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Reconnecting and Reasserting the Self: 
The Art of Compromise in Arthur 

Millers The Last Yankee 
SUSAN C. W. ABBOTSON 

Best known for Death of a Salesman (1949) and The Crucible 
(1953), Arthur Miller has, in fact, written more than two dozen 

plays, and he is still going strong with his 1998 Mr. Peters' Con- 
nections. Although Miller has made a point of not simply rewrit- 

ing Salesman, this seminal play does contain the blueprint of 
what makes Miller so interesting as a playwright: his predilec- 
tion for stylistic experimentation, his engaging characters, and 
his evident, deep concern for people and their social and personal 
responsibilities. Including Salesman, and many notable plays 
since, such as View From a Bridge (1956), After the Fall (1964), 
The Price (1968), The American Clock (1980), and The Ride Down 
Mt. Morgan (1991), Miller seeks to explode what he sees as the 
false myths of American society (materialism, complete happi- 
ness, and the easy life) and tries to lead people towards a truer 
American spirit which he sees evidenced in the Constitution and 
Bill of Rights (a kind of humanistic democracy which advocates 
the old Protestant work ethic, accepts the contingencies of life, 
and allows people to set themselves realistic goals). 

Writing about Miller's earlier works, from The Man Who Had 
All the Luck (1944) to The Creation of the World and Other Business 

(1972), Bhaskara Panikkar points out Miller's evident belief that, 
"If the individual embraces the social myth without knowledge 
of its false faces and false values he is allowing his independent 
will to be dictated by outside forces. He then loses his self and 
his identity. The result is social victimization and consequent 
unhappiness. But if he exerts his will and acquires awareness, he 
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may remain moral and can escape the perils of society" (11). This 
is certainly true of David Beeves (Man Who Had all the Luck), the 
Lomans (Salesman), the Proctors (The Crucible), the Kellers (All 
My Sons), Eddie Carbone (Viewfrom the Bridge), Quentin (After 
the Fall), and the Franz brothers (The Price). This also applies to 
later Miller characters not covered in Panikkar's study, such as 
the Baums (The American Clock), Lyman Felt (The Ride Down 
Mt. Morgan), and all of the characters we meet in The Last Yan- 
kee. This central message behind many of Miller's earlier plays 
underlines concerns which appear to have become even more ur- 
gent by the 1990s, as illustrated in the two-act version of The 
Last Yankee (1993). 

Yankee begins with the meeting of Leroy Hamilton, a freelance 
carpenter and descendent of Alexander Hamilton, and John Frick, 
a conservative businessman, in the visiting room of the state mental 
hospital. Both have wives who are currently staying in this estab- 
lishment, and as they make small talk, we discover that this ap- 
pears to be about the only thing they have in common. Next we 
meet the wives and discover that their mental problems are closely 
tied to their marriages. Patricia Hamilton seems well on the road 
to recovery as she is beginning to realize that she must tone down 
her high expectations of life, but Karen Frick still suffers from a 
crippling lack of self-esteem. As the two couples interact we see 
Patricia and Leroy reach a compromise that will allow Patricia to 
go home, but the Fricks remain unable to communicate with each 
other, and Karen shows little sign of recovery. 

While Miller seeks to accept the role of the past and of his- 
tory in his characters' lives, he wishes this to be based on an un- 
derstanding that such a past may contain false myths which should 
be set aside rather than adhered to. Myths of success, the possi- 
bility of an easy life, the perfectibility of life and the attainment 
of complete happiness-these are all deceptive goals and can be 
destructive. As Miller explains to Christopher Bigsby, many 
Americans, such as the characters in Yankee, become so obsessed 
with bogus goals of success that they allow them to take over 
their lives: "We live in fear of falling, fear of losing status" (Com- 
panion 174). Sheridan Morley describes Yankee as taking "the 
pulse of an America no longer in the best of spiritual or emo- 
tional health" (n.p.). In order to do this Miller needs to consider 
the place of the past in America's present and future. On one 
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level, as Irving Wardle indicates, the play asks: "How would 
America's founding fathers respond if they could see what pos- 
terity has done to their earthly paradise" (19). 

Leroy is linked by birth to that great American forefather, 
Alexander Hamilton. Through this connection we see Leroy as a 

representative of the historical concept of being "American" as 
outlined by the Constitution, which was reputedly co-written 

by Hamilton. Leroy is tied to the spirit of Hamilton, but 
Hamilton is a highly ambivalent figure considering the details 

surrounding his short life. Hamilton's association with the writ- 

ing of the Constitution would seem to set him on the side of 
individual rights and freedom, but he was also a keen Federalist, 
who advocated protective tariffs and a strong central government 
in preference to allowing the states their own autonomy. As the 

key finance figure in the country-he was the first Secretary of 
the Treasury-we can also see him associated with the partially 
destructive, materialistic aspects of American thought. A man 
who evidently held the seeds of his own destruction, he died in 
his late forties in a duel with Aaron Burr. Leroy is about the 
same age that Alexander Hamilton was when he fought his duel 
with Burr. 

Leroy is actively and sincerely engaged in rebuilding the past, 
as he lovingly recreates an old-style church altar. He does a lot of 
renovation work; indeed, that is his current job. His family con- 
nection to Hamilton shows him connected to the past-although 
this is a connection of which Leroy is wary. His philosophy re- 

garding American competitiveness, "We're really all on a one- 

person line" (42), suggests that competition is largely unneces- 

sary. Competition can be destructive and divisive rather than al- 

lowing connection. To recognize each person's individuality makes 

competition meaningless, which would take a lot of the pressure 
off people's lives. Miller sees competitiveness as largely unneces- 

sary and potentially destructive-it outright forces some people 
to be losers. We are all individuals in society and do not need to 

compete for that status. Freeing ourselves of competition, the way 
Leroy does, can free us of harmful self-comparisons. Leroy's banjo 
allows him to take the pressure off his life. When things got too 
bad with his wife, he would go off to play his banjo. He likes the 

banjo for its clean, uncluttered sound. This is his solution for 
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how to live life as a whole, without clutter or unnecessary com- 
petition. But is this a realistic expectation? 

It is not just that these characters must learn to accept their 
individual and social identities, but they must recognize the un- 
deniable connection between the two, which serves to give each 
an aspect of meaning. As Bigsby explains, "The task of the char- 
acters in The Last Yankee is not merely to sit across the table from 
one another but also to acknowledge the inadequacy of those words 
which can only divide and those values and myths which can 
only demean" (Companion 177). The concept of perspective al- 
lows us to be more tolerant and so learn to accept the possibility 
of individualism within the social group, and it will help us avoid 
the ego-trap Frick cannot escape. Perspective colors our view of 
both others and ourselves, and to acknowledge that such a thing 
as perspective exists is the first step toward acknowledging the 
existence and viability of difference. It encourages empathy, tol- 
erance, and our ability to look beyond the self. 

Faith is intrinsic to survival in this world. In terms of faith we 
learn that Patricia has quite literally been in search of one she 
finds satisfying.' She declares that "the church I'd love hasn't 
been invented yet" (23). She began as a Lutheran, switched to 
Methodism, but most recently has been attending a Baptist 
church. The lessons she's learned from her husband, "the soul 
belongs to God, we're not supposed to be stuffing Valium in His 
mouth" (25), seem redolent of Jewish philosophy, but she de- 
scribes him as Episcopalian. Is it the sheer variety of possibilities 
she finds so unsatisfactory? How can any one be right when there 
are so many options? But it could equally suggest a commonality 
between them all, each being grounded in ethical monotheism; 
after all, Leroy will "go to any church if it's raining" (25), and 
refuses to discriminate. 

To view the play as a description of two failed marriages is too 
simplistic, for, as Sarah Hemming suggests, it is more than their 
marriages which causes these women's breakdown: "There are 
many strands to this sense of failure, and Miller unpicks them 
with painful honesty" (14). Bernard Nightingale correctly points 
out that the play's keyword is "disappointed": "All four charac- 
ters are disappointed with themselves, their lot and their part- 
ners; and, Miller suggests, their disappointment is particularly 
acute because their all-American expectations are so high. And 
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yet the effect is not dispiriting," partly due to Karen being en- 

couraged by Patricia to indulge in "that bizarre symbol of American 
resilience, tap-dancing" (n.p.). David Patrick Stearns is also close 
to the truth when he suggests that the play is "about learning to 
live with disappointment-a timely sentiment as the American 
Dream seems temporarily shattered" (29). 

Karen's identity and life have drained away because of her re- 

lationship with her husband. Her thinness emphasizes the ema- 
ciation of her whole life. There is a suggestion that she may have 
tried the ultimate self-effacement, and attempted suicide in Ar- 
kansas. She has allowed this to happen by denying herself an 

identity. She would talk to her husband only about his interests 
in "real estate, stock market" (Yankee 13), never asserting her own. 
He is unable to sustain any link of communication between them 
as he has allowed their whole marriage to be a one-way commu- 
nication. Now Karen has broken down; he does not know how to 

help her. He is unable to put himself in her shoes, as he has never 
taken the time to discover anything about her; he has been so 

wrapped up in himself. As Nightingale suggests, "She has no 

children, no function, no confidence, and a great garrulous blob 
where a husband should be." Nightingale goes on to insist that 
"Miller's old enemy, American materialism, is largely responsible 
for her despair" (n.p.). But it is more than that; she is also per- 
sonally responsible for her own destruction. Utterly passive, she 
does whatever she is told, apparently incapable of independent 
thought. When unsure of what to do, and having no one to di- 
rect her, she freezes into inactivity. Her world has no sense of 

connection, which is shown in the non sequiturs with which she 

begins speaking. There is the possibility of an inner logic to her 
words (indicating Karen's inner spirit struggling beneath her pas- 
sive surface), but she needs an outside agency, such as Patricia, to 

provide a sense of connection. 
Karen can make sense on her own terms, as she explains to 

Patricia how she got from Chevrolet to General Motors (27), but 

she needs someone there to listen to her and understand-two 

things of which her husband is incapable. Unable to remember 

things anymore, Karen lacks even a connection to her own past. 
This is emphasized when we learn that her mother left the fam- 

ily farm to a cousin and severed Karen's connections to her family 
and its land. Karen has no roots. Though she enjoys Patricia's 
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more supportive company, she willingly gives it up to join her 
husband. He is the sole connection to life that she has left-but 
it is purely his life, not hers. She serves him, thoughtlessly, by 
submerging her identity completely. Life has become too con- 
fusing for Karen, offering too many options, which is why she 
has fallen back on letting others tell her what to do, for it frees 
her of having to make decisions. Patricia, her surety contrasting 
against Karen's uncertainty, reminds Karen that she is a "person," 
but Karen does not believe her. Alone and frightened, she degen- 
erates into something of a performing poodle. But there is a pur- 
poseful irony in her patriotically spirited tap-routine which, 
Morley suggests, illustrates her assertion of her "God-given right" 
to pursue her dreams in an America which can still stand for 
freedom and promise (n.p.). 

Karen's tap dancing is an attempt to communicate to her self- 
absorbed husband, a little like Morse code, but Frick refuses to 
listen. He can respond only with embarrassment while Leroy and 
Patricia offer encouragement, prepared to listen. Karen insists on 
involving her husband, because he is the one to whom she so 
desperately needs to connect, but he is unable to make the con- 
nection. He starts by singing too fast, and ends in anger. At her 
request he sings "Way Down Upon the Swanee River"-ironi- 
cally a song of nostalgic longing for family-missing the fact 
that Karen is yearning for a proper family connection just as the 
lyricist describes. Her dance for a moment holds "a promise of 
grace" (Yankee 53) to illustrate that her impulse in this is right, 
but as her dancing grows more sensuous, and Karen's humanity 
becomes emphasized, Frick loses patience and puts an end to the 
freeing movement, sending Karen back into debilitating despair. 
Leroy, kindly, attempts to bring her out of this by picking out 
the tune on his banjo, and Karen valiantly tries to respond, but a 
key element is missing-her husband-and she cannot continue. 
Karen's self-assertion dissipates as the opposition becomes too 
much for her to bear. She exits, as Steve Hart describes, "a doomed 
Fellini clown" (277), and we are given the strong impression that 
Karen's future is not too optimistic. As Miller tells us, "My guess 
would be, she wouldn't make it" (Neill 20). Leroy is the com- 
plete opposite. 

Despite an initial impression of Leroy as either "an amiable 
dunce or a sage," by the end of the play Melanie Kirkpatrick 
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believes that "it is clear that he is noble. He epitomizes the hid- 
den heroisms of every husband or wife who has stood by a spouse 
in distress" and so, Kirkpatrick insists, one should read Yankee as 
a rare play which "honors marriage and glorifies steadfastness" 
(23). Leroy cuts somewhat of a "Jesus" figure in his profession of 

carpenter. Marianne Evett describes Leroy as a man "delighting 
in his own craftsmanship," or as Miller says, a man who "respects 
the virtues of creativity" (J1). He is, also, generous and giving of 
his time and property, and a grower-of healthy foods and chil- 
dren. But is he truly "the king" that his name suggests? He works 
with his hands and stays in touch, but is he in touch with every- 
one? Or is he setting himself too far apart from the rest of soci- 

ety? Leroy refuses to do a job he hates as his father did, simply to 

satisfy social expectations. He sees the falseness behind many of 

society's common expectations. Independent of society, Leroy 
refuses to allow these expectations to dictate his life, although he 

recognizes the necessity of remaining within social boundaries. 
He sticks by his wife through her years of mental problems and 

adequately provides for his large family. In some ways he is the 
"ideal Yankee," both free and able to accept responsibility. Alice 
Griffin feels that Leroy is the "last yankee" by the way "he clings 
to the Founding Fathers' beliefs in independence, tolerance, and 
hard work" (177). Miller may intend for Leroy to stand for the 

spirit ofYankeeism, which comes to the rescue of modern America, 
as represented by his wife. 

Leroy's strong belief in the equality which lies at the heart of 

any true democracy, his evident tolerance and patience, all en- 

courage us to see him as a perfect figure-and yet, Leroy, too, has 

his faults. "Leroy doesn't have all the answers," McNeil insists; 
"he is threatened by lethargy and stubbornness" (17). Leroy is 

too isolated from others, which is the root of his problems with 

his wife; she feels they are too separated from the rest of society. 
It is hard for Patricia to trust such an isolated figure. Hart sug- 
gests that Patricia sees Leroy as "a failed outcast rather than a 

rugged outsider" (277). Leroy does need to see Patricia's insecu- 
rities and deal with them rather than calmly wait for her to get 
over them on her own-so his fault may be one of inaction rather 
than action. Paul Taylor approves of the way "Miller qualifies 
any impression that [Leroy] has got all life's problems taped" and 

points out how in the way Leroy loses his temper with Frick that 
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"his background still governs his reflexes" and that he is "a man 
who can only approach the simple life in a complicated way" (23). 

During the play Patricia insists that Leroy is more "depressed" 
than she is, and she cites his lack of trust, describing him as a 
man who cannot "bear to work along with other human beings" 
(39). Bigsby points out a contradiction in Leroy's character: 
"While urging [Patricia] to 'trust' he is himself instinctively dis- 
trustful of others" (Companion 175). Leroy is a man who has 
isolated himself. But he differentiates his depression from 
Patricia's by suggesting that while he gets depressed over things 
from the past or maybe the present, she is depressed over the 
future, over things that have not even occurred. Thus he can be 
depressed and optimistic, as he has not written off the future in 
the way that she has. 

The title seems to refer to Leroy because of his Hamilton con- 
nection, but not only is that ambiguous (after all, could it not be 
applied to all the characters in the play in some sense?), its very 
meaning remains unclear-is being the last Yankee a good or a 
bad thing? Does it mean "last" as in "no more"-despite the fact 
that Leroy has seven children-or in terms of "the most recent 
type"? What is a Yankee and how might Leroy be a Yankee-is 
it solely due to his having descended from a man who supported 
the Union? As a pure Yankee, with no evident ethnic background 
other than American, is Miller trying to emphasize Leroy's iso- 
lation? Leroy has no other community to belong to other than 
"America" as a whole. As Patricia points out, "they've got their 
Italian-Americans, Irish-Americans, Hispanic-Americans-they 
stick together and help each other. But you ever hear of Yankee- 
Americans?" (26). She goes on to insist that all a Yankee can do 
in American society is to "sit there all alone getting sadder and 
sadder" (26), and describes her husband as a truly isolated figure 
with no community to which he can naturally belong and from 
which he can draw support. 

But being a Yankee also has value. For Kirkpatrick, the play is 
"a tribute to the traditional Protestant virtues of modesty, sacri- 
fice, perseverance and hard work. . .full of references to ethnicity 
and class, and its essential message is that Leroy's values-the 
values on which this country was founded-deserve to be cher- 
ished" (23). Towards the end of the first scene Leroy comments 
on the way men like Frick dismiss laborers like Leroy as "dumb 
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swamp Yankee[s]" (20), and highlights the irony of such views, 
since without such men in America, the country would, most 
likely, never have been built. Frick refuses to get his point, how- 
ever, and loops back to the start of their conversation as if to 
block out all that has passed between them so far. They end sit- 

ting in silence, a point which Miller emphasizes in the longer 
version. The men are clearly unable to communicate to each other 
what they believe or feel. Arvin Brown describes Miller himself 
as an "American sensibility, increasingly threatened on all sides" 

(Bigsby, Miller and Company 121), yet he remains committed 
and essential. This could be the source for the title, the idea of 
the lone Yankee striving to be heard in order to save the country 
he loves and in which he believes. 

While Miller may be "rewriting the question in The Last Yan- 
kee, changing the very American myth he has done so much to 
illuminate," as McNeil suggests, he is not raising up the "canny, 
no-nonsense, hard-bargaining New Englander" as codified by 
Benjamin Franklin as a Yankee, but one who comes from a "line 
of Puritanism which saw even the most ordinary objects and acts 
in the material world as gifts from God" (17). McNeil recalls the 
vision of Jonathan Edwards, who wrote of the "wonderful suit- 
ableness of green for the grass and plants" as God's creations. "The 
more secular, modern 'type' of Leroy simply accepts and loves the 
material world without falling into materialism" (unlike his wife). 
In McNeil's eyes, the play's title is a misnomer, as Leroy is a 
"good enough Yankee" and certainly right for a "pragmatic and 
limited age" (17). 

Some see Leroy as the representative of Yankeeism in the play 
and suggest that "Leroy suffers partly to atone for Yankee injus- 
tice to Swedish immigrants" (Wardle 19). Although the discrimi- 
nation against Swedes in the past should be acknowledged, espe- 
cially by Leroy as a Yankee descendant of those discriminators, 
should he have to atone for the rest of his life? Leroy declares: 
"Well all I hope is that I'm the last Yankee so people can start 

living today instead of a hundred years ago" (42), asserting the 

urgent need we have for society to start living in the present, 
rather than the past or the future. Does the title, therefore, sug- 
gest that Leroy's dream can come true-that he is the last Yan- 
kee and people can start living for today? What is remarkable 
about Leroy is his hope-he has never stopped hoping for Patricia 
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to get well. It is his sense of hope which keeps him going. De- 
spite Patricia's constant nagging, Leroy retains his self-esteem 
and a belief in what he does. Patricia, in contrast, has spent a life 
trying not to believe. 

The uncluttered hospital allows Patricia to reconnect and sort 
out true from false beliefs. There are few things around to dis- 
tract her. Patricia needs to touch base with what really matters, 
that is, people, not things. For too long she has been more con- 
cerned with things-upset that her husband does not have as 
good a car as other men who, she feels, have only "half his ability" 
(27).2 Her obsession with money is shown in the way she is 
"quickly interested" in Karen's wealth (28). Without her medica- 
tion we see her able to reconnect with people as she takes Karen 
under her wing. From our first view of Patricia we see little wrong 
with her. She seems an eminently "normal," well-balanced indi- 
vidual. But Patricia is a muddle of positive and negative views, 
and we should not trust all of her assertions. As Stearns describes 
her, she is "an intriguing combination of the heroic and the petty" 
(29). Patricia is not the voice of truth, though she is capable of 
speaking truths (Leroy is a far safer guide). She is scared of the 
responsibilities she knows are part of the social contract. She is 
wary of the work ethic, a victim of the belief in the "get rich fast 
and easy" money cult which destroyed her brothers. But blame is 
self-destructive. Instead, one must simply take responsibility; 
through this the individual becomes stronger and is able to take 
a productive place in society, as well as get in touch with one's 
own true identity. In many ways it comes down to the solution 
Patricia considers: "It's simply a question of confidence" (30). 
Patricia has plenty of confidence, and grew up in a confident 
family, but their confidence has been somewhat misplaced. 

Patricia is a woman on the edge, trying to find a way by which 
she can live with uncertainty, as she must if she is to survive. 
There are no guarantees in life, and she must learn to accept this. 
She sees the uncertainty but does not know how to live with it; 
for her, it's like "standing on top of the stairs and there's no stairs" 
(Yankee 26). Patricia does not find all of the answers she seeks in 
the play, and, as McNeil points out, she "only comes part way 
towards her husband, struggling with her self-doubt and disap- 
pointment to the end" (17). Patricia is, as Richard Corliss de- 
scribes her, a woman seeking "release from the ghosts of her golden 
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youth" (25). As Miller explains, Patricia and her siblings have 
suffered because "they've been built up to believe something glam- 
orous is going to happen to them, that they are going to be lifted 

up by a magical wave and find prosperity and fame. It is not an 
uncommon complaint" (Neill 20). Patricia idealizes her "golden" 
family to the detriment of her husband, but their achievements 
have been fairly meaningless, brief by-lines in the history of sport, 
as they themselves have finally realized. The whole family was 
raised with high expectations and both Patricia's brothers com- 
mit suicide in the end, out of "disappointment" (Yankee 33). 

Patricia has blamed Leroy for her state up until now, but has 

finally realized that she must take responsibility for her own con- 
dition. The first step in this was to stop taking her tablets, which 

only took away any necessity to feel responsible for anything. 
Taylor sees Patricia's rejection of her pills as "a metaphor for con- 

temporary America as it shakes off the chimera of conservative 

ideology" (23). That ideology, however, has been a protective shield, 
and without it Patricia must bravely face many doubts and inse- 
curities. 

Miller believes that conflicts in contemporary America tend 
to be settled by either indifference or madness: Americans "get 
used to the contradiction, simply live it out," or, if they cannot 
do this, they go mad. Miller sees America as a nation full of 

crazy people, insisting: "More hospital beds in the United States 
are occupied by depressives than any other disease, by far" (Bigsby, 
Miller and Company 204). In the play madness is both fact and 

metaphor-it offers itself as the common refuge of a general public 
which is unable to face up to certain truths. The play takes place 
in a state establishment for the insane, not some exclusive rich 

people's retreat. It is ordinary people, like us, who use these fa- 

cilities. David Richards sees the state mental asylum setting as "a 

symbol for the country itself-drugged and directionless" (28). 

Depression is a particularly modern malaise, and being sad and 

frightened by life are almost sane responses to our modern world. 

As Patricia insists: "Anybody with any sense has got to be de- 

pressed in this country" (28). But is she right? To live content- 

edly, these characters must learn to accept their responsibilities 
to themselves and others, and forge the necessary connections 
which will give them a greater sense of security. As they stand, 
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each is profoundly alone-wives separate from their husbands, 
and each couple starkly contrasted to the other. 

Leroy and Frick are in complete opposition. "Evidently we are 
meant to see the contrasts here and their ironies," Morley insists, 
"one couple torn apart by poverty and too many children, the 
other by wealth and no children" (n.p.). Where the motivating 
force of Leroy's life is "love" (although their relatives have of- 
fered to finance a better home, his wife is here because it is close 
enough for him to visit) for Frick it is "money" (Frick can afford 
to send his wife to a nicer place but refuses to do so to save the 
money), and money comes first in Frick's every consideration. 
While, rather unconventionally, Leroy carries a banjo, Frick car- 
ries the more practical valise of clothing for Karen. While Leroy 
exhibits tolerance and patience towards others, Frick is impatient 
and clearly prejudiced. Our first view of the two patently em- 
phasizes their difference, with Leroy sitting quietly reading, and 
Frick pacing and on edge. Leroy strives for a complete vision, but 
Frick's vision has enormous gaps. They each have very different 
priorities. 

Frick is very concerned with appearances. Such appearances 
are swiftly shown to be, in themselves, as meaningless as his other 
values. He feels fooled by Leroy, whom he judges by his Ivy League 
dress and educated voice to be something "better" than a carpen- 
ter. Kevin Kelly suggests that, "Almost from the moment John 
Frick meets Leroy Hamilton, he patronizes him" (41). We should 
recognize that Frick's condescension toward a perfectly valuable 
occupation, and ensuing judgment, are as ridiculous as judging 
Leroy by his attire in the first place. But Frick is incapable of 
clear vision-of himself or of others. Frick can scarcely recognize 
his own wife's humanity, shown in the way that he describes her 
condition as if she were a broken down car. Jeremy Gerard sug- 
gests that Frick lacks self-awareness, and "would doubtless recoil 
from the allegation of emotional negligence as he would from 
the charge of racism" (26). Frick shows himself up to be a total 
hypocrite as he insists that Leroy should charge as much as he 
can get, when he has just been complaining that a plumber (who 
charges the same rate) is "destroying the country" (14) by charg- 
ing such sums. Michael Feingold describes Frick as "that pet 
Miller dislikes, a money-grubber who can't stop grubbing, and 
treats his wife as a bad investment" (27). Finance rules his life 
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and outlook. Frick's name may also call to mind the nineteenth 
century "Robber Baron," which sets him in decided contrast to 
Leroy's old Yankee background. It is easy to sympathize with 
Leroy and his restraint in the face of such an ignorant, pompous 
windbag. As Leroy suggests, it is types like Frick who are pro- 
moting the madness as their false views and expectations are tak- 

ing all of the true value out of the Constitution and democracy. 
Frick grew up in the Depression but learned none of its valu- 

able lessons. He is unable to communicate, and speech itself seems 
awkward for him. Many of his early sentences are half-formed, 
or sped up ("gladameetu" [8]), as if he is reluctant to spend any 
more time than necessary in communicating with another hu- 
man being. Frick likes to sound off about things he knows little 
about, enjoying the sound of his own voice more than trying to 
communicate. He cannot accept madness or see other people for 
who they really are, as his vision is blinkered by his own self- 
concern and egotism. He consistently demands concrete reasons 
for everything, but is unable to comprehend unless the answers 
fit his own, personal value system, therefore, he cannot under- 
stand why a Hamilton would want to be a carpenter rather than 
a lawyer. Leroy humors him in this and gives him a (false) reason 
he can accept: he wasn't smart enough. 

Frick is opinionated, judgmental (judging solely by appear- 
ances and his own prejudices), and racist (blaming his wife's con- 
dition on "these Negroes" [11]). He has a selfish need to blame 

someone, though never himself, for anything bad in their world. 

Leroy tries to warn him that he needs to look beyond his own 

concerns, and that such reactions are selfish: "Start feeling sorry 
for yourself, that's when you're in trouble . . After all, she can't 

help it either, who you going to blame?" (12). Frick, selfishly 
embarrassed, constantly interrupts his wife and prevents her from 

speaking. Ashamed of her hobby he tries to stop her telling any- 
one about it, and puts it down when people find out. He has 
neither patience nor understanding for his wife. Patricia refuses 
to stand by as Frick constantly overrides his wife. She offers her 
the support and encouragement that Karen has needed, all along, 
from her husband. 

But is Frick all wrong? Has he not some redeeming quality, 
and is he not, also, Yankee-like in a way? Unlike Leroy, Frick 
does provide his wife with all the prosperity that America can 
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offer to the hard worker. While Leroy was born in the 1940s, 
Frick is older, having grown up in the 1930s. This age difference 
is reflected in their outlooks. The 1940s were a time of chaos, 
but also prosperity; Leroy, coming from a "good" family, has never 
had to face real poverty. Frick may be obsessed with prosperity, 
partly, from having been denied it in his youth.3 Frick has lived 
the American Dream, and is proud of his rags to riches story, but 
he now has to consider what he has really achieved. He has plenty 
of money but little happiness. One suspects, at heart, he actually 
loves his wife-which makes their disconnection all the more 
tragic. Kirkpatrick calls Frick "a bully and a braggart," then adds, 
"but he's also a man afraid of emotion who misses his wife and 
doesn't know what to do about it" (23). At base, Frick is no less 
uncertain than the others.4 

It is important to realize that there are four characters here to 
consider, and each contributes to the overall solution-as in any 
effective democracy. Each character can be seen in both a positive 
and negative light-if we look carefully enough. As Kirkpatrick 
asserts, each one is "irritating in his or her own way, yet each also 
wins our compassion," for despite the brevity of the piece, "Miller 
manages to give each of these four characters a complexity that is 
rarely found in plays twice the length" (23). Some critics, such as 
Feingold, make overly simplistic assessments when they insist that 
the husbands "are clearly the cause of [the wives'] respective ail- 
ments" (27). The men are only partly to blame; the wives them- 
selves have some responsibility for their own condition and must 
learn as many lessons as their respective husbands. Hemming 
describes the action as a kind of"square dance" (14), which em- 
phasizes the even-handedness of Miller's approach to all four 
characters. Many critics have described the precision of the play's 
construction in musical terms in an effort to show how each char- 
acter contributes to the overall impression.5 We should consider, 
therefore, each character as presenting an important aspect of the 
play's overall dilemma. 

In Yankee, Miller evokes what one critic described as "a subtle 
perspective on the ubiquitousness of human need and self-ab- 
sorption, both of which inevitably destroy personal relationships" 
(Gordon 413). This is illustrated through the contrasting figures 
of Frick and Leroy. But just as Leroy balances Frick, so too does 
Patricia balance Karen, or at least, complements her. In many 
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ways the balance between Patricia and Karen is more even. 
Patricia's surety and sense of self, coupled with Karen's knowl- 
edge that love, open communication, and certain freedoms mat- 
ter more than money, may provide the ideal balance for which we 
should strive. Karen is partly lost because she feels totally sepa- 
rated from her sense of the past, while Patricia is, still, too tied to 
her past. The past and a clear memory of that past are necessities 
in life, but we do still live in the present. It is all right to be 

depressed about the present, but it is pointless to worry and be- 
come depressed over the future; such thoughts kill the optimism 
and hope which are necessary for us to survive in the present. 
What we must do is learn to see the wonderful in the everyday. 

When Leroy sees his wife, he notices straight away an im- 

provement in her ability to connect. She is nervous, quite natu- 

rally, but he tries to draw her out to connect more deeply. She 

begins to realize for the first time how he must feel, and so step 
beyond her own problems. As Bigsby points out, the play "is a 

plea not for resignation but acceptance" (Companion 176). Patricia 
has previously been so dismissive of her husband that even their 
own children are beginning to lose respect for him. Leroy is pre- 
pared to meet her part way, and he tries to be more worldly as she 
demands. He increases his price on the altar he has created by 
fifty percent. 

Patricia needs to connect, not just with her husband, but with 
the times. She lives too much in the past and the future, but 
never in the present. She will learn in the course of the play to 
concentrate on each day as she lives it. She first decides that if 
she concentrates on looking forward and never looking back she 

may be able to cope the better, but this is only a partial answer, 
for she needs to live in the present, not the future. She is still 

striving for a perfection that Leroy recognizes is a virtual impos- 
sibility in this world-unless you are prepared to vastly simplify 
your expectations as he does. To Leroy, one can find perfection 
in something as ordinary as "a hot bath" (37). He also knows that 
Patricia needs to take responsibility for her own life, and so he 
leaves the decision as to when she leaves the home up to her. He 
has always felt that her problems stemmed from her family and 
she is finally learning to accept this. She declares, "I'm trying to 
find myself" (45), and it is a step in the right direction for her to 
even realize that she has, in fact, lost touch with herself. She has 
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allowed social expectations to rule her life in a way Leroy has 
avoided all his life. She needs to accept that her family's dream of 
everything being "wonderful" is unreal and dangerous, as it can 
kill optimism with its inflated expectations. 

Patricia needs to learn to see the wonderful in the everyday as 
Leroy does, and look at the world with realistic expectations. By 
this, optimism can be reborn and the strength to go on be re- 
newed. Leroy sees the spirituality in "ice skating" as it allows you 
to forget yourself and "feel happy to be alive" (47). Patricia des- 
perately needs to discover some spirituality in her life. True spiri- 
tuality is a natural thing, not imposed dogma, and as Leroy de- 
clares: "We are in this world and you're going to have to find 
some way to love it!" (47). This is, perhaps, the best advice Miller 
can offer. The answer is to grasp hold of love and optimism to 
crowd out the fear, hate, and confusion. To do this effectively 
you need the support of companionship, as it is too much to do 
alone. 

Optimism, in many ways, becomes the key to survival. True 
optimists not only refuse to give up on themselves, but on society 
as a whole. This should be the goal of every one of us. Kelly 
describes the whole play as "a balancing act between hope and 
despair" (41). Once the need for that balance has been under- 
stood, it becomes a little easier to cope with the tribulations of 
life. Howard Kissel sees something fitting in the timing 
of Yankee's opening just after Bill Clinton's inauguration: "a young 
President devoted to change and hope ... Miller's play is also 
about renewal, reassessment of values, and belief in the future" 
(29). The play is decidedly a positive work and, as Neill insists, 
its "optimism matches [Miller's] assessment of the political mood 
in America" which Miller describes as "a kind of reality instead 
of the mythological conservatism which invents devils and an- 
gels. There now seems a resolution to face the facts of life. It's 
one of the emphases of the new administration, and maybe that 
is being reflected in the play" (20). 

We may strive for the truth, but we must accept that the truth 
has no certainty. Charles Spencer is right to describe the play's 
optimism as somewhat "muted" (19). As Leroy tells us early on: 
"you can never be sure" (9), a line Miller added to the revised 
version to ensure we do not miss the point. To view the world 
rationally and look for logical explanations is ultimately doomed 
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to failure. The human drive to know and understand may be un- 
quenchable, but we must learn to accept that incomplete answers 
are the best we can ever reach. Wardle points out that the play 
only sustains the "barest thread of plot" for good reason, because 
"Plot implies that the writer knows what is going to happen. Miller 

pretends to no such certainty" (19). 
We are shown, in contrast to the continuing disconnection 

between Karen and Frick, Leroy and Patricia finally reconnect- 

ing as "she reaches out and touches his face" (56). She does this 
both in love for him and in gratitude for his attempting to help 
her new friend. She still engages in a "struggle against her self- 
doubt" (56), but she is not allowing it to defeat her, especially as 
she realizes she has her husband there to help. He carries out her 

bag along with his banjo, and their two lives are similarly united 
at this point. She acknowledges that his faith has helped her tre- 

mendously in her recovery and they exit in good humor. The 
final image with which we are left, however, is of the unnamed 

patient who "stirs, then falls back and remains motionless" as "a 
stillness envelops the whole stage" (57). This indicates that while 
Patricia and Leroy may have the strength to get on with their 
lives there remain, unfortunately, many in our society who do 
not. This patient acts as "an accusing, silent presence and reminder 
of what one could become" (Peter 21).6 

Patricia and Leroy both face the effects of American society's 
pressure to succeed. As Neill explains, Patricia finds strength in 

spiritual fulfillment, while Leroy has a certainty based on his 
old-fashioned Yankee values. "Gentle, uncompetitive, he has, says 
Miller, 'the self-reliance of the artist. He has the feeling that he 
doesn't depend on spiritual nourishment. He can make some- 

thing'" (20). Each finds a way to survive on their own terms, but 

essentially together. The spirit of compromise, at last, imbues the 

relationship of Leroy and Patricia. Their difficulties are solved 
for the meantime, and they end the play united in vision, with a 
shared realization that nothing is permanent. Despite the prob- 
lems they will continue to encounter, they refuse to give up hope. 
Leroy has seven good children, who seem to offer a hope for the 
future. Frick and Karen have no offspring, a sign of the barren- 
ness of their existence on every level. John Peter describes the 
ambivalent ending of Yankee as "both touching and true; it has 
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been bought at a price. There is no rosy sunrise here, no glib, 
perky rebirth, only a sense of survival fleshed out by dogged hope 
and the burdensome, unbreakable bond called love" (21). 

University of Connecticut 

NOTES 

1Bigsby points out how "Patricia is drawn to religion as a solution to her sense 
of despair," but receives little help from this source because spirituality itself, in 
America especially, has become so contaminated by materialism (Companion 
174). 

2 Bigsby rightly sees Patricia's failure as being very similar to that ofWilly Loman's: 
"A failure to acknowledge and to offer love, a failure to see that lives are justified and 
identity affirmed not by material success, by competitive ruthlessness or personal 
charm, but by exhibiting a commitment to others and to the self built out of some- 
thing more substantial than mere appearance" (Companion 175). 

3 Frick spends the intervening time during which we do not see him trying to 
sell Leroy an oil burner-ever thinking of his profits. 

4 The London stage design emphasized this uncertainty. Wardle describes 
Shelagh Keegan's translucent stage floor as highly effective as it "anchors the cast 
to reality and melts under their feet" (19). Hemming describes the stage as 
setting the characters on a "raised platform against a blue wash. This gives them 
the appearance of being marooned on a raft, all at sea" (14). 

5 Kissel talks of the play's "lyric notes" and describes it as a "well-wrought 
piece of chamber music" (29), while Morley sees the play wrought in terms of 
"duets" and "quartets" (n.p.). Bigsby calls it "a kind of dance, a sad gavotte in 
which, for much of the time, the characters circle one another, maintaining their 
distance, unsure that they can dance to the same tune" (Companion 177). 

6 Bigsby speaks of an audience's reaction to Miller's final focus on this un- 
named women: "My experience of watching the play is that audiences want the 
play to end with the exit of Patricia and Leroy. Unsurprisingly, they applaud their 
exit and I have seen the lighting faded at that moment. If the stage directions are 
followed, however, the effect is very different, indeed disturbingly so. The silence 
switches attention from those who leave to the one who remains. The play ends 
not with movement but stasis" (Companion 176). Of course, we should not forget 
that Karen Frick also remains. 
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