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A. R. Ammons and Arthur Miller: Unexpected Metaphysical Connections

Many Arthur Miller scholars concentrate on his recurrent concern with post-

Depression and post-World War II cultural, sociological, and economic issues that beset the protagonists of his dramas; the Willy Lomans and Eddie Carbones of Miller’s plays are archetypal American characters whose psyches and souls encounter harsh patterns and components of the faltering American Dream.  Even some of Miller’s later characters (Lyman Felt and John Frick) wrestle with matters that initially appear to be personally, socially, and culturally motivated, but, ultimately, those concerns force the characters to confront metaphysical and sometimes even cosmological questions: the nature of the universe in which the social and familial individual is placed, the disposition that occurs as the isolated social individual confronts the particulars of physical reality and nature, and the connections between the sensible world and individual sensibility.  Archibald Randolph Ammons, in his book of poetry entitled Brink Road: Poems, published in 1996 just five years before his death in 2001, considers in several of the included poems in the volume the same metaphysical issues that appear so noticeably in Miller’s works.  As Goldwin Smith Professor of Poetry at Cornell University for many years, Ammons assuredly read and savored the works of Miller.  Interestingly, the personae and protagonists (sometimes antagonists) in Ammon’s poems in Brink Road are in the process of challenging the same metaphysical forces that plague individuals in Miller’s plays.  

In his essays and interviews, Ammons admits that Samuel Taylor Coleridge and Wallace Stevens profoundly influenced his modes of poetic expression as well as his metaphysical theories concerning the stance of the protagonist/antagonist character as 
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dramatic persona versus the inscrutable universe that sprawls before that persona.  In the same way that Miller acknowledges his indebtedness to Ibsen whose dramatic personae grapple with forces that are initially psychological and sociological and that eventually develop into metaphysical challenges, Ammons discloses his association in his poetry with Ibsen-like characters similar to those found in Coleridge and Stevens (e.g., The Ancient Mariner and Crispin), individuals that discern that specific behavior and logic do not explain nor mitigate the essential contradictoriness of the real world.  In his essay “A Poem is a Walk” from Set in Motion, Ammons echoes Coleridge’s Biographia Literaria in his assertion that, although the poetic persona often encounters the antithesis of logic in the world, poetry “can create a vehicle, at once concrete and universal…that is capable of …bringing us the experience of a ‘real’ world that is also a reconciled, a unified real world” (13).  The very process of the protagonist moving toward awareness of the real world and the potential reconciliation with that world emerge consistently in both Miller’s plays and Ammons’ poems.  Ammons acknowledges that poems offer “representative models of behavior” (Set in Motion, “Poetry is Action” 33) that assist the individual in discovering the place of the isolated psyche in the universe, much in the same way that Miller in “The Nature of Tragedy” in Theater Essays discusses the ways in which the tragedy of the individual leads to knowledge of one’s place in both society and the cosmos (9).  In an interview with William Walsh in 1989, Ammons concedes that his poetry often portrays a persona in solitude because of the essential “element of loneliness in each person” (Set in Motion 65).  Miller scholars recognize the recurrent loneliness of his characters (Willy Loman, Eddie Carbone, Patricia Hamilton, John Proctor), all placed 
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in a confrontation with cosmological and sociological influences that exacerbate that sense of isolation.  

Just as Willy Loman, in wrestling with his guilt and in his sense of separation from his family, demolishes the “boundaries between now and then,” as Miller aptly describes in his Introduction to the Collected Plays (139), so do Ammons’ personae, in their sense of disconnection from “other,” find themselves in metaphysical realms where past and present, reality and fantasy, sensory perception and imaginative meanderings, all conjoin to form a portrait of a dramatic poetic character that is similar to many of Miller’s classical characters.  Miller discusses in Timebends how Willy’s conflicted state of mind, his vacillation between past and present, is both lyrical and dramatic (188); Ammons represents in his poetic personae the verse embodiment and counterpart of Willy’s isolated psychical lyricism.  Similarly, as the Franz bothers in The Price depart each other trapped within the perpetuation of their illusions about cause and blame (Timebends 542), their sense of isolation resounds like a lyrical elegy that echoes the metaphysical laments of many of Ammons’ personae.


In his analysis of Focus and other Miller works, Stephen Wade emphasizes how Miller “repeatedly creates a macrocosm and a microcosm which interact creatively” and how “Miller’s drama is in its most directly communicative form when the philosophical dimension is lucidly present” (97).  Often in a Miller play, the microcosmic psyche of the protagonist discovers itself almost floating rootlessly and confusedly within the corridors of a macrocosmic construct that defies and eludes definition or categorization.  John Proctor in his battle against the seemingly confining but ultimately massive walls of 
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Puritanism, Willy Loman “boxed” behind the tenements of the city whose buildings both restrict and beckon, the characters in The Archbishop’s Ceiling who recognize in their entrapment the presence of “other” outside their room—all these characters are much like Crispin in Wallace Stevens’ “The Comedian as the Letter C,” making their ways along the parameters of a supposedly definitive path while metaphysical incongruities and philosophical inscrutabilities surround them in their journeys.  In “Suspended in Time” from Echoes Down the Corridor, Miller equates a play with a poet’s bridge, an imaginative connector that seeks a reality removed from “the anti-poetic sludge of the threatening commercial civilization” (187).  Here Miller himself recognizes the role of drama to depict a portrait of reality that transcends the commercial real while that drama simultaneously reflects and includes elements of realism; Miller’s accomplishment is his consistent ability to use the expressive and poetic to discover that metaphysical sphere suspended between a culturally valid reality and a potential cosmological “other.”  Christopher Bigsby expresses this tendency in Miller to combine the real and the metaphysical: “In creating Death of a Salesman Miller deliberately reached for a style that would accommodate his sense of the concurrence of experience, that would express his conviction that while past and present are causally connected …they are also co-existent realities informing and deforming one another” (83).  What Miller accomplishes with Willy, John Proctor, Eddie Carbone, and the Franz brothers is similar to what Ammons allows his poetic personae to achieve—a sense of the relationship between past and present, a consciousness of the elusiveness and indefinability of both realistic and metaphysical experience, and the capacity to comprehend that such mutually exclusive 
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realities both “inform and deform” experience.  The Last Yankee is another example of how Miller’s characters are locked within the informing and deforming nature of experience; John Frick and Leroy Hamilton are, for most of the duration of the play, as removed from the essential truths of their wives’ experiences as is the catatonic patient that remains silent throughout the play; Terry Otten infers about The Last Yankee that “Miller deduces in the pattern of existence that the conclusion is that the conclusion cannot be written” (228).  Inconclusiveness appears often as a trait in the behavior of an Ammons protagonist who is often wedged loosely between, as Otten has described the behavior of Victor and Walter Franz, illusion and absurdity (154-6).  Such a persona, whose gait is grounded in the sensible world and whose choices vacillate between the unreal and the absurd concrete, is portrayed in a type of poetry that Jerome Mazzaro characterizes as seeking “a kind of cosmic ingestion or embracing” (40), verse that depicts the human journeyer suspended between the inescapable earth beneath the feet and the almost substantial metaphysical reality that lies just beyond the outstretched embrace.

One of the first pieces in Brink Road is a brief poem entitled “Sparklings” in which Ammons describes the machinations of the mind in its movement from the concrete to the subjective; that mind “is not / content to vanish / extinguished, into the /
resolutions of nothingness” (7).  Such resoluteness and determination are echoes of the apprehensions of the typical Miller character (e.g., Willy, Proctor, John Frick, Eddie Carbone) who are wrestling with social and economic realities but who ultimately pursue the insubstantial realm beyond the sensible world—the parameters of success (Willy and 
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Frick), the sanctity of a name (Proctor), the innocence of virginity (Eddie).  Ammons’ “Regards Regardless” (16) expresses the concerns of the quintessential Miller character: “We had something to do for a moment / with the eternity of things, we made / contact…/ look, there goes eternity, still astir…/ well, it was enough, even if nothing / came of it, no, it was something even / if it becomes nothing.”  In these lines, Ammons represents the persona poised between perception and effect, between rumination and regret, and, finally, between actual experience and the loss of that experience within the perpetuity of all that is metaphysically distant from the concreteness of the particular occurrence.  Such suspension between opposites illustrates the often recurring plight of a Miller character—vacillating between actuality and possibility.  The same enigma of the individual roaming both deliberately and aimlessly between the actual and the possible occurs in “The Time Rate of Change” (17) in which the subjective nature of experience forces the persona to gaze outside the concrete reality of existence to the untouchable and irretrievable:  “You mosey around, idling here and / there for years / unaware that a waiting is hanging / out for you, and then one day / you feel a light hindrance…/ and some / years later, perhaps, another / and then one day you / trip and catch in an entanglement like / direction, but the direction is / rope-loose and you don’t mind that / much: more years and a fine halter / of dense constraints bites in …/ you begin to look back and also / and with equal alarm, forward.”  The poem depicts more than the inexorable certainty of routine, bland, existential movement; it represents the persona’s recognition and acceptance of the mundane exigencies of daily life through a willing surrender to both the concrete and to untouchable but nevertheless existent cosmological certainty.  Chris Bigsby discusses a 
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similar enigma in his explanation of the concept of metaphysical distance in The Last Yankee; John Frick defines the passage of his life in terms of time and money while Leroy Hamilton characterizes his life in its relation to time and the things he builds (119).  Both men depend upon cosmological notions to classify the essentials of their professions and their lives.  Indeed, both men are doing exactly what the persona in “The Time Rate of Change” is accomplishing—losing themselves within the insubstantial and subjective metaphysical emanations that comprise both the entity of money and the concept of building.

Ammons’ poem “Showups” (34) depicts the repetitive and cyclical behavior so characteristic of many of Miller’s protagonists; Willy, John Frick, Leroy Hamilton, Lyman Felt, and even John Proctor are almost manipulated by self-imposed behavioral patterns that do not change, despite the apparent inefficacy of those patterns.  The poem adeptly depicts this kind of individual restrained by a recurrent sense of self:



Never to be the fool, I always play the fool, but



ready to be an even greater fool, sometimes



fail the role…



the sobriety of headhung



humiliation when the heart offers itself up 



to sacrifice…



then I, fool’s fool…



test technique again beyond easy willing



failure…. the fool’s 
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fool dies and the play reopens, grief-wrenched



hair fabulous and startled, pants over-heisted,



face jacked up a millimeter or so above true.

The reader of this poem gets the impression that both internal and external forces are acting as catalysts for this persistent behavior of the persona, but the nature and composition of these forces are not adequately defined, most probably because the subjective and the metaphysical causes of behavior, the propensity to “play the fool” as Ammons states, are not readily graspable.  Similarly, the behavior of many of Miller’s protagonists cannot be easily explained in terms of merely social or cultural issues (the Depression, McCarthyism, the American Dream), but that behavior encompasses indefinable parameters that transcend simple classification.  Just as Miller often places his protagonists in a realm suspended between an undesirable and sometimes terrifying concrete reality and a metaphysical plane of distant and unreachable possibilities, Ammons positions his personae in similar situations so that their behavior, vacillating between the real and the distant, defies categorization.  In “Collapsed Structures” (71), Ammons portrays this vacillation of his personae, this indecisiveness in the throes of choice between the inherent terror of the social and concrete world and the inscrutability of the unmade choices and failed relationships that beckon from an almost metaphysical plane of impossibility and frustration.  Ammons writes: “Terror when it goes leaves lifelessness’s big hole / one does not wish it back …/ but how great the vacancy…/ the first scorch of nothingness, oh, then / emptiness’s own terror becomes another guest.”  In these few verses, Ammons imparts the contradictory particulars of the plight of a number 
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of Miller’s characters—the suspension of the psyche between the terror of the real world and the impossibility of the potential.  Willy Loman, John Proctor, John Frick, Victor Franz all discover themselves in such a situation, in a position where the concrete world is terrifying and where the alternative is simultaneously possible and unfeasible.  
The protagonist in a Miller play and an Ammons poem is often seeking a conciliatory position between the terror of the real world and the indecisiveness of the possible; Ammons’ address to nature in “The Crystal Tree” depicts the fragility of that position: “May we tinker with nature, define & / adopt, adjust her procedures, till / we can make a nature / that unwinds us at least from / the coils of nature” (93).  The details of that nature frequently elude Miller’s and Ammons’ protagonists so that, ultimately, the characters encounter an experience aptly illustrated in Ammons’ “The Incomplete Life” (183): “At the extreme / tip of / the future is / death, of course / and short / of that something not / much like life…/ beyond words / just words / just beyond words.”  Miller’s drama is exactly such a depiction of the incompleteness of characters poised between the real and the possible, between the actual and the metaphysical; within and beyond the very words of Miller’s Willy Lomans and Ammons’ personae lies the indefinable and untouchable realm where the concrete and the cosmological nearly intersect.

Willy’s action of planting within the confines of his diminutive backyard is his attempt to bridge the gap between the tangible and the distant.  Biff and Linda stand in the Loman kitchen and watch Willy’s seemingly illogical action, but their stance in that kitchen shields them from Willy’s perceptive gaze at the sky above the tenements; he can find no answer to his dilemma in the cosmos above, so he resorts to seeking his answer in 
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the concreteness of the soil.  Neither will offer him final solace.  In John Proctor’s final wish to maintain his name, he prevails as a man who is seeking the particulars of the actual among the tangled web of the metaphysics of the Puritanism that has placed him on that scaffold.  Both men find themselves in a place where many of Miller’s protagonists and Ammons’ personae eventually are situated—in the realm between the concrete world of society and the senses and a metaphysical territory that eludes both cogent definition and irrefutable supposition.
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