offers Miller’s impressions of Russia and Russian
society; Salesman in Bejing (1984) detailing his experiences with the 1983 Chinese
production of Death of a Salesman; and Timebends, his autobiography, published
in 1987, which, like Death of a Salesman, follows the structure of memory itself,
each passage linked to and triggered by the one before.
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Context
American politics in the 1940s
The Man Who Had All the Luck was first produced in 1944, during World
War Two and after America’s intervention. The Donmar production places the
action of the play between 1933 and 1937, right in the middle of the Depression
and its aftermath.

The Depression and the New Deal
America until the Depression had been a place of marvellous ‘luck’, where
immigrants were welcomed by the Statue of Liberty and invited to build their
fortunes. Miller was part of that wave of immigration, and his Jewish family
from Poland exemplified the American Dream, having worked their way up from
a Lower East Side tenement to an eleven room apartment that looked out over
Central Park. They had a chauffeur driven car, a Polish maid, and a summer cottage
on Long Island.
However, in 1929, the dream began to fail, the economy was sliding, and by 1933
unemployment across America had reached 25%. Like so many people, the family
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lost most of its money, and moved back to East Third Street in Brooklyn. His father
had employed 800 people, and now they were back at square one.
Miller has described how shocking it was, by using the metaphor that everyone
had assumed that the economy was in the safe hands of a solid family man, with
everyone’s interests at heart – but now that man had jumped out of the window.
Between 1933 and 1938, President Roosevelt initiated The New Deal, a sequence
of programmes designed to relieve the poverty of the Depression, and to lift the
economy, initially a short term relief programme, but which later aimed at a more
radical redistribution of power, away from business and towards coal workers,
farmers and consumers. At the time, it was seen as politically radical, as it worked
to bolster unions, as well as to offer relief to the poor and ‘extend a hand to the
forgotten man’.
Opponents of the New Deal, complaining of the cost and increase in federal
power, abolished many of its programmes.

The Spanish Civil War
The 1930s were also the time of the Spanish Civil War, and many idealistic
young men and women from Europe and America left to fight against the
Fascists. Although the Republicans lost the war, the impetus behind Communism
continued, and Miller was one of many who believed in the need to right some of
the injustices he saw. Already converted to Marxism, he considered going to fight,
but decided instead to translate some of his beliefs into his plays.

World War Two
America had held on to a position of isolationism during the first part of the war,
seeing themselves as neutral in the face of European politics. However, after Pearl
Harbour in 1941, America had to give up this stance and become involved, and it
emerged from World War II as a world superpower, challenged only by the USSR.
Economically, America was becoming unstoppable, and ‘the business of business’
became all important, as the system of Capitalism embedded itself in American
society. This led to disputes over ideology and control with Eastern Europe,
labeled the Cold War, where Communism was treated as a sort of contagious
disease: anyone who had contact with it was under suspicion, and the House of
Un-American Activities Committee began its infamous hearings.
By 1944, the terrible nature of the Holocaust was beginning to become clear, and
beliefs were being questioned around the world: religious, political and social – it
seemed as if anything could happen, that boundaries no longer existed, and that
mankind was simply a pawn of fate.
This was the context in which Miller was working, and all these questions were
central to his writing:

‘He stages the lives of those baffled by an existence whose meaning
frequently evades them, but whose struggle to understand and prevail is one
of the justifications for an art which itself seeks form in seeming chaos.’
Bigsby, C: Arthur Miller, A Critical Study (2005)
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Practical Exercise: Society map
Map out of the larger world of the play, 1930s America: what are the issues that would be at
the forefront of the characters’ minds? (e.g. the Depression, work, war, men and women, money,
church etc).
What images can you associate with each of these? Make these as freezeframes in small groups.

American theatre in the 1930s and 40s
Miller had begun writing for the Federal Theatre Project, a New Deal project to
fund theatre and other live artistic performances in the United States during the
Great Depression of the 1930s. The FTP’s primary goal was employment of outof-work artists, writers and directors, with the secondary aim of entertaining poor
families and creating socially engaged art. Orson Wells and Elia Kazan also began
their theatre careers at the FTP.
Living Newspapers, created by the FTP, were plays written by teams of
researchers-turned-playwrights, taking articles from newspapers about current
events, often hotly debated issues like farm policy, syphilis testing or housing
inequality. These newspaper clippings were adapted into plays intended to
inform audiences, often with progressive or left-wing themes, which quickly
drew criticism from members of Congress, although they proved popular with
audiences.
On June 30, 1939, the FTP lost its funding, mainly because of strong
Congressional objections to the overtly left-wing political tones of many of its
productions.
Many writers during the 1930s were harsh critics of profiteers and exploitative
economic systems during the Great Depression. Clifford Odets was probably
the most well known socialist writer of the time, and was an influence on Arthur
Miller. Odets’ first play to be produced was the one-act play Waiting for Lefty,
depicting workers for a fictional taxi company, where the focus alternates between
the drivers’ union meeting and vignettes from their difficult, oppressed lives,
climaxing in a defiant call for the union to strike.
In 1952, Odets was called before the House of Un-American Activities Committee
(HUAC) but he disavowed his Communist affiliations and cooperated by “naming
names”.
The other writer who was coming to the fore at this time was Tennessee Williams.
He wrote of self-disillusionment and futility in The Glass Menagerie (1945) and A
Streetcar Named Desire (1947), for which he won the Pulitzer Prize for Drama. His
plays focused very much on family life in the Deep South, and in particular were
based on his sister, Rose, who was diagnosed with schizophrenia as a girl.
Thornton Wilder’s The Skin of our Teeth, meanwhile, put forward that history
always repeats itself, that we as a human race never learn from our mistakes, and
that time is a continuous and jumbled thing that is always the same. It won the
Pulitzer Prize in 1942.
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In contrast, Musical Theatre was reborn as a response to the difficulties of life
during the war, with Oklahoma! (1943), Carousel (1945), and Annie Get Your Gun
(1946).
Meanwhile, the forties were the heyday for film and the Office of War declared
movies an essential industry for both morale and propaganda. Most plots had a
fairly narrow and predictable set of morals, and if German or Japanese characters
were included, they were one-dimensional villains, such as in Casablanca and Mrs
Miniver.
The Emergency Committee of the Entertainment Industry, composed of both
black and white actors, fought for better roles for black actors.
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The play: The Man Who Had All
the Luck

The origins of the play
The play was originally written as a novel, when Miller was still trying out different
genres for what he wanted to say, and it is interesting to see the changes he
made when he adapted it into a play.
The story was inspired by a true one told by his mother-in-law, about a successful
young man who came to believe that he was being cheated by one of his
employees at the service station he owned. Eventually, he became so unstable
that he hanged himself. At the same time, Miller heard the news that one of his
cousins, apparently healthy and successful, had suddenly dropped dead on the
beach.
Both stories prompted Miller to question how far fate, destiny, or luck, were
behind human affairs. Why did some do well and some fail? Why, during the war,
were some killed while others survived? How responsible are we for our own lives
and how much is sheer chance?
In Timebends he describes this as:
‘Wrestling with the unanswerable – the question of the justice of fate, how it was
that one man failed, and another, no more or less capable, achieved some glory in
life.’
Miller put these questions into the story of the novel/play: David Beeves, the
protagonist, is a young man successful in everything he does. Like Midas,
everything he touches seems to turn to gold – and when he is in a fix, something
always seems to happen to make it work out. These coincidences make the story
the fable it claims to be: Hester’s father is accidentally killed on the way home,
meaning David can marry her and live in her father’s house; an immigrant worker,
Gus, comes along and fixes a previously unfixable car, meaning David gets a
lucrative contract for mending tractors. It is as if he can do no wrong. Meanwhile,
however, everyone around him seems to suffer: Shory has lost the use of his legs;
Amos fails to be taken on by the major league, despite all his baseball training; and
JB firstly believes that he is unable to have children, and then discovers that his
wife has lied to him. The result of this is that David cannot trust his luck – he has
not earned it, so why is it happening? And, crucially, when will it go wrong? David
is sure that his luck is going to run out and that his baby will be born dead, as
some kind of payoff for the luck he has had.
In the novel, Miller ends the play with David committing suicide, as if he is making
a sacrifice to allow his child to live; a life for a life, almost appeasing the gods.
Once he came to write the play though, he allowed David to live, to understand
that to a certain extent he has made his own luck, as has everyone around him
– but the key is how we respond to what happens: it is not fate, but our actions
that make us what we are. Crucially, David listened to Dibble’s advice to be careful
with the mink, and spent time carefully removing the parasites from the fish that
killed all the animals – except his.
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Miller also changed the relationship of Amos and David from friends to brothers.
As he explained:
‘One day, quite suddenly, I saw that Amos and David were brothers and Pat their
father. There was a different anguish in the story now, an indescribable new
certainty that I could speak from deep within myself, had seen something no one
else had ever seen.’
Miller was beginning to mine his own experience for his plays. He himself had
succeeded, he felt, at a cost to his father and brother. He was ‘the man who had
all the luck’, and somehow this luck had never come to his brother.
Miller was to continue to draw on this for the next twenty years, where the
brotherly relationship looked at different responses to the situation, while the
father/son relationship allowed him to look at the past and present, and hopes for
the future.

14

The play as a fable
Miller calls the play a ‘fable’, set in America, a fabled place, a land of dreams, a
place where anything can happen, where a man can make or break his dreams. It
also allows him to break with what he has described in Timebends as the ‘classical
phase’ on Broadway in the 1940s:
‘There was supposed to be nothing so impersonal as playwriting; after all, with
each individual character having his autonomous viewpoint toward the common
theme, the author could only be a sort of conductor who kept order rather than a
sneaky deviser of some meaning at which the play would finally arrive’ and that:
‘social or moral concepts rather than simply seeking to entertain would ultimately
drive the audience out of the theatres.’
Miller, on the other hand, definitely had something he wanted to say, a message
to get across. By defining the story as a fable, however, he was able to say that it
was in the realms of myth, not necessarily true – extraordinary coincidences, such
as Falk’s timely death, and Gus’s arrival, are able to happen; that he has, perhaps,
exaggerated the circumstances to make his point; that overall this is a fantasy:
it may seem real, but it is a story. Gus arrives almost like an angel, at the exact
moment he is needed, then stays around just long enough to help David realize
what he needs to realize – and then goes again, just as mysteriously.

Practical Exercise
What other plays, novels or stories do you know that define themselves as fables or myths? What
characterizes them? Why did the author choose that form?

Miller was also drawn to Greek tragedies (“I was coming to love them in the
way a man at the bottom of a pit loves a ladder” – Timebends), which can be seen
in the subject matter itself of destiny and the favour of the gods, and in the past
coming to haunt the present in a terrible cycle, particularly in families;
David sees his luck as his ‘hubris’ or fatal flaw – he is aware of the potential
outcomes, and is terrified of it.
Sean Holmes, the director of the Donmar production, has said how he sees the
moment when Falk, Hester’s father, threatens David as the tipping point in the
story, almost like a curse. Until then, David has sometimes been a little uneasy
about his luck, but from this point on, he starts to become obsessed with it, and
how his luck must, at some point, change. This starts the inevitable power of the
story, a rolling wheel that cannot be stopped until David comes to his senses.
Sean has also mentioned pathetic fallacy, where animals or objects are given
power to affect lives (the mink); and Augie Belfast as the Delphic oracle, speaking
prophesies and foretelling the future.
And so this isn’t documentary, although deeply rooted in the mid-American drama,
but a myth, a heightened story, for Miller to get his point across.
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Miller says:

A play’s action, much like an individual’s acts, is more revealing than its speeches,
and this play embodied a desperate quest on David’s part for an authentication of
his identity, a longing for a break in the cosmic silence… David has succeeded in
piling up treasures that would rust, from which his spirit has already fled; it was a
paradox that would weave through every play that followed.
(Timebends)
This edgy mix of realism and myth meant that American audiences struggled
to understand it at the time, and the play ran for only four performances before
it closed, with Miller only able to watch one. Critics were either confused or
damning, although one, John Anderson, gave Miller the will to carry on, telling
him:
‘You’ve written a tragedy, you know, but in a folk comedy style. You ought to try
and understand what you’ve done.’

Discussion Point
Which plays do you know of that discuss ‘social or moral concepts’? Are they any more or less
‘entertaining’ than plays which seek only to entertain?

Structure
Miller was only 28 when he wrote The Man Who Had All the Luck, an
idealistic and passionate writer, grappling with the enormous subject of whether
we are masters of our own destiny.
On a first reading or viewing, it can be difficult to grasp which character and story
we are meant to be following, as the first act introduces so many characters with
interesting stories to tell: JB and his alcoholism and compromised marriage; Shory
and his disability; Amos and his yearning to be great, and Pat, the father with his
invested dreams. Plus there are so many minor characters who appear and then
disappear, like Aunt Belle and Falk.
David’s story emerges slowly over the course of the play, but once the thread is
traced, the enormity of it overwhelms him, and it is worth following this thread to
fully understand the play through David’s journey.
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In Act One, he is a pleasant young man, who happens to have been lucky, who
has indeed drifted into his luck. He started off fixing one car, and that led to
another and another, until he found he had a business – but, crucially, he has
always felt that he doesn’t really know what he is doing, and that one day he will
be found out. He and Hester have been courting since they were very young,
although they haven’t quite got around to getting married; and around him, he
sees others’ bad luck, but this still fits with his world view overall. However, David
is already uneasy, and he tells Amos:
Don’t envy me, Ame... I ain’t a trained man. You are. You got something. Don’t
look to me, I could be out on that street tomorrow morning, and then I wouldn’t
look so smart.
We meet all these different people in his world, different strands that swirl around
him, but we don’t yet understand the theme of the play.
However, after Falk, Hester’s father, seems to curse him (Don’t touch anything
I own) and also somehow to see a darkness in him that David has not yet
acknowledged (You’re a lost soul, a lost man), there is an uncertainty in him, that is
heightened by Falk’s sudden accidental, convenient death; and when Gus arrives
out of the blue and helps him to fix a car, and leaves him to take the credit and
all that follows, David is suddenly terribly ashamed and frightened, and literally
runs away before taking all the money. Although Miller makes it clear that Gus’s
actions are linked to what he sees as the opportunity and luck afforded by America
(Gus actually whispers, ‘happily and with a certain anticipation’: America!). Act
One ends asking the implicit question of how far David’s luck can last – Miller has
ratcheted up the story line, and we are poised at the top of the roller coaster ride
of the story.
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Act Two therefore begins the twisting and turning of this ride, and takes us
through the major shifts in David’s thinking: everything seems ok, they just need
children to complete the perfect picture. Dibble offers him the chance to farm
mink, a high risk, high return business, although Dibble foretells his own later
downfall (When a feller goes broke tryin’ to raise mink it’s mainly because he’s
a careless man). The potential happiness is highlighted by the excited arrival of
Amos and Pat before the big game when the coach is coming, and they all drink to
their heart’s desire. Even JB is happy because he and his wife are going to adopt.
David believes that ‘From today on everything is coming true! To our children.’
But now comes a major turning point in the play, as the group return after the
game and wait for the decision of the coach – will Amos be taken on, will he be
lucky? Will all their dreams come true?
And it is JB who the action hinges on here – suddenly everything starts unravelling
again, and his wife is going home, accusing him of being drunk, and then after
he speaks to her, he comes back in a broken man, bursting into ‘uncontrolled
sobbings’. He has just discovered that his wife has lied and that he could have had
his own children all along, but she wouldn’t because he drinks.
But worse:
If I had a boy... I wouldn’t have touched a drop.
He turns to David, and this again seems like some kind of curse, even when
coming from his substitute father:
You’re a good man, yes. You know how to do. But you’ve had a phenomenal
amount of luck in your life, Dave. Never play luck too hard. It’s like a season and
seasons pass away.
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With this turning point, David really comes to believe this, that his luck cannot
last. When Amos is not taken on by the coach, David tells him that they are equal
after all, because he cannot have children – only to find out that Hester is in fact
pregnant, and now accusing him of not wanting the child. How can this continue?
Act Two ends ominously with Amos saying to David: Nobody escapes... except
you, another curse.

Act Three charts David’s gradual descent into near madness as he tries to
understand why he is so ‘lucky’ while all around him aren’t. The baby is due, but
David has not bought a baby carriage, is planning a trip in a month’s time with
Hester, and chooses this time to mortgage everything on the mink. In a terrible
bargain with fate, he believes that the baby will be born dead and he will have to
pay his dues for his luck. Only Gus sees through this, and refuses to lend him any
money, telling him: I do not bet on dead children.
David explains: I’m a lucky man... Everything I’ve ever gotten came... straight out
of the blue…
That’s lucky. You pay for that.
Shory agrees: Damn right you do.
JB also agrees, slightly later in the scene: A man does have to pay. It’s just the way
it happens, senseless.
But Gus says: Where is such a law?
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Miller is presenting David and the audience with these choices – who will David
believe, the JBs and Shorys of this world, or the new hope of America, Gus?
When the baby is born alive, David again runs out in an echo of the end of Act
One, ashamed, face to face with his betrayal.
Miller then brings the action to a head in the final scene, when the mink have been
poisoned. We all believe, along with Hester, that David has lost everything, and
Hester decides to help David break his curse by not warning him in time, hoping
to start again ‘fresh and clean’. When Gus tells Hester that David took out a life
insurance policy last week, and we see David’s despair as he tries to convey to
Hester what real poverty is, we fear the worst: he will indeed take his own life,
paying for his luck that way:
You pick up a phone and everything you’ve got dies in the ground! A man! What
good is a man!
However, in the final twist, it turns out that David’s care and attention saved his
mink – and that he could have saved Dibble’s too, if he had had faith in his own
convictions. He sees that he held fate in his hand, and Gus says:
Gus: You mean you were a little bit like God... for him.
David: Yes. Except I didn’t know it.
Gus: Maybe he doesn’t know it either.
We may not be able to fully control what happens to us, but we can control how
we respond. As Gus says:
Of course bad things must happen. And you can’t help it when God drops the
other shoe. But whether you lay there or get up again – that’s the part that’s
entirely up to you, that’s for sure.
At the end of the play, David is ready to face his future, ready to embrace his child
for the first time. He sets out upstairs – although Miller gives him one final doubt,
as thunder strikes and we see ‘the old apprehension in his face’, and he says to
himself ‘For now..’
This may be a fable, but Miller does not believe in happy ever after.

Themes
There are some themes which recur in nearly all Miller’s plays and which can be
seen even in this early work: the link between the past and the present; destiny
or fate, and the link with politics and values; family relationships; and a style which
draws heavily on American realism, but which incorporates mythical elements.

Fate and Destiny: swim with the tide or take action?
Set in the context of the Spanish Civil War and World War Two, Miller’s plays insist
that the individual is responsible for his or her own actions, and for the society in
which they live, a conclusion he reached after rejecting both his Jewish religion
and the ‘American Dream’, following the economic crash of the 30s. Miller’s
heroes are searching for meaning in their lives, trying to understand what luck or
destiny has brought them to where they are, and what the implications of this are
– and what role they played in it.
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Miller was already a Marxist by the time he arrived at college, and the bombing of
the small town of Guernica in 1937 by the Fascists during the Spanish Civil War
only intensified his beliefs that Fascism was a terrible force to be resisted.
The Golden Years, written between 1939 and 1941, tells the story of the conquest
of Mexico by Cortes and the overthrow of Montzeuma, the Emperor of the Aztecs,
and is an attempt to understand the ‘political and moral paralysis’ (Bigsby) of the
Western powers in the face of Fascism.
Miller has said of The Golden Years, and of The Man Who Had All the Luck:
‘An important source of energy in these plays was my fear that in one form or
another Fascism, with its intensely organised energies, might well overwhelm the
wayward and fixed Democracies.’
Both plays were ‘struggling against passive acceptance of fate or even of defeat in
life, and urge action to control one’s fate’…
And ‘the fear of drift, more exactly a drift into some kind of fascism, lay hidden
somewhere in the origins of The Man Who Had All the Luck, seemingly a genre
piece about mid-America that has no connection with any of these political
questions.

Values
David Beeves finds that the moral system he believed in, gives him no benchmark
by which to judge what he has ‘earned’; and this moral vacuum is where Willy
Loman also finds himself in Death of A Salesman – a universe where everything is
meaningless, and the only thing a man can do is to try and prevent his name being
wiped off the mailbox by providing for his sons (a metaphor used by JB in The
Man Who Had All the Luck.)

I understand his longing for immortality… Willy’s writing his name in a cake of
ice on a hot day, but he wishes he were writing in stone.
(Arthur Miller on Willy Loman, The New York Times, 9 May 1984)
In the novel of The Man Who Had All the Luck, Miller gives the Gus
character these lines:
America is ‘complete chaos!... the people are not bound to any idea, there is no...
underlying principle... the only godhead here is every man for himself’

The past informs the present
Miller’s approach is to link the past with the present, to say that there is a cause
and effect between the two, which was not necessarily a fashionable idea in the
post war boom.

‘His concern with the past and its connection with the present, the basis of a moral
logic which tied action to consequence, had always seemed counter-current to
American presumptions.’
(Bigsby)
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However, this sense that the past is always with us, has become a hallmark of
his work; a constant reminder to American society that it cannot forget what has
been, whether war or the Depression.
In an unsourced quote, Miller said:
‘The word “now” is like a bomb thrown through the window, and it ticks.’
For Miller, this link between the past and the present is most dramatically
embodied in a family relationship, whether father/son or brotherly.

The Family
Miller’s earliest plays are heavily influenced by Odets and can be politically heavy
handed – but they also begin to explore the personal as the political, through the
family as the main protagonists, for example in No Villain and They Too Arise, both
plays where a returning prodigal son brings the good news of socialism, as well as
the complexities of morality in a capitalist world.
Miller has told of how in The Man Who Had All the Luck, he changed the
relationship of Amos and David, from friends to brothers, and how immediately
that made the story more resonant and painful.
Although not fully explored in this play, the father/son relationship is key to the
main action: why did Pat feel that David didn’t need him? Why did he see Amos as
the malleable one? Why does David have to look to JB and Shory as his substitute
fathers, who actually argue over him at the beginning, both desperately in need of
a son themselves?
Meanwhile, Pat invests his other son, Amos, with all his hopes, as he feels that he
himself has failed, and this terrible burden – a guide who cannot see any further
than Amos himself – brings Amos only disappointment and failure.
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However, at this stage in his writing, perhaps this relationship was too close to
Miller’s relationship with his own father – he keeps Pat at arm’s length from David
in the story (the character closest to him), and packs him back off to sea at the
end.
All these complex family relationships echo older stories from myths and the
Bible – this play draws on the story of Job, who had no luck, but also Cain and
Abel, who were deadly rivals, ending with one killing the other; and of course the
father and two sons model was the one he drew on so successfully for Death of A
Salesman.

The characters and how they embody the story
Each of the characters in the play embodies a different viewpoint on how far
destiny controls our fate – or ourselves.

Practical Exercise
When you are watching the play, notice each character’s viewpoint on destiny and fate. How does
each character see his or her fate in life? Do their viewpoints change over the course of the play?

David Beeves embodies all of Miller’s questions that he wants us to ask, as an
audience, and it is his journey we follow. As religion is shown to be of little use
in a modern world, the terrifying existentialism that must, by definition, replace
it, leaves us all in charge of our own fate. God or the fates weren’t responsible
for the Holocaust and the war – we were. There is only this life and we are in
charge. And yet it doesn’t add up. If it was as simple as that, then each would get
according to his moral worth, but it doesn’t work out that way, and that is what
David cannot understand:
Everything I touch, why is it? It turns gold. Everything. When Amos has been
turned down, David turns this disappointment into something he can be part of;
that he and Hester won’t be able to have children: You’ll never meet a man who
doesn’t carry one curse... Don’t envy me, Ame... We’re the same now… nobody
escapes!
Only by finally understanding what Gus has been saying, that everyone may have
good or bad luck, and that it is how you respond that matters, is he able to finally
embrace his child and move on in his life, although his final words qualify this: ‘for
now... ‘
While David has all the luck, but teeters in his beliefs about why and how this luck
has come about, Shory is the character in the play who stands for the ‘drift’.
Never go lookin’ for trouble is his motto. He was left without the use of his legs, not
during the war as many have assumed, but after the war, in a ‘whorehouse’, when
the walls collapsed. This accident, along with his wartime experiences have left him
deeply cynical, and he has interpreted his life as the result of fate, pure chance, that
no one has any control over their fate: A man is a jellyfish. The tide goes in and the
tide goes out. About what happens to him, a man has very little say.
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Miller’s point here is that if everyone took Shory’s viewpoint, then we would
indeed drift into fascism, whilst claiming that there was nothing anyone could
do about it. Miller feels strongly that we have a role to play in shaping not only
our personal destinies but that of society as well, and through this character he
highlights his belief that it is more than just a passive drift, but a ‘fundamental
defeatism’ (Bigsby), and that self generated despair will bring destruction.
Other characters, too, have let life pull them along – Amos’s father, Patterson
Beeves, has actually taken a decisive step in trying to control fate by making
Amos practice baseball throws for hours in the cellar. He says that he left David to
get on with things, (who later finds himself ‘bored and disgusted’ by his father’s
outbursts) but for Amos:
I said to myself, this boy is not going to waste out his life being seventeen
different kinds of things and ending up nothing. He’s going to play baseball...
That’s faith! That’s taking your life in your own hands and moulding it to fit the
thing you want.
The key to Pat’s character lies in this comment: his own life not having worked
out, he has invested all his hopes and dreams in Amos, and is trying to mould him
to make him what he wants. And this, then, becomes his fundamental mistake, in
that Amos now only knows how to throw in a quiet cellar – as soon as there are
other men playing behind him, he goes to pieces.
And yet, part of Pat’s mistake though, was also in drifting – in the first scene he
agrees with Shory’s analysis of life, ‘never to go lookin’ for trouble’, but to wait –
Pat says: ‘I’m inclined to agree with him, David.’
Pat did not call Augie Belfast, the coach, but waited years for him to turn up
instead, as if by luck or chance (I wanted it to happen... naturally.).
The implication is that by the time he does turn up (after David has in fact called
him, taking some kind of control), it is too late and the damage has been done.
When Amos gives up, Pat cannot bear to watch, and leaves to return to the sea.
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Hester Falk encourages David to seize the day. At the beginning of the play, she
pushes for him to, finally, ask her father, Andrew Falk, if they can marry. Shory
tells them not to do it, to keep waiting, but Hester is stronger than that: Stop
talking to him! A person isn’t a frog, to wait and wait for something to happen!
Hester watches the breakdown of David’s belief system over the course of the
play, and almost comes to believe with him that there is some kind of curse that
must be lifted – that if the mink die, then this ‘curse’ of good luck will finally be
repaid and they can start again from the bottom. With this in mind, she deliberately
doesn’t tell David about the poisoned feed until it is too late.
David’s care and good sense, however, is what saves the mink.
Amos Beeves is a tragic figure – always in David’s shadow, practising away in
his cellar – but misled by his father, he has been set up to fail. His failure was in
allowing someone else to take control of his life, and even when he perceives that
he is somehow not getting anywhere, he asks David if he will take him over, never
taking the initiative himself.
His father was so sure that he would be successful one day that he has allowed
him to neglect his education and Amos is left with nothing. In a moment that
could indeed be from a Greek tragedy, he turns on his father, and turns his back
on baseball for ever leaving him also with nothing, his own dreams, invested in his
son, failed.
JB Feller is an extraordinary character, on stage in practically every scene, and
therefore clearly important to the story. Never able to have children, he has turned
to alcohol to help him bear the pain:
No kids... too old. Big, nice store with thirty one different departments. Beautiful
house. No kids. Isn’t that something? You die and they wipe your name off the
mail box and... that’s the ballgame.
Almost like a father to David, he sees himself in the younger man, except that
at his age, he was in a ‘roaring confusion’. Successful in business if not in his
personal life, his advice to David is to have faith and get on with it, to arrange
business to make business, and he arranges the work on the car for Dibble that
leads on to David’s success.
In a truly tragic twist, he learns later in the play that his wife actually could have
had children all along, but refused to while he was always drunk – and now it is
too late:
They’ll wipe my name off the mailbox like I never lived!
Once he knows this, what he must say to David is:
Never play luck too hard. It’s like a season and seasons pass away.
But this view is precisely what finally drives David into his terrible ‘bargain’ with
fate in his mind.
Gus Eberson is a very important character in the play. He tells David that ‘there
is no justice in this world’, although David has to resist this view, because, as he
says, ‘If a man don’t receive according to what he deserves inside... well, it’s a
madhouse’.
Gus is an immigrant worker, an Austrian presumably escaping a political system
he fears and loathes. As mentioned above, he arrives almost like a guardian angel
(I didn’t mean to walk in so invisibly) and brings a kindness and generosity with
him, and a European wisdom about how we should approach life. So although he
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perceives no justice, for him that is no reason to give up and become a jellyfish
like Shory. Miller gives Gus his own beliefs, perhaps because he perceived himself
as the outsider, coming from Europe to this fabled place. He tells Hester that
David has lost:
What a man must have, what a man must believe. That on this earth, he is the
boss of his life. Not the leafs in the teacups, not the stars. In Europe, I seen
already millions of Davids walking around, millions. They gave up already to know
that they are the boss.
Gus shows us a post war world, a post Holocaust world, one where we have
peered into the abyss and the despair that results in the absence of all belief. His
point is that we can only believe in ourselves and our power, otherwise all is lost.
However, he has a further point, the optimism of the immigrant, which illustrates
the promise of post war America:
And now here to, with such good land, with such a... such a big sky, they are
saying... I hear it every day... that is somehow unnatural for a man to have a sweet
life and nice things.
Gus is also an excellent mechanic, good with his hands, another strong theme
in Miller’s work, that people, men in particular, must connect with their work,
believing that this is the future and salvation of America.
Perhaps David should just be grateful and not ask any questions. And his final
point is:
A man must understand the presence of God in his hands.
Miller’s point is that we have reached a point where we can understand that we
have replaced ‘God’ with ourselves – a psychological maturity, that Europe is
beginning to understand, that America must also understand. America may be the
land of the free, the land of plenty – but it must bear the responsibility that goes
with that.
The minor characters in the play add to the ‘colour’ of the piece, as well as having
very specific roles to play within the Greek tragedy model. Andrew Falk is an
avenging soothsayer, who has seen the emptiness in David. Augie Belfast is an
oracle of truth. Aunt Belle, whilst a comedy character, is also the one who brings
the new child, the symbol of hope, into the world; while Dan Dibble is the catalyst
for the action – it is he who brings the car, he who suggest the mink farm, and he
who will go bust at the end. David does indeed hold his fate in his hands, not only
not picking up the phone to warn him, but also offering to help him back on his
feet – an offer Dibble initially rejects, but has second thoughts about.

Practical Exercise: Where do you stand?

26

•

Imagine there is a line spanning the room. Responding to the statement: Only we are
responsible for what happens in our lives.

•

Place yourself on the line, for or against this – or in the middle. Why are you standing where
you are standing?

Practical Exercise: Beliefs
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•

Using a pack of cards, distribute the cards randomly around the group (or in two smaller
groups if necessary) Choose one person to play David.

•

If you get a red card, it means you think Fate controls our lives, and the higher your number
the more you believe this.

•

If you get a black card, it means you think only we control our lives, the higher the number,
the more passionately you think this.

•

David comes to you to ask you whether he should invest in mink – a notoriously delicate
animal, that often dies suddenly, but with high returns from farming.

•

Try and persuade him, according to your card.

section

5

The Man Who Had All The Luck
in performance
Sean Holmes, Director of the Donmar production,
and Abbey Wright, Assistant Director, answer some
questions about the production.

Q What attracts you to Miller’s work, and what
made you decide to do this play in particular?
Sean: I am attracted to the depth, honesty and reality
of Miller’s work. The Man Who Had All The Luck
combines the everyday reality of small town America
– fixing cars, farming – with elements of Greek myth
– Falk’s curse on David, Augie as the Delphic oracle,
moments of prescience and soothsaying for all the
characters, pathetic fallacy and the presence of the Gods.
Q

What have you discovered during rehearsals?

Sean: During rehearsals we have found it really useful
to look at the scenes as consisting of layers of truth, so
that what characters say in each moment is true in that
moment but Miller is continually stripping away that truth,
searching for something deeper and more primal. We
have also found that withholding the climax of the scene
until the very last moment has been a useful note for
the actors – don’t be convinced until you’re convinced or
give up until you give up. We have also found the stage directions in the play to be
fantastically useful.
Abbey: We have also been looking at the action as unfolding through a series of
deals – “the business of America is business” is a quote we’re using a lot and it
has been useful to play some scenes as business negotiations/meetings – as this
sense of the rules of American life being those of business, tough and objective,
has informed a lot of the character relationships.
We are also discovering that it is a play full of questions and which deals with the
uncertain and subjective elements of human life and human fantasy. It is great to
work off these questions without feeling compelled to answer/explain each idea
raised, to treat the play as generative rather than explicative.
Q
What advice would you give to an audience when watching the play,
especially for the first time? What would you like a young audience to take
away from the play?
Sean: I wouldn’t want to prescribe anything to an audience – everyone has their
own reactions to a play and these reactions are valid. It is a young person’s play
and was written by Miller in his early 20s. The play explores the ability to make
your own luck and be in charge of your life which is something that affects young
people, as it affects us all.
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Q
JB is present in virtually every scene in the play, and is far more present
than Pat, David’s father. How have you approached this in the production?
Abbey: In terms of JB’s dominant presence in the play, we have talked a lot about
alternative paternity within the piece and JB is a strong father figure for David –
interestingly, one of the first things we learn about JB is that he can’t have kids,
followed quickly by his decision to set David up with the tractor station – David is
JB’s buffer against not having kids of his own, a surrogate son. Pat is obsessed
with Amos and so doesn’t feature prominently as David’s father. Shory and JB
fight over paternity of David from the start.
Q
The play is described as a fable – and yet it is rooted in American
realism as well. How has this affected the production – perhaps in the
design, sound or staging?
Sean: The staging is naturalistic but each setting is just a little bit strange, with
elements of the fable intruding on the simple sets – a garage and house. There
are elements of the mythic about the car. The presence of the weather around the
edges of the play also contributes to this heightened feel.
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section

6

Practical exercises
The following extracts illustrate three important turning points in David’s life and beliefs.
•

Read each scene aloud, paying attention to the stage directions.

•

What has happened just before and after each scene?

•

Compare the scenes in terms of David’s journey – how have his beliefs changed, what feelings
are associated with each scene?

•

Divide into three groups, and do the exercises associated with each scene.

EXTRACT ONE
GUS AND DAVID, ACT ONE, SCENE TWO
Gus has come to David’s shop for the first time.
(Gus) laughs softly, thankfully. Their hands part. Gus turns a slow full circle looking at the shop. David
watches him like a vision. At last the Austrian faces him again. Quietly:
Gus
How old are you?
David
Goin’ on twenty two.
Gus (indicating the car, the shop... everything) How... how did you know what to do? You studied
somewhere mechanics?
David (with pride and yet uneasiness. The Austrian has grown very tall in his eyes) Oh no – I just
	picked it up kinda. (Wanders near the Marmon as though to hide it) But I guess I got
plenty to learn.
Gus	No, No! The best mechanics is made in this fashion. You must not feel at all... how
shall I say..at a loss.
Pause. They hold each other’s gaze in a moment of understanding. Slowly the Austrian’s eyes turn
toward the Marmon. David, as though relinquishing it, moves aside now, not screening it any longer.
What’s his trouble?
David (still entranced and yet he must laugh as he confesses)
You got me there. I’ve been at it all night...
Gus (sauntering easily to the car) Oh? What he complains of?
David (for a moment he holds back; then the last shred of resentment fades and he bursts out)
She runs with a peculiar kind of a shudder... like a rubbing somewhere inside.
Gus
She misfires?
David 	That’s what’s so funny. She fires on eight and the carburettor’s set right on the
button.
Pause. Gus looks down at the engine. David is bent over watching his face.
Gus:
If you… feel like it, you can start the engine.
David (looks at him in silence) You... you know what it is?
Gus (reaches to him quickly) Look, boy, tell me and I will leave the town, I’ll never come back.
David 	No, no... I want it to be... just the way it ought to be, the way it... happened.
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Extract one: Practical exercises
Try some or all of these approaches to characters and motivations:
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•

Read the scene in pairs, with a third person as a director.

•

Discuss what each character wants. What is the obstacle to what they want?

•

Now give each character a gesture and play the scene without any dialogue – what is the real
truth beneath the scene?

•

Make a list of words that might describe the different feelings that Gus and David are feeling in
the scene.

•

Do the scene again, trying to bring these words to the scene e.g.
DAVID: Angry, shamefaced, confrontational
GUS: Scared, friendly, patronising, business like

•

Touch and tell – what is each character feeling at a given moment when the director claps their
hands? E.g. David is afraid he is going to be found out as a fraud. Falk has just dropped dead,
conveniently. Why has this person turned up and helped him out? Gus is afraid he is going to be
hounded out for being Austrian.

•

Gus is an angel arriving to help David, but, as per Sean Holmes’s direction, David, don’t be
convinced until you are convinced – you don’t trust Gus.

•

What are the turning points in the scene? I.e. where does the action change and a new direction
happen?

•

Play the first part of the scene as a business transaction – see Abbey’s quote in Section 5 that
when they worked in rehearsal, they tried looking at the action as unfolding through a series of
deals.

•

How would this be different for Gus?

•

Play the second part of the scene as a friendship.

EXTRACT TWO:
ACT TWO SCENE TWO
HESTER, DAVID, SHORY AND GUS
Waiting for the outcome for Amos after the game.
David 	I don’t get it, I swear to God I don’t get it. (Strides to the window. He seems about
to burst from the room.)
Shory
Get what?
David 	Everything is so hard for him. (Turns to them suddenly, unable to down his anxiety) I
want to ask you something. All of you, and you too, Hess.
	You know what I can do and what I can’t do, you... you know me. Everything I touch,
why is it? It turns to gold. Everything.
Hester
What’s come over you? Why... ?
David (with extreme urgency) It bothers me, it... (To all). What is it about me? I never... I never lose.
	Since we were kids, I expected Amos to rise and shine. He’s the one, he knows
something, he knows one thing perfect. Why? Is it all luck? Is that what it is?
Gus
Nonsense. You are a good man, David.
David
Aren’t you good?
Gus
Yes, but I..
David
Then why did your shop fail? Why are you working for me now?
(He moves as one in the throes of release)
Gus
They remember the war here, Dave, they don’t like to buy from a foreigner.
David
No, that’s crazy.
Gus
Also, I had a second rate location.
David
Gus, it was better than mine. Every car coming into town had to Pass your place.
And they came to me. Why is that?
Gus
You know an engine, Dave, you..
David 	Including Marmons? (to all) I got fourteen thousand dollars in the bank and as much
again standing on the ground. Amos? Never had a nickel. Not a bloody nickel. Why?
A slight pause
Hester goes to him. Smiles to make him smile, but he does not.
Hester
Why does it bother you? It’s good to be lucky, isn’t it?
David (looks at her a moment) Isn’t it better to feel that what you have came to you because of
	something special you can do? Something, something... inside you? Don’t you have
to know what that thing is?
Hester
Don’t you know?
David
... I don’t, I don’t know.
Shory
And you’ll never know.
David 	Damn it all, if everything drops on you like fruit from a tree, for no reason, why can’t
it break away for no reason? Everything you have... suddenly.
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EXTRACT TWO: Practical exercises
Try some or all of these approaches to characters and motivations:
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•

Read the scene in fours, with a fifth person as a director.

•

Discuss what each character wants. What is the obstacle to what they want?

•

How has David changed from the earlier scene above?

•

Touch and tell – what is each character feeling at a given moment when the director claps their
hands? How does each one feel about what David is saying?

•

Make a list of these words e.g. fear, shame, surprise, reassurance etc.

•

Each actor make a list of all the feelings that their character is feeling in the scene. What
happens if you include the opposite feeling to this as well?

•

Try staging the scene – where is everyone positioned? Try different places for each character –
how does it affect the characters in the scene? How does it look to an audience?

EXTRACT THREE
ACT THREE, SCENE ONE
DAVID, GUS, JB, PAT, SHORY
Waiting for the baby to arrive, Pat and Shory playing cards.
Pat and Shory look up now and listen while playing their hands.
Gus (thinks a moment) Why do you pick on the shop to mortgage? You could get twenty-five hundred
on the gas station, or the quarry, or the farm... (slight pause)
David
I did. I’ve got everything mortgaged. Everything but the shop.
Gus (shocked) David, I can’t believe this!
David (indicates out of the right window) Well, look at them out there. I’ve got a ranch. You didn’t
think I had enough cash to buy that many, did you?
Gus (gets up, trying to shake off his alarm) But, Dave, this is mink. Who knows what can happen to
them? I don’t understand how you can take everything you own and sink it in..
David
Four for one, Gus. If prices stay up, I can make sixty thousand dollars this year.
Gus
But how can you be sure; you can’t.
David
I’m sure.
Gus
But how can you be?
David (more nervously now, wanting to end this tack) I’m sure. Isn’t it possible?
To be sure?
Gus
Yes, but why? (Pause) Why are you sure?
JB (suddenly erupting on the couch). Good god and..! What happened to those radiators you were
	going to put into this house? (He gets up, goes to the fire, frozen) You could hang
meat in this room.
David (to JB)
You’re always hanging meat.
Gus 	I don’t know how to answer you. I have worked very hard in the shop... I... (his
reasonableness breaks) You stand there and don’t seem to realise you’ll be wiped
out if those mink go and now you want more yet!
David
I said they’re not going to die!
JB (to Pat and Shory) Who’s going to die? What’re they talking about?
David
Nothin’. (He looks out of the window. JB watches him, mystified)
Pat
I think Amos would smoke a pipe instead of those cigarettes, if you told him, Shory.
JB
Dave, you want a baby carriage, y’know.
David (half turns)
Heh? Yey, sure.
JB
I figured you forgot to ask me so I ordered a baby carriage for you.
David turns back to the window as..
Matter of fact, it’s in the store (With great enthusiasm) Pearl grey!
Nice soft rubber tyres too… boy, one thing I love to see..
David (turns to him restraining) All right, will you stop talking?
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EXTRACT THREE: Practical exercises
Try some or all of these approaches to characters and motivations:
• Read the scene, with another person as a director.
• Who is on stage? Who speaks and who doesn’t? Why are the other characters there?
• What is not being said?
• How has David’s journey progressed since the first and second extracts?
• Discuss what each character wants. What is the obstacle to what they want?
• What is each character feeling in the scene? How do their feelings change over the scene?
• What are the turning points in the scene, where the story takes a different direction?

Maybe all one can do is hope to end up with the right regrets.
Arthur Miller
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Further reading
Primary sources
The Man Who Had All the Luck by Arthur Miller
Timebends, A Life, by Arthur Miller, 1987 (Miller’s autobiography)

Further reading
Arthur Miller, A Critical Study by Christopher Bigsby (2005)
The Cambridge companion to Arthur Miller, ed Christopher Bigsby (1997)

Appendix
REVIEW OF THE ORIGINAL PRODUCTION, November 24, 1944
By LEWIS NICHOLS
There can be no doubt that as “The Man Who Had All the Luck” contains a certain
amount of merit. There are some good performances and careful staging and one
or two effective moments. The fact that they have not been multiplied is the new
play’s misfortune, for the author and director--Arthur Miller and Joseph Fields--at
least have been trying to do something away from the theater’s usual stencils. But
in the Forrest’s current tenant they have not edited out the confusion of the script
nor its somewhat jumbled philosophies, nor have they kept it from running over
into the ridiculous now and then. “The Man Who Had All the Luck” can be set
down as a play which tried, but which did not come off--through luck or whatever.
The discussion of “The Man Who Had All the Luck” is whether success springs
from fortune or work, from some design plan about which it’s useless to worry, or
from care. Mr. Miller takes as a central character an automobile mechanic. He wins
his wife when her father, who hated him, is killed; he branches out in business
when another mechanic happens along to show him how to fix a car he cannot
repair. He gets a farm, he wants children and has one, he starts a mink farm and
that is successful also. His friends and others all suffer disasters, and he thinks his
luck presently will change, too. That it does not, Mr. Miller concludes finally, is due
to the fact that all the things which seemed to be luck were only just rewards for
work and care.
The confusion of the play lies in the fact that Mr. Miller has been working on all
sides of the argument, setting them forth and not going on to give proof. The man
who had all the luck ends by deserving his success through the care he has taken,
yet his brother, who had taken much more, fails. Luck, or good work, you get your
choice. Added to the fact that the play sometimes is impossible to follow is the
additional one that some of its situations are corny to the extreme. Mr. Miller has
written some good dialogue in spots, but he also has not been innocent of the
obvious. ….
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..Karl Swenson is the man with the luck, and for the most part plays him very well.
Until the end of the drama, when the philosophies begin whirling, he is quiet and
at ease; that he finally whirls, also, probably is not his fault. Herbert Berghof has
the role of a refugee mechanic and friend; he is a sort of mild Jacobowsky who
introduces the philosophy of American freedom--which hasn’t much bearing on
the play. Dudley Sadler is the brother who has spent his life trying to be a bigleague baseball pitcher, Jack Sheehan is excellent as the father, Eugenia Rawls is
the bride. Mr. Fields has directed the play carefully, and such minor roles as that
of Lawrence Fletcher, as a baseball scout, are nicely done. For one of the scenes
Frederick Fox has designed as garage, complete with automobile.
“The Man Who Had All the Luck” lacks either the final care or the luck to make it
a good play. But it has tried, and that is something.
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