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ARTHUR MILLER’S THE PRICE: A DEEP DIVE INTO DUTY, SACRIFICE, AND THE COST OF CHOICE

Among the towering works of twentieth-century American drama, Arthur Miller’s The Price occupies a singular space. While it may not enjoy the
universal  fame of  Death of  a Salesman  or  The Crucible,  this  1968 play offers one of  Miller’s  most personal,  poignant,  and psychologically intricate
examinations of family duty, guilt, and the hidden costs of the paths we choose. For readers and audiences unfamiliar with the work, Arthur Miller’s
The Price remains a treasure trove of emotional depth and thematic richness, a play that asks what we owe our loved ones—and ourselves.
Set in the cluttered attic of a soon-to-be-demolished New York brownstone, the story unfolds over a single afternoon. Two estranged brothers, Victor
and Walter Franz, reunite to sell their deceased father’s furniture, their years of silence and resentment manifesting in a tense negotiation with a
wisecracking, philosophical antique dealer named Gregory Solomon. The “price” of the title operates on multiple levels: the literal price of the
furniture, the emotional price of past sacrifices, and the moral price of the choices that define a life. Through this deceptively simple premise, Miller
crafts a drama that resonates with anyone who has ever wondered “what if” about a pivotal fork in the road.
This article explores the enduring relevance of Arthur Miller’s The Price, dissecting its characters, themes, and the unique place it holds in Miller’s
body of work. We will examine why this play continues to captivate audiences over fifty years after its Broadway debut, and how its meditation on
obligation and self-worth speaks to modern readers.

The Genesis of The Price: Miller’s Personal Reflection
To fully appreciate Arthur Miller’s The Price, it is helpful to understand the context of its creation. Miller wrote the play in the late 1960s, a period
marked by personal and artistic upheaval. He had recently married photographer Inge Morath, ended his marriage to Marilyn Monroe, and seen his
previous play, After the Fall, generate controversy for its autobiographical elements. In many ways, The Price allowed Miller to step back from the
broad societal critiques of his earlier masterworks and focus on the intimate wounds of family.
The play is widely considered Miller’s most autobiographical. The relationship between Victor, the policeman who sacrificed his education to care for
his aging father, and Walter, the successful surgeon who left home to pursue his ambitions, mirrors Miller’s own experience with his brother, Kermit
Miller. Kermit, like Victor, stayed behind to support their struggling family during the Great Depression, while Arthur pursued writing. Miller wrestled
with survivors’ guilt and the question of whether his artistic success came at the cost of his brother’s wellbeing. This raw, personal foundation gives
Arthur Miller’s The Price an authenticity that cuts through any theatrical artifice.

Character Analysis: The Four Pillars of the Drama
The entire play rests on four characters, each representing a distinct response to life’s demands. Miller’s skill lies in making every perspective feel
valid, forcing the audience to confront their own biases.

VICTOR FRANZ: THE RESENTFUL CARETAKER

Victor, a fifty-year-old police officer, is the emotional center of Arthur Miller’s The Price. He gave up his dream of becoming a scientist to support
his father after the 1929 stock market crash. Now, facing retirement and the sale of the family home, Victor is haunted by a simmering anger. He
believes he made the noble choice, yet he feels cheated—not by the world, but by his brother Walter, who offered no help. Victor wears his sacrifice
like a badge of honor,  but the play gradually reveals that his sense of virtue is also a prison. Miller never lets Victor off the hook; we see how his
martyrdom has become a justification for his mediocrity.

WALTER FRANZ: THE GUILTY SUCCESS

Walter, a wealthy surgeon, arrives as the prodigal brother. He is polished, erudite, and full of apologies—but also full of rationalizations. He explains
that he was emotionally unable to help during the Great Depression because he was overwhelmed by his own struggles. Walter’s tragedy is that he
achieved everything Victor gave up, yet he feels empty. He offers to buy the furniture at a higher price, not out of generosity, but out of a desperate
need  to  assuage  his  guilt.  In  Arthur  Miller’s  The  Price,  Walter  is  not  a  villain;  he  is  a  mirror  reflecting  Victor’s  own  failures.  The  brothers’
confrontation  is  less  about  the  past  and  more  about  the  present—two  men  trying  to  justify  the  lives  they  have  led.

ESTHER FRANZ: THE WIFE’S PERSPECTIVE

Victor’s wife, Esther, serves as the audience’s emotional barometer. She has witnessed Victor’s bitterness for thirty years and is exhausted. She
wants the money from the sale to give them a comfortable retirement, but more than that, she wants Victor to confront his anger. Esther understands

that the furniture is a symbol of their stagnant life. In Arthur Miller’s The Price, Esther represents the present moment—the unavoidable reality
that constantly demands we let go of past grievances. Her role is often underappreciated by critics, but she is the voice of reason that pushes the
drama toward its climax.

GREGORY SOLOMON: THE PHILOSOPHER-DEALER

Solomon is the play’s heart and its comic relief. An eighty-nine-year-old antiques dealer who has seen everything, Solomon appraises not only the
furniture but also the brothers’ lives. His Jewish humor and worldly wisdom provide a counterpoint to the brothers’ rigid moralism. He offers a simple
truth: the “price” of anything—a chair, a memory, a life—is ultimately arbitrary. What matters is whether you can live with the choice you make.
Solomon’s final, poignant assessment of the furniture’s value becomes a metaphor for the negotiations we all make with our past.

Major Themes in The Price
Arthur Miller’s  The Price  is  a  dense tapestry  of  themes,  each woven through the characters’  interactions.  Below are  the  most  significant  ones,
explored in depth.

Sacrifice and Self-Deception: Both Victor and Walter believe they made sacrifices. Victor sacrificed his career; Walter sacrificed his
emotional life. The play suggests that we often use sacrifice as a story we tell ourselves to avoid examining our true motivations.
The Illusion of Duty: Victor stayed with his father because he felt it was his duty. But was duty a genuine moral obligation, or was it an
excuse to avoid the risks of ambition? Miller prompts us to question the very nature of family duty.
The Subjectivity of Value: The central conflict of the play is the disagreement over what the furniture is worth. Solomon offers a low price;
Walter offers a higher one. But the real argument is about the value of the past. How much is a memory worth? How much is a life of regret
worth?
Memory and Resentment: Victor and Walter have drastically different memories of their father. Victor remembers a man who was weak and
dependent; Walter remembers a man who was selfish and manipulative. Arthur Miller’s The Price shows how memory is not objective—it is
shaped by our need to justify our own decisions.
The Cost of Modernity: The brownstone is being demolished to make way for a new development. This reflects the post-war American
landscape, where the old world—family, tradition, duty—is being replaced by individualism and progress. Miller mourns this loss while
acknowledging its inevitability.

Why The Price Remains Relevant Today
In an age of economic uncertainty, shifting family structures, and an ever-present dialogue around work-life balance, Arthur Miller’s The Price
speaks to contemporary audiences with renewed urgency. Consider the following connections:

The Sandwich Generation: Victor’s dilemma of caring for a parent while sacrificing his own potential is a lived experience for millions of1.
people today who find themselves sandwiched between raising children and supporting aging parents.
Career vs. Calling: Walter’s success is hollow because he denied his emotional needs. Modern professionals often wrestle with the same2.
tension between external achievement and internal fulfillment.
Sibling Rivalry and Economic Inequality: The brothers’ conflict mirrors real-world family dynamics where one sibling “makes it” and3.
another feels left behind. The play examines how money and class can drive a wedge between those who once loved each other.
Therapeutic Culture: Both Victor and Walter would benefit from therapy—a modern audience recognizes their defense mechanisms. The play4.
prefigures the contemporary focus on emotional self-awareness and breaking cycles of blame.

Staging and Symbolism: The Attic as a World
Miller’s stage directions for Arthur Miller’s The Price are famously meticulous. The attic is piled high with furniture: a harp, a massive armoire, a
broken organ, a jumble of chairs and tables. This clutter represents the weight of the past—the undigested experiences that prevent the characters
from moving forward. The fact that the attic is being torn down underscores the urgency of the confrontation. Miller uses the physical space to mirror
psychological states; as the characters move through the furniture, they are literally navigating their memories.
The harp, in particular, is a powerful symbol. It was the mother’s instrument, a reminder of beauty and loss. It also represents the father’s secret: he
could have sold it for much-needed money but refused, a small act of defiance that alters how Victor perceives his father’s character. The revelation
of this secret near the end of the play is a masterclass in dramatic structure, forcing both Victor and the audience to re-evaluate everything we
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assumed.

Critical Reception and Legacy
When The Price premiered on Broadway in 1968, it was met with strong reviews, though some critics felt it was more conventional than Miller’s earlier
work. Harold Clurman praised its “poetic realism,” while others found the Solomon character too theatrical. Over time, however, the play has gained
stature. It is now considered a masterpiece of modern drama, frequently revived on stage around the world. Notable productions include a 1968
Broadway run with Pat Hingle as Victor, a 1999 Off-Broadway revival with Jeffrey DeMunn, and a 2018 London production starring David Suchet as
Solomon.
In academic circles, Arthur Miller’s The Price is studied for its nuanced treatment of moral relativism. Miller himself considered it one of his most
successful plays in terms of structure and dialogue. It represents a departure from the more explicitly political themes of his earlier work, yet it is no
less incisive in its critique of American values. The play’s enduring power lies in its refusal to offer easy answers. The brothers do not reconcile in a

neat, forgiving embrace. Instead, they part with a painful understanding that neither of their choices was wrong—but neither was fully right.

Conclusion: What Is the Price You Will Pay?
Arthur Miller’s The Price is a quiet masterpiece—a play that demands more of its audience than mere attention. It asks us to sit with discomfort, to
recognize ourselves in both Victor’s bitterness and Walter’s guilt. It reminds us that every choice carries a cost, and that we cannot always calculate
that cost in advance. The furniture in the attic is finally sold, but the real price—the emotional debt between the brothers—remains unpaid. In the
end, Miller leaves us with a question that lingers long after the curtain falls: What price have you paid for the life you live, and was it worth it?
Whether you are a student of drama, a fan of Miller’s work, or someone simply looking for a story that probes the human condition, The Price is a play
that  rewards  deep  reflection.  It  is  a  testament  to  Miller’s  genius  that  an  argument  over  used  furniture  can  become  a  universal  exploration  of
responsibility, regret, and the search for meaning. As Gregory Solomon says, “One man’s junk is another man’s treasure”—but as Miller shows us, the
treasures we inherit are often heavy with the weight of the past.


