Choose a play in which a central character behaves in an obsessive manner.

Describe the nature of the character’s obsessive behaviour and discuss the influence this behaviour has on your understanding of the play as a whole.

In Arthur Miller’s tragedy “A View from the Bridge” the main character, Eddie Carbone an Italian longshoreman living in America who behaves in an obsessive manner towards his niece Catherine which not only destroys his relationship with his friends and family but results in his death. 

Our first introduction to Eddie is through the eyes of Alfieri, a lawyer who acts as the Chorus within the play.  He informs us of action and plot. He also foreshadows that Eddie’s growing obsession will be the cause of his fate. He knows that Eddie’s story will run “a bloody course.” Alfieri is highly respected within the Italian community but is powerless to stop Eddie’s growing obsession. He can only stand back and watch as Eddie brings about his own downfall. 

We get our first indication of Eddie’s obsessive nature when he comments on his niece Catherine’s clothing and manner.  He doesn’t like the way she has been “walkin’ wavy” and the effect that she has been having on young men, their: “heads are turnin’ like windmills”. At this point we have no real concerns but as the play progresses and Eddie becomes more obsessed with Catherine we start to see this comment in a very different light.

The idea of Eddie being very much the patriarchal male comes across to us when both Beatrice, his wife and Catherine seek his approval to Catherine accepting a job as a stenographer.  He is not keen and voices his concerns: “That ain’t what I wanted”. This is slightly alarming as it would appear that what Catherine wants doesn’t really matter.  This is reinforced when it becomes apparent that it is not so much the work that concerns him but the fact that she will become independent and be outwith his control. 

Control is further explored when we witness the developing relationship between Rudolpho and Catherine.  As the couple dance Eddie becomes more and more agitated as he sits rolling up a newspaper.  The tension reaches breaking point when he: “bent the rolled up newspaper and it suddenly tears in two.” Eddie’s jealousy over this young couples relationship is clearly becoming desperate as he struggles to control his emotions.  We are now seeing a man who is losing his grip on reality and we worry where this is leading.

The audience are made aware that Eddie finds Rodolpho a threat towards ‘his’ Catherine when we see him begin to lose the plot; we see him challenge Rodolpho to box. This act of dominance initially comes across as Eddie teaching him but we soon learn after: “[Eddie] feints with his left hand and lands with his right” that once again the tragic hero is displaying his alpha male position in the house by asserting his authority.  However, this only highlights his overwhelming jealousy towards the growing relationship between Catherine and Rudolpho.  

Eddie’s passion for Catherine develops into something quite sinister, coming to the forefront of his life as he tries to convince his niece not to marry Rodolpho.  In desperation he tells her, “He’s only bowing to his passport” highlighting the depths to which Eddie is willing to sink in order to keep Catherine for himself.  The fact that one man will drive a wedge like this between his family, simply out of obsession, disgusts the audience and we wonder just what he will do next.

Eddie reaches his lowest point when he phones the immigration authority to report Marco and Rodolpho.  This is highly ironic as it echoes back to the Vinnie Balzano story he relates at the beginning of the drama where he tells Catherine: “you can quicker get back a million dollars that was stole than a word that you gave away.” Eddie’s preoccupation with Catherine and Rodolpho has completely swallowed him up to the extent he cannot think or act in a rational manner and we are now witnessing the actions of a desperate man.
The audience sit back and watch the outcome of this and we see Eddie lose almost everything he loves and treasures.  When Marco spits in his face he loses his name and any respect he has within the community which we know will destroy him.  He struggles to come to terms with what he has done and is determined that Marco will be sorry and confronts him: “I want my name, Marco” We know that this is a man who is acting out of complete madness because he knows he doesn’t deserve his respect or name after phoning immigration. In the Italian way of life that is the most dishonourable act and by asking for his name it is clear he has lost the plot. 

Unfortunately Eddie’s obsession is his downfall and he dies at the hand of Marco.  However, he is killed by his own knife as: “Marco grabs his arm, turning the blade inward and pressing it home” This only adds to the tragedy of the situation as we witness Eddie symbolically causing his own death.  This ironic ending explores Eddie’s epiphany as he realises Beatrice has been there all along.  When he dies in her arms Eddie’s respect is restored as the audience realise he has been a victim of tragic circumstance.

To conclude, Miller has skillfully created a believable and tragic character who gains the audiences’ sympathy despite his obsession and final downfall.  The audience are left with a mournful sense of loss at what could have been in regards to Eddie and his family.  Miller’s portrayal of a character so overcome by obsession is gripping and enthralling and by the end of the play the audience have a greater understanding of the inner workings of a mind controlled by jealousy and desperation.
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