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Casting Direction and Moral Conflict in
Incident at Vichy

Posted on September 12, 2023

Arthur Miller’s Incident at Vichy is a one-act play about a group of men detained in Vichy France
during the Holocaust and forced to confront fear, collaboration, identity, and moral responsibility. The
original review evaluates a filmed stage production through casting, direction, scenery, movement,
lighting, pace, and the cooperation of the ensemble. That production-centered approach should be
preserved, but the work is better described as a play presented on screen rather than a conventional
movie. Its dramatic power depends on confinement. Most of the action occurs in a detention room
where people wait to be examined by German authorities and French collaborators. The limited
space, repeated entrances and exits, and uncertainty about what lies beyond the door turn waiting
into action. A successful production must therefore create tension without relying on frequent location
changes or cinematic spectacle. The performers must reveal moral conflict through silence, posture,
proximity, interrupted speech, and the changing relationships among strangers.

The Historical Situation Behind the Play
France was divided after the 1940 armistice with Germany, and the government based in Vichy
collaborated with Nazi policies. Vichy authorities adopted antisemitic laws, excluded Jews from
professions, seized property, interned people, and participated in arrests and deportations. Miller does
not present a documentary reconstruction of one specific roundup. He creates a compressed dramatic
situation in which people from different classes and political positions are brought together under a
system of racial persecution. Understanding this context matters because the prisoners do not initially
possess equal knowledge. Some suspect questioning or document inspection; others gradually
understand that detention may lead to deportation and death. (Miller, “Incident at Vichy”; United
States Holocaust Memorial Museum)

The Detention Room as the Central Dramatic
Image
The production’s simple room is not a weakness caused by limited design. It is the visual expression
of the play’s argument. The detained men have been removed from ordinary social space and placed
under an authority that reduces them to documents, measurements, ancestry, and suspicion.
Benches and bare walls make the room impersonal. The single exit toward interrogation becomes a
source of dread because each person who passes through may not return. The room also forces
proximity among men who might otherwise never speak: a doctor, artist, businessman, prince, actor,
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laborer, waiter, and elderly Jewish man. Their different responses to danger become visible because
escape from one another is impossible.

Casting as Social and Moral Contrast
The effectiveness of the cast depends on contrast rather than similarity. Each character represents
more than a social category, but social position shapes how he interprets the arrest. Some possess
education or wealth and initially believe status will protect them. Others understand persecution more
quickly because they have experienced exclusion directly. The cast must establish these differences
without turning the characters into flat symbols. Costume, voice, physical confidence, and use of
space help. A well-dressed character who speaks calmly can appear protected at first, while another
man may hold his papers or coat defensively. As danger becomes clearer, those distinctions remain
but no longer guarantee safety.

Leduc as the Analytical Center
Leduc, a psychiatrist and former prisoner of war, functions as one of the play’s strongest analytical
voices. He tries to understand the system and persuade the others that ordinary assumptions no
longer apply. His professional habit of observing behavior gives him insight, but it can also make him
sound controlling or intellectually distant. The actor playing Leduc must balance urgency with
vulnerability. If he appears certain from the beginning, the character becomes a lecturer rather than a
frightened man reasoning under pressure. His effectiveness comes from the struggle to convert
knowledge into action while recognizing that analysis alone may not save anyone.

Von Berg and the Burden of Privilege
Prince von Berg is an Austrian aristocrat whose refinement and social background initially seem to
separate him from the Jewish prisoners. His presence introduces the question of what a privileged
person owes to people targeted by a system from which he might escape. Von Berg’s moral
development should be played quietly. He is not a heroic rescuer arriving with power. He is a person
discovering that courtesy and private disapproval are inadequate when institutions commit organized
evil. The production succeeds when his politeness is shown first as genuine but limited and later as
the foundation for a more costly ethical choice.

The Major and Institutional Obedience
The German Major is not presented simply as a shouting villain. His discomfort and illness suggest
that he recognizes something corrupt in the work, yet he continues to participate. This makes him
morally disturbing. He possesses authority and knowledge but converts inner conflict into passive
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obedience. The performer must avoid making physical distress look like absolution. Feeling sickened
by injustice does not equal resistance. The Major illustrates how educated or cultivated people can
remain agents of brutality when career, fear, or discipline is placed above moral responsibility.

Monceau and the Performance of Normality
Monceau, the actor, attempts to survive through charm, self-presentation, and belief that
appearances can be managed. His theatricality creates moments that may seem comic, but the
humor should remain uneasy. Performance has been his professional resource, so he applies it to
danger. He imagines that the correct tone, document, or impression may persuade authority. The
actor portraying him must show why this strategy feels plausible before revealing its weakness. If
Monceau is treated only as foolish comic relief, the production loses Miller’s critique of the belief that
individual cleverness can negotiate safely with a genocidal system.

Bayeux, Marchand, and Bourgeois Confidence
Characters with business or professional status often search for an administrative explanation. They
expect rules, mistakes, or social connections to restore order. Their confidence reveals how normal
institutions condition people to assume that authorities need a rational reason. The production should
show the gradual collapse of that expectation. Papers are checked, names are called, and men
disappear. The horror comes partly from bureaucracy’s ordinary appearance. Calm dialogue and neat
costume can therefore intensify rather than reduce the threat.

The Old Jew and the Limits of Speech
The elderly Jewish character speaks little, yet his silence can become one of the production’s
strongest elements. He embodies vulnerability without needing a long explanation. His body, clothing,
attention to the door, and relationship to the other prisoners communicate history and fear. Directors
should avoid using him merely as an object that motivates others. Even limited speech should be
supported by specific presence. Silence on stage is meaningful when the audience senses thought
and experience behind it, not when a performer disappears emotionally.

Ensemble Collaboration
The original review notes that the cast appears unified. Ensemble cooperation is crucial because the
play’s tension moves among many characters rather than remaining with one protagonist. Actors
must listen visibly. A statement by one man changes how others sit, look, or position themselves.
Whispered alliances form and collapse. Some characters move closer to Leduc as his interpretation
becomes convincing, while others protect themselves through distance. Smooth entrances and exits
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help maintain the institutional rhythm: guards remove individuals, the room absorbs the loss, and
conversation resumes under greater pressure. Strong ensemble work makes each absence register.

Blocking and Movement
Movement in a confined setting must be purposeful. Too little movement produces visual flatness; too
much weakens the sense of entrapment. Effective blocking uses the door, benches, walls, and
personal distance. Characters may begin spread according to class or familiarity and gradually cluster
as common danger becomes clear. A man approaching the exit can create tension even before a
guard appears. The production is less successful when movement looks arranged only to give the
camera a clear view or when actors cross without an emotional reason. In this play, every movement
should answer fear, authority, alliance, or the desire for escape.

Entrances and Exits
The interrogation-room door is the production’s most important threshold. An entrance can bring a
new prisoner, guard, or piece of information. An exit may be temporary or final. The director should
allow enough time for the remaining characters to react, even when the institutional process is fast. If
scenes succeed one another too quickly, as the original review observes, the audience may
understand the plot but fail to absorb the moral change. Strategic pauses after a name is called or
after someone fails to return can create more tension than additional dialogue.

Rhythm and Pace
The play requires a difficult rhythm. Waiting must feel prolonged, but the performance cannot
become inert. Information arrives in waves. At first, conversation is fragmented and speculative.
Later, debate becomes urgent as the prisoners understand the stakes. Awkward pauses can be
effective when they express fear or uncertainty; they become weaknesses when actors appear to wait
for cues. The director must distinguish charged silence from dead time. The pace should tighten as
the possibility of deportation becomes undeniable, then slow at crucial moral decisions so the
audience can experience their weight.

Lighting
Bright lighting can be more disturbing than darkness because it suggests examination, exposure, and
administrative control. The original review describes symbolic brightness that gives an unaltered view
of events. This fits a room where bodies and documents are inspected. The design should not
romanticize suffering through excessive shadow. At the same time, small changes in intensity can
mark time, fatigue, or the emotional narrowing of the room. The most important effect is that no
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character can hide fully. Public scrutiny within the room contrasts with secrecy surrounding what the
authorities intend to do.

Costume
Costume establishes period, class, occupation, and the characters’ efforts to preserve identity. The
men arrive dressed for ordinary life, not as prisoners in a uniform institution. Their clothing reminds
the audience that persecution interrupts routine. An aristocratic coat, worker’s clothes, professional
suit, or religiously identifiable garment becomes both social information and potential danger. The
original review refers to a modern setting, but Incident at Vichy is historically located in wartime
France even when a production uses relatively contemporary-looking design. Updating costumes can
emphasize relevance, but the decision should be deliberate and should not blur the Holocaust
context.

Sound and Offstage Threat
The world outside the room can be created through footsteps, doors, voices, vehicles, or abrupt
silence. Because the audience sees little of the authorities’ wider operation, sound expands the
institution beyond the set. Restraint is important. Constant dramatic music would tell the audience
what to feel and weaken realism. Mechanical or human sounds associated with processing can be
more effective because they suggest organized power. The characters’ listening becomes part of the
performance; an offstage noise should alter the room.

The Camera and the Filmed Stage Production
When a stage play is filmed, the camera can reveal facial detail that theatre audiences might see only
from a distance. Close-ups can show fear, calculation, and shame, but excessive cutting may destroy
the shared spatial tension. The viewer needs to understand who is watching whom and how the
room’s alliances change. Wider shots preserve ensemble relationships, while close shots should be
reserved for significant interior shifts. The filmed production is strongest when cinematic technique
serves the theatrical structure rather than trying to disguise the play as an action film. (“Incident at
Vichy,” dir. Keach)

Morality, Fear, and Evil
The original essay identifies morality, fear, and evil as central themes. Miller’s evil is institutional and
participatory. It includes Nazi racial policy, Vichy collaboration, bureaucratic obedience, denial, and
the decision of bystanders to preserve themselves. Fear does not produce one response. Some men
argue, some bargain, some withdraw, and some seek solidarity. Moral judgment must acknowledge
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that the prisoners possess limited power while still asking what choices remain. Von Berg’s final
action matters because he gives up an advantage rather than merely expressing sympathy.

The Problem of Collective Responsibility
The play refuses the claim that only openly cruel officials bear responsibility. The Major knows enough
to feel guilt; French authorities help implement German policy; respectable citizens have accepted
antisemitism or treated it as someone else’s problem. Leduc argues that people surrender power
when they imagine each victim’s arrest as an isolated incident. The production should make this
argument emerge from the situation rather than from abstract speech alone. Each time another man
is taken, the room’s remaining occupants confront the consequence of failing to act together earlier.

Strengths of the Production
The production’s strongest qualities are likely its ensemble concentration, economical set, costume
distinctions, and ability to make a door and waiting room carry dramatic meaning. The limited space
keeps attention on performance. Smooth entrances and exits sustain the machinery of detention.
When actors listen and react specifically, the audience feels the prisoners’ knowledge changing. The
moral contrast between Leduc, von Berg, the Major, and the more self-protective detainees gives the
play intellectual range.

Weaknesses and Areas for Improvement
The original review identifies uneven conviction, unclear movement, dragged passages, and rapid
transitions. These weaknesses can coexist. Some sections may feel slow because pauses lack internal
tension, while major revelations pass too quickly. Direction could improve by giving each silence a
clear objective and allowing consequences to register. Performers should avoid general fear and
instead play specific needs: persuade, conceal, observe, escape, or maintain status. The camera
should preserve spatial relationships. A production of this play does not need more technology or
elaborate scenery; it needs greater precision in rhythm and moral attention.

Conclusion
The filmed production of Incident at Vichy succeeds when it uses casting, confinement, movement,
lighting, and silence to make organized persecution visible through the experiences of people waiting
in one room. Arthur Miller’s drama is not primarily a movie spectacle. It is an ensemble moral inquiry
shaped by historical knowledge of Vichy collaboration and the Holocaust. Leduc’s analysis, von Berg’s
privilege, the Major’s obedience, Monceau’s performance, and the old man’s silence require distinct
but connected acting. The simple set and bright light can intensify the theme when blocking and pace
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remain purposeful. Despite uneven moments, the production allows viewers to confront how fear,
denial, social status, and moral choice operate under authoritarian power. Its continuing force lies in
the question it directs beyond the stage: what does a person owe others when private decency is no
longer enough?
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