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UNPACKING THE COST OF CONCESSION: THE ENDURING POWER OF THE PRICE BY
ARTHUR MILLER

Arthur Miller, a titan of 20th-century theatre, is rightly celebrated for masterpieces like Death of a
Salesman and The Crucible. These plays dissect the American Dream and social responsibility with
surgical precision. Yet, nestled within his impressive canon is a quieter, more intimate masterpiece
that often escapes the spotlight: The Price (1968). While it may lack the immediate, explosive
tragedy of Willy Loman’s fall, The Price Arthur Miller crafted is a deeply resonant, philosophical
drama about the hidden tolls we pay for the choices we make. It is a play that asks a deceptively
simple question: what is the true cost of the life you chose?

Written during a period of immense social upheaval in the late 1960s, The Price is a departure from
the sprawling, public morality plays of Miller’s earlier career. It is a contained, four-character
chamber piece, set entirely in the dusty attic of a soon-to-be-demolished New York brownstone. This
attic, cluttered with the furniture of a lifetime, becomes a psychological battleground. It is not a
battle of fists or dramatic accusations, but a war of quiet resentments, unspoken debts, and the
fragile narratives we construct to justify our lives. For any student of drama, literature, or human
nature, The Price Arthur Miller offers is a profound study in psychology and consequence, making it
one of his most underappreciated yet essential works.

A SYNOPTIC GLIMPSE INTO THE ATTIC: THE PLOT OF THE PRICE

The play opens with Victor Franz, a middle-aged police sergeant, waiting in his deceased father’s
cluttered attic for Gregory Solomon, a 89-year-old furniture appraiser. Victor is about to sell the
accumulated belongings of a lifetime so he can get a small share of the money to help his wife,
Esther. The attic is a tomb of memories, filled with a harp, a worn-out walnut concert hall, and
heavy, ornate furniture from a bygone era. Victor’'s wait is compounded by the tension of an
expected visitor: his brother, Walter, a successful and wealthy surgeon.

The brothers have been estranged for sixteen years. Victor’s narrative is one of noble sacrifice: he
gave up his chance at a science scholarship to care for his financially ruined father during the Great
Depression. Walter, he believes, abandoned the family, offering only token financial support while he
pursued his lucrative career. As Solomon, the ancient appraiser, arrives, he begins to pick through
the furniture, assigning it not just a monetary value, but a symbolic one. The negotiation over the
price of the furniture becomes a metaphor for the price of their past.

The arrival of Walter ignites the central conflict. The brothers are forced to confront their shared
history, and the fragile stories they have clung to for decades begin to crack. Walter reveals a truth
that shakes Victor’s entire worldview: their father was not the helpless victim of poverty that Victor
remembers. He had money. He hid it. The sacrifice was real, but the reason for it—the father’s need
for care—was a lie built on his own fear and pride. The play does not end with a tidy resolution.
Instead, the brothers are left to sit in the rubble of their shared past, forced to calculate the real
price of duty, ambition, and forgiveness.

DECIPHERING THE CORE THEMES: WHAT IS THE PRICE?

To understand The Price Arthur Miller wrote, one must look beyond the furniture and engage with its
profound thematic layers. The "price" in the title is a multi-faceted concept, operating on several
levels simultaneously.

The Price of Sacrifice and Its Covert
Rewards

One of the play’s most brilliant insights is its exploration of the ego within sacrifice. Victor has built
his entire identity around being the good son, the martyr who gave up everything for his father. He
wears his resentment like a badge of honor. Miller suggests that sacrifice is not always a pure,
selfless act. It often carries an unspoken psychological dividend: moral superiority. Victor’s sacrifice
gave him a reason for his mediocrity. It was easier to be the victim of circumstance than to risk
failure in the wider world. The price of his virtuous sacrifice was the very ambition he claimed to
have given up. He needed his brother to be the villain to validate his own life. This is the crux of the
psychological price Victor pays.

lllusion vs. Reality: The Lie of the Good
Father

The entire foundation of Victor’s life is shaken when he learns the truth about his father. The play
questions the nature of memory. Was the father a pathetic, broken man who needed his son, or was
he a manipulative tyrant who used guilt to keep Victor close? Miller masterfully avoids a simple

answer. The father is never seen, only remembered. The play suggests that both brothers are
trapped not by their father’s actions, but by their own interpretations of them. Victor needed to
believe in the broken father to justify his choices. Walter needed to believe in the cold, selfish father
to justify his abandonment. The final price they pay is the loss of these comfortable, yet damaging,
illusions.

The Price of Success and Its Moral Cost

Walter is not painted as a simple villain. He is a man haunted by his own emptiness. He has
immense wealth but confesses a hollow success. He has paid a different price: his humanity. He
performed a delicate surgery that saved a life but left his patient a "vegetable," a living reminder of
his own moral compromise. Walter’s financial success came at the price of familial bonds and
personal integrity. He offers Victor a future, a job, and a way out of his financial struggles, but Victor
sees it as a bribe to assuage Walter’s guilt. The play brilliantly balances Walter’s genuine remorse
against Victor’s self-righteous anger, leaving the audience to judge who has paid the higher price.

Immortality and Letting Go: The Role of
Gregory Solomon

Gregory Solomon is not merely a comic relief. As the oldest character in any Miller play, he is a
symbol of time, experience, and the art of letting go. He has outlived his own life, his wives, and his
children. He tells Victor and Esther that the secret to a long life is to "be interested." The furniture,
for Solomon, is not a sacred relic of the past; it is just wood and fabric. He assigns a "price" based on
its real-world value, not its sentimental weight. He represents the ability to move on. While the Franz
brothers are paralyzed by their history, Solomon makes peace with it. He is the only character who
is truly free. His final act of buying the lot for a laughably low price is an act of closure, a final,
pragmatic exorcism of the past.

CHARACTER ARCHITECTURE: THE FOUR PILLARS OF CONFLICT

The strength of The Price Arthur Miller created lies in its flawless character construction. Every
character is a necessary force, pulling the narrative in a different direction.

e Victor Franz: The protagonist, trapped in amber. He is a police sergeant, a man of order and
routine. His language is simple, his anger deeply buried. He is the embodiment of the "little
man" who feels cheated by fate. His journey is from self-pity to a terrifying glimpse of his own
complicity in his fate.

e Esther Franz: Victor's wife, a woman drowning in alcoholism and despair. She is the play’s
emotional barometer, sensing the truth before the men are willing to speak it. She longs for a
life of connection and meaning, which Victor can no longer provide. She forces the
confrontation, acting as the catalyst for the truth to emerge.

e Walter Franz: The successful surgeon, a man of science and logic. He is articulate,
persuasive, and deeply guilty. He represents the possibilities Victor rejected. He is not evil; he
is @ man who, in his own way, has also been crushed by the weight of his choices. His
confession is the play’s emotional climax.

* Gregory Solomon: The 89-year-old appraiser, a Jewish immigrant who has seen it all. He is a
philosopher, a comedian, and a pragmatist. He brings a cosmic perspective to the petty
squabbles of the brothers. His age allows him to see the furniture—and their lives—as
temporary. He is the only one who can put a final "price" on the past and walk away.

HISTORICAL AND LITERARY CONTEXT: THE PLAY IN THE ARC OF MILLER’S LIFE

To fully appreciate The Price, it is helpful to consider where it falls in Miller's own journey. Written in
1968, the play premiered on Broadway at a time of immense social turmoil—the Vietham War, the
assassinations of Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert F. Kennedy, and the rise of the counterculture.
Yet, Miller deliberately chose to write a domestic, intimate play.

Miller was often criticized for moving away from the epic, social-realist style of his earlier work.
However, The Price can be seen as his most personal play. Miller himself had a complicated
relationship with his brother, Kermit, a less successful individual. The dynamic of the successful
artist versus the overlooked brother was a deeply personal wellspring for Miller. Furthermore,
Miller's own brief marriage to Marilyn Monroe and his subsequent marriage to photographer Inge
Morath had reframed his views on private life, guilt, and the price of fame. The play is a reflection of
a man in his fifties, looking back at the compromises and debts of a lifetime. It is a mature work, less
concerned with society’s ills than with the individual’s internal accounting.

COMPARING THE PRICE TO OTHER MILLER MASTERPIECES

While Death of a Salesman is about the illusion of the American Dream, The Price is about the cost
of that illusion. Willy Loman is destroyed by his dreams; Victor Franz is destroyed by his lack of
them. Here is a simple comparison:
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