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Introduction

The American playwright, Ar[hur Miller. extended the established
classical definition of tragedy to encompass the common person as an
apt hero for tragic drama. In a democracy with its basis in freedom and
individual rights, tfre common person is worthy of heroic stature.

ln Death oJ a Salesman, the author has created a contemporary
tragic hero and theme. Willyl,oman, derived fromArthurMiller's obser-
vaUons of human behavior of known people, possesses an image of
himself which he cannot fulfill within ethical bounds. Tragedy lies in his
inabilityto evaluate himselijustly and in the effects of his "dream" image
on others. The flow lies in his mistakenview of his rightful status in his
world, in his confusion between dreams and reality.

This drama with its motifs of the America dream and ethics is a most
important and relevant literary work for today's high school students,
living in an era in which national attention is focused on ethical
standards at every level of human existence. Students will be drawn into
greater awareness of the need for an individual ethical code, without
which there is damage to oneself and others.

Beyond Lhe major motifs, this drama offers many other aspects for
study: language, music, marital and family relationships, setting, point
of view, mini-motifs, omission of humor, and major events of the era.





Teacher Notes

Like most plays, DeathoJa Solesman, should be read aloud. Since
setting--and its manipulation-is a keyfactor to understanding the p1ot,
it is advisable that one student be assigned to read the stage directions.
In place of oral reading, an available audio cassette could be used. With
either approach, it is wise to stop frequently for questions and/or
comments.

The Penguin edition, 1976 reprint, has been used in creating the
lesson plans. All page and chapter numbers of other editions used
should be checked by the teacher. Handouts 5 and 8 need to be kept
for continuing use.

In this unit, Lessons I and 2 introduce students to the topics of
Ethics, the American dream, and to the play itself Handout 9 clarifies
time and place and leads into oral reading. The remainder of the
handouts are designed to use after the play has been read.

A vocabulary list, which includes many words from the stage
directions, is an important aid to reading the play.

Two brief comprehension tests, each covering the entire play, may
be useful. Formore challenging evaluation, there are selected topics for
short essay writing and for lengthier theme writing, preferable to
objective testing.

Miller's essay on tragedy, Handout 34 offers a good study both in
content and structure and in recognizinS horv and why definltions
undergo modification. A rwiting assignment, based on critics' com-
ments, is an option for advanced classes or aspiring writers within a
class,

Apoint of interest to students maybe in the author's own comments
on his best-known work, written in theyears since its publication. They
will find contradictions in the origin of the name, Willy Loman. The
autobiographical excerpt Xt Ttmebends, containing the name contra-
diction, is probably best given to students after the play has been read
and discussed.

Dustin Hoffman'sTVversion of the play is readily available onvideo.
Since the film version is relatively realistic, some elements of the stage
version are lost. Therefore, the video, if used, should be shown after this
unit is completed.
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Lesson L
Ethics

Objectives
. To focus attenUon on ethics
. To examlne personal ethical positions
. To prepare for analysis of characters'behav-

ior

Notes to the Teacher
The end of the lgSOs could be called ilte Age

oJEthics. As more and more politicians, judges'
stockbrokers, athletes and managers, hotel
owners, real estate dealers, and preachers went
to trial or jail or both, magzzines ran cover
stories and special features on ethics, and uni-
versities scurried to add ethics courses to cur-
riculums.

Students often read this play in which the
code of ethics is frequently broken, with no
awareness of the characters' flawed behavior.
The first five lessons of this unit will lead stu-
dents through the often murky maze of ethics
and will expect them to think seriously about
their own ethics. Atl of the situations in Hand-
out 3 involve predicaments of the characters in
the play, but they are stated as being those of
high school students.

Students may be referred to these situations
in later discussion of tJ:e play. Almost every
lesson will have a reference to Ethics.

Procedure
1. Distribute Handout 1 for students to read

and discuss.

2. Distribute Handout 2 for individual response
and follow-up.

3. Distribute Handout 3. Assign one situation
to each offive groups. Share responses.

4. DistributeHandout4 forhomework. State a

required length.

5. Distribute Handout 5 immediately preced-
ing the reading of the play. Tell students to
keep it to use in later lessons.
Suggested ResPonses:
Handouts 2 and 3: Ansuers will uatY.
Handout 5: See ctwrtbelotu.

Character Action

Ben

Bif,l;

Happu

Biff and HappA

Wtllg

Willg

Willy

Ben

Happu

Howard

tualked tnto jungle,
came outnch

stole JootbaU, pen

takes brtbes, seduces
boss'sJianc€

steal building suPPLie s

lres to lindaabout sales

has a misfress

tells Bemordto giln B![f
crnsluers on test

trips Btff infight

leaues uork and cow
ers himselJ

fves WiLLg

1





Death of a Salesman
Lesson I
Handout I (page l)

Good Ote Boys (and Girls) and Ethics

Directlons: Read tl:e follorving items carefully. Answer tJ:e questtons on Handout 2.

A. (from "Harper's Index," Harper's Magazine, Sept., 1989, p. 15)

. Amount Los Angeles transit spent in 1988 on pocketless uniforms to discourage stealing by
workers: $10,528.

. Percentage of fast-food restaurant employees who say they have stolen food or money from their
employer: 6O percent.

B. Paul Harvey column, "Customers run up restaurant costs with theft."

C. Ann Landers column, 'Thiefs luck eventually will run out."

Customers f,.rrn fJp Restaurant Costs wlth Theft
In Chicago's western suburb is one of those restaurants good

enough to attract visitors from across town and reasonable enough so
that neighbors eat there frequently.

It's called The Homesfead, owned by Ashley Ricketts, whose family
has deep roots in Chicago and generations of experience as restaura-
teurs.

What Ash has tried to do is to provide a dining atmosphere that's
borderline elegant; tablecloths and silver silverware, candles, fresh
flowers on each table; neat, polite and prompt service and fireplace
warmth for those who have to wait.

The meat-and-potatoes menu for the regulars is enhanced by some
gourmet specialities--but most significantly, prices are moderate.

Comparable food in comparable surroundings in Chicago fre-
quently runs $4O per person. At the Homestead a similar four-course
meal and beverage is closer to $lO.

But customers are forcing the prices upward.

I said customers are forcing higher prices--by stealing the silver-
ware.

A restaurant is a microcosm of all industry. Its problems relate to
supply, demand, inventory, cash-fl ow, traffic -handling and race-rela-
tions.

And crime.

Mostly the customers are the criminals.

The price of a restaurant meal is increased by the diner who sues
because he slipped on a step or because the beans were "too hot."

O COPYRIGHT, The Center for l-earning. Used with permission. Not for resale.
a
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Death of a Salesman
Lesson I
Handout I (page 2)

Name
Date

The price is increased by ttre diner who empties the basket of rolls
into her chairside shopping bag.

Also th.e butter.

Also tie salt and pepper, still in the shakers.

Table clecorations where they are not bolted in place,

And ashtrays.

And silverware.

The FBI's crime reporL says shoplifting increased another l7 per-
cent lastyear. other than school-agers, most shoplifters are women be-
tween 2O and 5O.

The dolgie-bag tradition may have encouraged thievery. It is but a
short step from taking home uneaten food to taking home appurte-
nances.

All that goverrunent has done to contribute to the something-for-
nothing psychologr inevitably rubs off on mosily-nice people. Every
restauraterrr knows some dear souls whom he would not for the world
offend, but they are picking the pockets of everybody in the place when
they walk offwith the cream pitcher.r

Thiefs Luck Eventually Will Run Out
Dear Ann Landers: My husband has been "bringing" things home from
the office fc,r years. I am scared to death that one of these days he will
be caught. .Lately Ive been having nightmares and waking up in a coid
sweat.

He has brought home furniture (desks, tables, chairs), tools, ollice
equipment tlboth manual and electrical) and clothing (uniforms, includ-
ing pants, shirLs, shoes andjackets), which he wears around the house
but not to w'ork. How he gets the stuff out is a mystery to me. Either the
guards are blind or they are in on it.

I have told him many times I hate to see him bring these things into
the house. jJe looks me straight in the eye and says the business is so
big they carr afford it and because he has worked for so long "they owe
it to me."

At age 4iC he is not about to listen to a lecture on morality. His ideas
are already formed and I know I can't change him. Our children are too
young to understand what is going on, but I worry that one day they will

I Ins ArEeles ftrnes Syndicate, Mrtrch 1982.

@ COPYRIGHT, The Center for lrarning. Used with permission. Not for rr:sale
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Death of a Salesman
Lesson 1

Handout I (page 3)

Name
Date

discover the truth. When this happens I may have to take them and
Ieave.

I have always been a very scrupulous person, and it is difficult for
me to describe the agony I have suffered over this man's lack of integ-
rity.

In most other ways he is a good husband, and believe it or not, he
is an excellent father. No one would dream that my husband steals like
this from tris employer.

Can you offer me some words of wisdom? I feel helpless and trapped
and afraid of the future.

--The Wife of a Man With Taking Ways

Dear Srife: You are in a tough spot because you cannot ask anyone to
speak to your husband about his "problem" for ob'rious reasons. Your
best hope is to hand him this column and tell him the letter is yours.

I will address myself to this "good husband" and "excellent father,"
and pray aiong with you that between the two of us we can reach him.

Dear Friend: This is no lecture. It's just me, dishing out a little
common sense.

For years you have been stealing from your employer. Granted, the
business is big and the things you lift periodically won't break them.
Also granted, you have worked there a long time. But neither of these
facts justjfies stealing merchandise and equipment. In the eyes of the
law, you are a criminal and that's the way you will probably be dealt
with.

So far, you ve been luclry--but eventually your luckwill run out and
you will be caught. Every time you steal somethingyou reduce the odds
of getting away with it. When you are finally apprehended, your good
narne will be forever tarnished, you will bring suffering and shame to
your wife and children, lose your job (with all ttre benefits built up over
the years), and there is a good chance you will go to jail.

Take a good look at all the things you ve stolen over the years. Are
they worlh your reputation, your family, your job and a stretch in the
slammerl2I leave it up to you, mister.2

2 Crealors Syndicate. August 30, 1989.

O COPYRIGHT, The Center for karning. Used with permission. Not for resale.
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Death of a Salesman
ksson I
Handout 2 (page 1)

Are You a Criminal?
Dlrections: Ttrese are personal opinion questions. Answer them carefully and honestly. There are no'righf' answers.

1. Do you agree with Parrl Harvey that taking some little thing from a restaurant is theft and thLat the
taker is a criminal? ![hy or why not?

2. Are the transit workers and fast-food employees criminals? why or why not?

3. What about the man'who brings home things from his place of employment, as in Ann Lanrlers'
column? Is he a crifiinal? Why or why not?

4. Who pays the actual costs for these tlrpes of worker or consurner crimes?

5. Have you or anyone in your family ever taken something from a restaurant, motel (towel, ashtray) ,
schoolroom, or place or work? If so, how did you or he/she feel at the time? What was your,/your
family member's reasrf,n for taking the items?

6. If so, how do you feel ri.ow about taking the items? was this stealing?

7 How would you feel if a friend or neighbor permanently "borrowed" your football, your lawrun()q/er,
the material you bought to make something with, your expensive pen?

@ COPYRIGHT, The Center for l,earning. Used with permission. Not for resale
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Death of a Salesman
ksson I
Handout 2 (page 2)

Name
Date

8. You are now a parent with a school-age son. Ttre child brings home an object which he claims he
found somewhere--a baseball mitt, a bicycle, a bracelet. What do you say to him?

9. If you criticized your son for taking something from a restaurant, motei, classroom, or place of
employment, and he responded with, "But you bring home stu{f from the ollice all the time.
What's the difference," what would your reply be?

lO. Do you feel a parent or guardian should set an example in things like consumer theft? Why or why
not?

I I . Should a parent or guardian reprimand or punish a child who takes little things - a candy bar from
a store. an apple from a neighbor's tree, a book from a librar5f,2 Why or why not?

12. A person's attitude towards right and wrong is his code of ethics. Using your answers to the
previous questions as a guide, write in sentence form your ethical position on consumer theft.

O COPYRIGHT, The Center for lrarning. Used with permission. Not for resale.
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Death of a Salesman
l,esson I
Handout 3 {page l)

Ethics in
Everytown High School, U.S.A.

Directions: Ethics is a system of morals, the choices that must be made between right and wrong.
Ethics is more than an attitude towards theft. It enters every aspect of life. Making ethical choi,ces is
not easy. The necessity to do so means that everyone is faced daily with ethical problems.

Read tJee following vignettes. See if you can determine the ethical problem involved. Answer the
questions t}.at follow each. There are no "right" answers.

A.
Cathy is a much-admired student leader at school. She willingly gives
her time to work on time-consuming activities such as building a
homecomi.ngfloat and making prom decorations. As a cheerleader, she
goes to pra.ctice everyday and voluntarily helps the students who hope
to try out for cheerleader next year. At home she prepares dinner nightly
since her mother works. She sometimes baby-sits her sister. She
attends church twice a week, sings in the choir, and with her youth
group, serves meals to transients every Saturday. On the weekend
before her short story for English class is due, Cathy is so busy with
activiUes that she does not have time to write her story. She digs
through her motleer's collection of magazines, finds an old Redbook,
and copies a story from it, changing tlee names of a few places to make
it sound a:; though it takes place in her town. She turns it in, neatly
typed, on l\4onday.

1. Is her action ethical?'Why or why not?

2. Do her activities allect your answer at all? If so, why?

3. You are in the same English class. You worked on your story for two weeks rewritingi and rt:'r,is-
ing. You earn a C; Cattry gets an A. You know what she did. How do you feel? What action, if any,
do you take?

4. Cathy also cleverly ancl subtly cheats on tests, but no teacher ever suspects her. As a result, she
will be valedictorian instead of you. How do you feel?

5. What do you do?

O COPYRIGHT, The Center for Lrarning. Used with Permission. Not for resale
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Death of a Salesman
Lesson 1

Handout 3 (page 2)

Name
Date

6, What would you do if her cheating had no effect on your own grade?

B, Algernon cmises through school, working as little as possible, barely
passing, enj oying life, not thinking of the future. Your school has a strict
rrle that anyone absent for any reason except personal illness or illness
in the family must attend detention on Saturday mornings. Algernon
likes to sleep late--sometimes until late a{ternoon. He also likes to go
fishing or skiing occasionally on school days. His mother calls tJ:e
school when he oversleeps or overfishes and says her son is ill. Algernon
never has to go to detention.

7. Is tl:e mother's lie acceptable? Why or why not?

8. Ifyou answered "No,"would itbe acceptable if he were a bright, hard-workingstudent who did four
or five hours of homework a night and, after staying up until 3 a.m. working on a physics project,
was too exhausted to come to school? Why or why not?

9. If the false excuse were given to your employer so you would not be docked for failing to come to
work, would that be acceptable? Why or why not?

C. Maria is a very attractive girl who uses her looks to her advantage. She
discovered at thirLeen that she could easily attract any boy she set out
to get. By high school years, the game had become too easy so she
changed the rules. She set out to capture only males who were already
going steady with other girls and who apparently were not interested in
anyone else. She had to work a little harder to lure each boy, but she
enjoyed the challenge. And she succeeded every time. Once she had
succeeded,she dated the boy a few times so that everyone could see her
conquest and then dropped him. After she dropped him, she made snide
comments about him to her friends and laughed about his inability to
resist a pretty female and his lack of loyalty to his original girfriend.

10. You are the former girlfriend of Butch, the boy she has just taken away and then dropped. How
do you feel about Maria?

O COPYRICHT, The Center for lrarning. Used wit]r permission. Not for resale.
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Death of a Salesman
ksson 1

Handout 3 (page 3)

Name
Date f
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11. How do you feel about Butch?

12. You are Butch. You have just been dropped by Maria, who you thoughtwas crav! aboutyor-r. How
do you feel about her?

13. Was Maria unethical in any way? Why or why not?

D. Your best lriend, Lisa, went steady all last year with Rob. This year, Rob,
who is several years older, broke up with her and later became engaged
to Edith. llou have discovered that Lisa and Rob are still seeing each
other behind Edith's back. You consider this improper behavior.

14. What do you do?

a. Nothing.
b. Discuss it witf. Lisa.
c. Talk with Rob.
d. Tell Edith what is going on.

Explainwhyyoumadeyourchoice. Whom doyou considermore atfaultinthissituation--Rob orl,isa?
whv?

E. You are basically an upstanding, honest person. While at the mall, you
find a wall:t on the floor. When you pick it up, you find it contains $ lOO
in cash, plus credit cards, photos, miscellaneous items.

15. What do you do?

a. Take it to the nearest clerk or store manager.
b. Take the money and put the waiiet back where you found it.
c. Take the money and turn the wallet in.
d, Take some of the tmoney and turn the wallet in.
e. CaIl the owner.
f. Take it home and ask your parents what to do.

16. Why did you make your choice?

O COPYRIGHT, The Center for l,earning. Used with permission. Not for resale
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Death of a Salesman
Lesson 1

Handout 3 (page 4)

Name
Date

17. Is it ethical to take money someone else has carelessly lost? Why or why not?

18. Would your answer be dillerent if it were something besides money? Explain.

19. Is it ethical to figuratively take someone's money by not doing yourjob at work--goofing off, doing
something onlypartway, taking extra breaks, coming late, etc.? Why or why not?

2O. Is lying or cheating or stealing or hurLing other people acceptable if it helps you to achieve a goal.

to become a success? Why or why not?

O COPYRIGHT, The Center for l,earning. Used with Permission. Not for resale.
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Death of a Salesman
ksson I
Handout 4 (page 1)

lVriting about Ethics

Maturitybrings increasingawareness that a situation does nothave
only two irlternatives: black or white, good or bad, right or wrong. Often
the choices are befogged in gray. \Vtrichever you choose may be partly
right and partly wrong.

Ethics presents problems because your standards may differ from
those ofyourfriends. People mustchoose, attimes, between doingwhat
they believe is right and doing what will make them popular, accepted
or well-liked. It isn't easy to say "no" when your statement may end
a friendship, cost you your popularity, or your job.

Ethicr; become even more difficult when newspapers announce
almost d aily that highly regarded p olitic ians, businessmen an d women,
professionals--Gary Hart, Jim Bakker, Pete Rose, and many others--
have bee.n caught in unethical acts. Their response is often "But
everybody else is doing it!" or "IVe done nothing wrong."

Writ-ing about ethics rnay help you determine your own stand on certain issues. Choose one ethical
stance or problem (beingl honest when honesty may get you fired; cheating on an S,A.T. test: being
asked by a friend to help her cheat, etc.). Focusing on that issue, write about it. You may write ar shor[
story, a personal experience, or an opinion essay. Be as specific as possible.

Alternative Writing Topir:: Examine an editorial cartoon which focuses the ideas discussed otr the
effect of widespread unethical behavior on young people. Write a personal or formal essay on this
topic, and include a copy of cartoon, if possible. Be specific in your writing about the une,thical
behavior satirized and itrs effects.

O COPYF'IGHT, The Center for tearning. Used with permission. Not for resale.
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Death of a Salesman
Lesson I
Handout 5

Ethics and the Play's Charaeters

Dlrectlons: Fill in this chart as you read the play. Write the character's name and any unetleical
action or statemenl in brieJ.Include minor characters such as Uncle Ben and Howard.

Character Actlon

Example:

Biff stole a carton of basketballs

Save this chart. You will need to refer to it later

@ COPYRICHT, The Center for lrarning. Used with permission. Not for resale.
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Lesson 2
The American Dream

Objectives
. To recognize the weaknesses in the flawed

American dream
. To introduce the dream motif of the play

Notes to the Teacher
This play is a dream play--Willy's dreams of

success mingling with his dreams of the past.
His dream is the flawedAmerican dream which
establishes him as the "common-man hero."
The handouts in this lesson acquaint students
with American dreams and lead them into the
dreams of Willy, the main character.

Procedure
1. Distribute Handouts 6 and 7 to be done as

worksheets. Both Handouts 6 and 7 car.
lead to writing assignments on personal
goals or the American dream today.

2. Distribute Handout 8 for students to fill in
during play-reading. It can also be used
after the play has been read.

Dream

Auotding manuallabor sco..ffs at carrynfu

Beag a success brags and hes about his
sales; enutes Ben

Suggested Responses:
Handouts 6 and 7z Ansusers will uany.
Handout 8: See chart belous.

Optional Activity
A tg8g movie entitled FieldoJDreams, based

on W. P. Kinsella's novel Shoeless Joe, is a good
enrichment addition to Handout 8. Both the
movie and novel show the need for dreams, ttre
importance of dreams for survival.

The Iowa part-time farmer, on whose prop-
erty most of the baseball diamond was built for
the film, has left the diamond in the middle of
the cornfield. Hundreds of people each week,
inspired by the movie's message, travel to the
hard-to-find farm to look at or play on the
diamond.

Shoeless Joe, a well-written fantasy with J.
D. Salinger as a character, is a good novel to
teach in conjuncUon with Tte DeathoJ aSales'
man.

Happy

enjogs manuol Labor,
ranchutork

has sales job

qutts jobs tohen he isn't
boss

brags and lies about his
positton

HelpinS chidrenbe strc-
cess.lful

Inuesttng in material
goods

Being utell-Liked

Hauing secunry

Conceali.ng weak-

glues sons oduice on get'
ting alead., getttng aLoan

htys prdrrcts withbg ods,
ousns ousn lwme

brags about his popular-
itg; scoffs atBernard

hcLs tife insurance; bor-
roLUS so he can malce
pagments

is populrtr as Lng; klieues
Oliuer uill remernber him

is at loose ends; hos no
securttg

has car, eqtenstue apart'
ment

constders seLJ charming
and irreststible

see,7us to e1ioa rlskup his
job tlvottgh seductirons,
coDer-ups, etc.

doe s not conJe s s odulte ry ;
preterds b foJE slcl,ld. more
than te did; hides
suicide attempts

does not odmit being in
jail; Jorgets he tuas onLY

stekbog Jor Oliser

pretends to be more im-
portant than he is at utork

Willy Biff

nesses

15
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Death of a Salesman
ksson 2
Handout 6

The American Dream Machine

America! Freedom from persecution; equal justice for all!
America! Home of the free and the brave!
America! I^and of opportunity!
America! The streets are paved with gold!
America! Go from rags to riches!
America! Get rich quick!
America! Hou to Be a Success in 30 Days or l-ess
America! If you're not successful, you're a nobody.

The American Dream, once an honorable goal of freedom, justice,
and peace, has, according to many writers and thinkers, disintegrated
into a selfish dream of money, success, happiness, eternal youth--a
dream that has, in many ways, become a nightmare.

The 19BO's have been called "the qrnical decade...a time of lowered
expectations, heightened self-interest, the triumph of greed over ideals"'
And the problem is, "so few people can really live out their acquisitive
desires, under the circumstances, there is a lot of disillusionment"'r

Has the Arnerican dream collapsed? Rotted arvay? Turned into c1'nicism? was it ever valid? Is the
original dream a worlhwhile one? Is the selfish dream worLhwhile? Is success a desirable goal? What
is your American dream?

The Personal Dream Machine
My Goals for the Next Five Years My Goals for the Distant Future

1

Name
Date

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

I Donald Kanter and Philip Mirvis, The Cynical Americotts: IiuW ard Working n an Age oJ Discontent and Disillusirn (San

Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1989).



Death of a Salesman
ksson 2
Handout 7 (page t)

Achieving the Dream

Directions: The specific ,parts of the revised American dream differ from person to person. The fotlow-
ing list is not complete, but it contains a number of popular desires. For each one, give proofs or
examples (several, if possible) of this desire. Use as examples: yourself, people you know (without
naming them), TV, movies, records, advertising, products, industries, etc.

Example:

Name
Date

Having eternal youth

A. Avoiding manual labor
(having a white-collar job)

B. Being a success (often at any price)

C. Helping your childre.n to be more
successful than you

l. Pepsi ads
2. ads for toothpaste, mouthwash, makeup,

etc.
3. adults wearlng too-young clothing or

hairstyles
4. middle-aged men marrying young second

wives
5, popularity of spas, exercise videos, etc.
6. Grecian Formula: Retin-A
7. my neighbor's "mod" clothing



Death of a Salesman 
Lesson 2 
Handout 7 (page 2) 

D. Investing in material goods: latest technology, jewelry,
boats, etc.)

E. Being well-liked

F. Having security (life insurance. your own
home. good job)

G. Concealing weaknesses

----- - --- - --- -

Name _______ _ 
Date ________ _ 

© COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with pennission. Not for resale. 
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Death of a Salesman
l,esson 2
Handout 8

Three Dreamers

Directions: As you read the play, you will discover tlat there are t-luee dreamers: Willy and his sons
BiIIand Happy. Many of their dreams are the sarne as those you have described. Give close attention
to Willy's dreams: they are tJ:e hearL of the play. Fill in this chart as you read the play. and kee p it for
later discussion. Give specific examples for each person. Some dreams will not pertain to alli three
characters. In at least one case, a character will notbelieve in one of the dreams.

Dream Happy

A. Avoiding manual
labor

B. Being a success

C. Helping children be
more successful ttran
you

D. Investing in
material goods

E. Being well-liked

F. Having security

G. Concealing weak-
NCSSES

@ COPIR.IGHT, The Center for karning. Used with permission. Not for resale
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Objectives
. To clarify the time/place confusion
. To anallze Willy's character and dreams

Notes to the Teacher
Willy lnman is a controversia_l character. In

equal numbers critics praise and condemn him.
He has been called a tragic hero and a pathetic
failure, a man to pity, a man who deserves no
pity. Handout 9 places emphasis on how the
unusual point of view--inside his head--aIfects
tJre unrealistic set and the instantaneous shifts
in time and place. Handouts 1G13 put the
students inside his head: what is the man like?

Procedure
1. Distribute Handouts 9 and 1O. Make sure

students understand "stage left" and "stage
right" so their sketched details will be cor-
rect. The sketch in "Suggested Responses"
gives an idea of what is expected.

2. Distribute Handout 11 for students to do
individually or in groups.

3. Distribute Handout 12. Ask for volunteers
to read poems aloud or use poems as choral
reading.

4. Distribute Handout 13. Use as group dis-
cussion. If students have read The Great
Gatsbg, they can discuss further parallels,
especially the American dream theme. flhere
are two theme topics based on a comparison
of the two works in "Writing:Theme Topics"
in Supplementary Material.)

As students discuss Willy, provide informa-
tion about Miller's model forWiily. When he
was 17 Millerwrote a short story, "In Memo-
riam," based on his own o(periences, in
which an old, tired salesman is mistreated

Lesson 3
lVilly L,oman

by buyers and can sell notkring.The man on
whom he based his storycommitted suicide.
Suggested Responses:
Handout 1O:

$fi# d
sketch of Willy's home

Handout 11: See chartonnextpage..

Handout L2z Anstuers urtll uary but mog
include the Jollotoirg :

A. Suggests the Jutiltty oJ Willg's ltuing in
the past

B. Suggests Willg's present situatton: the
end oJ the road-

C. Shous tuhathappens uhen dreams like
Willg's die--the batren field suggests
Willg' s Jutwa The poem reirlforces Char-
Leg's statement: 'A salesman's got to
dream, bog.It comes withtte territory."

D. Can tte tn wtth the desire Jor
matertal possessrons

E. Willg wants to recaphre the pleasant-
ness--or seeming pleasantness--orl the
past; a son tuho is a populor JootbalL
hero, ahappa lome lg[e, sons who adore
ttin" decent sales.

Handout 13: Ansu;ers tuill uaty.

2l
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Suglgiested Responses, Hrandout 1 1:

\llllly's Statement

calb Btff Lazy

tells Bilf to study moth so he toon'tJlunk
"Cfeurolet is ttrc greatest car?"
"I' m well-Liked tn HartJord"

encoutages sons to cheat a:nd steal

condemns Bilf s Llfestgb

brags about his many JrteruTs

"WelL this is the usay Aou're gou1g.Gdbge."

Contradiction

"Ttere's one thirtg about Bi{f-fe's not tazg."

"with sclwlor shtp s... tfeg' re gonna lwtk hirni"

"Tlnt g oddom CteuroLet"

"Lindo. Wople don't seern to take to me"

"I neuer in my Life told" htm anything but decent
thtngs"
"greatest thtng in the tuorkl Jor him was to bum
qround"

tells Charleg he is his onlg Jriend
"Mag gou rot in hell if gou leave thrs horlsel

{
(

t
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Death of a Salesman
Iesson 3
Handout 9

Inside $rilty Loman's Head

The Inside oJ Hts Head.was Miller's original title for tJ:e play--and it was an appropriate one. He
depicts actual events of the late 1940s and also those of twentyyears earlier as they are remembered
by Willy.

Witly, in his sixties, tired and under stress, cannot always tell whether he is in the present or the
past. Sometimes he addresses someone from the past while he is talking with a present friend or family
member. Despite Willy's difficulties in separating the past and present time periods, the author
provides several clues so tJ:at the reader can tell when he is drifting from the present into the past.

l. Flute music plays as he goes into the past.
2. Trees are projected over the top of his house. (In the present, apartment buildings are shown

there).
3. Willy walks through the wall-line (the invisibte house wall between ttre actors and the audience)

onto the apron of the stage when in the past. In the present, he walks through the door.

To emphas?e unreality, Miller uses an unreal set. Instead of making it look like one room of a
house (minus one wall), he shows the entire house with one wall missing. To visualizethe set, picture
a two-story dollhouse that has been opened by swinging the front of the house to one side. AII of the
rooms on both floors are visible at one time.

O COPYRIGHT, The Center for karning. Used with permission. Not for resale.
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Death of a Salesman
Lesson 3
Handout 1O

Proscenium Stage

Below you will find a drawing of a proscenium stage, complete with an apron, used for the
baclryard and several other sites. Draw in details described by Miller.

Keeping the dollhous;e in mind, read the stage directions carefutly. Rrght and"teJtrefer to sorneone
standing on the stage facing the audience. When you complete the sketch, reverse the direc:tions:
stage left would be on your right as you face the stage.

@ COPYzuGHT, The Center for karning. Used with permission. Not for resale.
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Death of a Salesman
ksson 3
Handout 11

"Very Well, I Contradict Myself '

"I contradict myse)I? very welr, , ""_1ffi1,ii#i11..."

Dlrectlons: Emerson, a philosopher and poet, believed that a thinking man must contradict himself
as he reads and learns more. Only people who do not read, discuss, and think about issues can
maintain unaltered opinions. You have undoubtedly read of those who ran for political office
supporling a particular issue but later changed positions after learning more about it. However,
contradicting oneself is not always commendable, Willy, in his confusion, is frequently guilty of it,
whether giving advice, complaining about appliances, or talking to or about people.

List below as many instances as you can find of Willy's contradicting himself. Summarize or quote
what he said or did.

Mlly's Statement or Action
Example: tells BiJI not to pick up anlthing
for Bill Oliver

Name
Date

Contradiction
ExampLe: picks up Howard's lighter and gives it
to him

2.

3.

4.

5.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

B.

7

8

What do these contradictions show about WilM

O COPYRIGHT, The Center for l,earning. Used with Permission' Not for resale
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Death of a Salesman
lresson 3
Handout 12

Wilfy and the Dream

Dlrectlons: The followinlg2oth-centuryAmerican poems have lines, themes, etc.. that pertain toWilly
Loman. Read each one carefully, ttrink about its meaning, and decide how it pertains to Willy. You may
need to refer to Handoul! 8, 'Three Dreamers."

A. from John Broton's Bodg
--stephen Vincent Benet

Oniy a fool goes looking for the wind
That blew across his heartstrings yesterday,
Or breaks his hands in the obscure attempt
To dig the knotted roots of Time apart,
Hoping to resurrect the golden mask
Of the lost year inviolate from the ground.
Only a fool drives horsgs in the slry.'

B. The Dump
--Donald Hall

The trolley has stopped long since.
There is no motorrnan.
The passenger thinks

he is at the end of the line.
No, it is past the end. Around him

is the graveyard of trolleys,
thousands of oblongs tilted
at angles to each other,
yellow paint chipped.

Stepping outside, he sees smoke rising
from holes in roofs.

Old men live here. in narrow houses full of rugs,
in this last place.2

C. Dreams
--Langston Hughes

Hold fast to dreams
For if dreams die
Life is a broken-winged bird
That cannot fly.

Hold fast to dreams
For when dreams go
Life is a barren field
Frozen with snow.3

rStephen Vincent Benet, John B.roton's Bdy (New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston, f 955), 329.

2 Donald Hall, '"The Dump," The Ailigator Bridz: Poems Netu and. *lected (New York: Harper and Row, 1969).

sLangston Hughes, The Dreamhl.eeper (New York: Alfred A. kopfl.

O COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with permission. Not for resalc.
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Death of a Salesman
Irsson 3
Handout 12 (page 2)

Name
Date

D. Read this comment by critic leslie Fiedler:
'There is only a single industry in the U.S....What that industry produces are not things...but
dreams disguised as things: poor vulgar dreams they seem sometimes, but what can one expect
of a populaUon descended from the culturally dispossessed of all the nations of the world?"4

Discuss how this comment relates to Willy. You might want to consider in your discussion this
comment about Willy: Willy buys his own dreams.

E. At the end of his novel The Great Gatsby, F. Scott Fitzgerald describes the now-dead Gatsby, a
dreamer who had believed he could win back his love and relive tJre past:

"Gatsby believed in tJ:e green light, the orgiastic future that year by year recedes before us. It
eluded us then, but that's no matter--tomorrow we will run faster, stretch out our arms
farther...And one fine morning--"

"So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the Past."s

How does this description relate to Willy?

a Haroid Bloorn, d., Arthur Milkr's Deoth oJ a Sqlesman (New York: Chelsea House, 1988)' 50-51

s F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Catsby (New York: Scribners, 196l)' 182.

o CoPYRIGHT. The Center for karning. Used with permission. Not for resale.
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Death of a Salesman
ksson 3
Handout 13

IViIly--A Man to Admire?
Directlons: Read the folJowing, and answer the questions below.

Linda tellsi her sons, "Attention must be paid to such a man...And you
tell me he has no character? The man who never worked a day but for
your benefit?"
Happy Sa1rs, "r. had a good dream. It's the only dream you can have-
-to come out number-one man."
Charley szrys, "Nobody dast blame this man."
At the end. of act2, Willy realizes t1.at Biff not only likes him but loves
him.

We have seen how he trea,ts his wife, how he cheats, how he encourages his sons to be dishonest, how
he lies about his job and income, how he acts towards his only friend Charley and towards Bernard.
Yet, all these people like or love Willy. And, oddly enough, most audiences like him and sympzrthize
with him.

l. Can you explain why?

2, Many people would consider Willy an unethical man. However, Arthur Miller redefines mor,ality
in his essay'"Tragedy and the Common Man": Moral law is the indestmctible will of man to achieve
his humanity." "By this definition, what would Miller's view of Willy's morality be?

3. Do you agree with Miltet? Why or why not?

@ COPYIUGHT, The Center for karning. Used with permission. Not for resale.
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Lesson 4
The Salesman: An American Phenomenon

Objectives
. To see the purpose of using a salesman as

the American common man
. To perceive the insubstantial nature of white-

collar jobs as opposed to blue-collarjobs
. Tg clarify the association of dreams with

salesmen

Notes to the Teacher
Miller not only said that Willy was buying

his own dreams, but also tleat he was selling
himself. Charley's speech shows the riskiness of
thisjob, ajob dependent oncharisma. Handout
14, an astounding defense of salesmen, should
generate many comments from students. Hand-
out 15 focuses on the sl.rnbolic aspects of "the
Salesman." Handout 17 deals with the ethics of
business. The reference to Horatio Alger may
need clarification.

Procedure
l. Distribute Handout 14. Questions I and 2

may be done as ciass discussion and ques-
tion 3 as a wriilng assignment.

2. Distribute Handout 15 for small group work.

3. Distribute Handout 16. Use as class dis-
cussion.

4. Distribute Handout 17. Use as class dis-
cussion.
Suggested Responses:
Handout 14: Ansroers tuilL uarg.

Handout 15
L. Tleg setWillg up as a sgmboL
2. It rs unknou;n.
3. See 'Wotes to Teacher."
4. He wonts auhite-collarjob.
5. Ansu;ers tuill uarg.
6. He seems to be reJerring to seff-esteent

the success;ftll selling oJ oneseV.
7. L Thejob is insecure.

b. Thejob is based onchorisma
c. Ansuers uilluaty. MiLLer usants us to

admire the Willg toho tried his best
but tuos hampered bg societg and
himseLJ.

d. Ansruers tutll uarg.

8. Anstuers wld,l uorg but rnag include the
drtueJor success: theJutrle stnutng oJthe
Arnerican Eueryman; the Jragility ond
tenuousness o'f success.

Handout 16
l. HisJamilg ottdCharleg come.
2. He has no otherJriends.
3. His lde is angthing but soJt and easy: the

drtue to N ew England is long, unsuccess-
Jul: he is tn constant debt. His death utas
fi.guratiuely pamless; he tuas jogous cls
he droue off, belieuing he uould moke
Bi.ff rtchwiththe insurance moneg. (Note
thot he did not leaue the moneA to his
tuife.)

4. Singleman is not typicaL as Willg be-
lieues. He is unique. WiLLy can'tnot expect
to le ad his Lde - - or lus de ath. Willg's narne,
lruhtch s ottrtds like "Lous mant, " shous his
posifion.

Handout 17:
1. He utdked into the jungle and came out

riclvno effort.
2. The euent u.ras his urlfoir attc.ck on Biff.

He obuiottslylied, cheated, perhaps stole
and killed to molce hts Jorh.me.

3. Theg are the ultimate sgmboloJusealth: a
uisible symbol.

4. It rs a br.rsuzess tuorldinwhtchpeople do
not "plag Jair."

5. She is disturbedbg him, hisJighting, and
his ottitude totoards success. She says,
"WW must eueryone conquer tte usorld?"

6. Chorleg recognizes the lunits a person
must stay uithin. He is not the kind to go
outside the Law, or to take big risks. Ben
sees all successrfi-rl peopte as dishonest,
a uorthuhtle cturarteristic to him-

7. CYrftcs disagree. Both catt be proued.
Mtller cloimed he dtd not intend to "put
doun" busrnessmen. The malcers oJ the
Wtnfll mouie made an tntdtrctory "d-rcu-

mentaty" Jilm in ushtclt uartou-s salesmen
speok and are shourn to be exemplarg
citizens.
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Death of a Salesman
Lesson 4
Handout 14

The Salesman in America

Dlrections: Read the following letter, which appeared rn Changtng Times in 1982 in response to an
ar[icle about a very young sa]esman, and respond to the questions below.

Selling the Salesmaa
I read with great interest your editorial about ttre 14-year-old salesman
("Chat," Muy). Being a professional salesman, I envied the experience
and presence of rnind he had at that young age. I applauded his quick
thinking, admired his persuasiveness, envied his closing.

Then came the disappointrnent. When I read that he wanted to go to a
top college and become a scientist, I almost cried. Why, I asked myself,
would anyone that talented want to pick a field that is beneath him? If
I could talk to that young man, I would try to impress on him that a real
salesman can do much more than any scientist. physician or physicist
could ever accomplish. A salesman deals with humanity. He is the
prime mover for industry, business and people in general. Without the
salesman, everything would come to a stop. Sadly, in today's society,
few, if any, remember this imporLant fact of llfe.

*;.?;;"#

1. Judging only from the evidence in this letter, characterDe the writer.

2. Would Willy agree with his attitude towards salesmen? Explain.

3. Write a letter agreeing or disagreeing with the writer's view of a salesman. Be more specific than
the writer; give examples, proofs. Begin with "Dear Editor."

O COPYRIGHT, The Center for karning. Used with Permission. Not for resale.
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Death of a Salesman
Lesson 4
Handout I5 (page 1)

lVilly, the Salesman

Directlons: Respond to the questions below.

I . Notice that Arthur Mi-ller calls his play De athoJ a Sdesfitan , not Death oJWilLg l-oman Before 'Willy
first enters, the stage ,Cirections say, "Before us is the Salesman's house." (Note the capital S) 'fhen
they say, "From the fight, Willy Loman, the Salesman, enters carrying two large sample ciases."

What is the significance of these direclions? Why the capital S?

2. What product does \lrilly sell?

3. Why doesn't Miller nErme the product?

4, Willy, who is exceller:rt at carpentry, chooses instead to be a salesman, a job at which he has
apparently never been very good. Thinking of the discussion about the American dream, why did
he make this job choice?

5. In act 2, Willy tells Ben, "Ifs contacts, Ben, contacts!...that's the wonder of this country, that zr man
can end with diamoncls here on the basis of being liked." To his sons he says, "Because the man
who makes an appearance in the business world, the man who creates personal interest, :Ls the
man who gets ahead. Be liked and you will never want."

To what extent is a salesman's success related to his appearance and his ability to make frie:nds?
Why are these surfact: elements, with no relationship to the product or its quality. importuLrrt to
a salesman?

6. In the same scene. when Ben invites Willy to go to Alaska, he asks, 'What are you buildingT Lay
your hand on it. Wher:e is it?" Willy, after admitting there is nothing, t}.en gives his "contacts"
speech, ending with, "'fou can't feel it with your hand like timber, but it's there!" The comparison
is between constructictn and sales work. What does Willy's response mean?

@ COPYRIGHT, The Center fior karning. Used with permission. Not for resale
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Death of a Salesman
ksson 4
Handout 15 (page 2)

Name
Date

7. At the end of his life Willy is a failure. According to Linda, "He drives 7OO miles, and when he gets
tl:ere no one knows him anymore, no one welcomes him,"

Willy, who had "the wrong dreams," according to Biff, kills himself to fulfill anotfrer dream--
making Biff rich througfir insurance money, which he can "pick up and touch in [his] hand. Not
like--like an appointrnent." Since the insurance company knows about his earlier purposeful
accidents, even this dream is unfulfilled. Yet, Charley, a successful businessman, delivers a
moving requiem for Willy.

Nobody dast blame this man. You don't understand: Wil1y was a salesman. And for a salesman,
there is no rock bottom to the life. He don't put a bolt to a nut, he don't tell you the law or give you
medicine. He's a man way out there in the blue, riding on a smile and a shoestrine. And when lhey
start not smiling back--that's an ear[hquake. And then you get yourself a couple of spots on your
hat, and you're finished. Nobody dast blame this man. A salesman is got to dream, boy. It comes
with the territory.

a. Why is there "no rock bottom to ttre life" of a salesman?

b. What does the metaphor "riding on a smile and a shoeshine" mean?

c. Wtry would Charley, who knows all of Willy's shortcomings. say, "Nobody dast blame this
man?"

d. Look at Charley's last two sentences. 'The territory" refers to the area a salesman covers. Why
do you think a salesman has to dream? Relate your answer to your responses for questions
5,6.

8. Think about the assertion in question I that Wiily is "the Salesman"--the embodiment. perhaps
of ali salesmen. all Americans (the salesman is an American invention) who hold similarly
amorphousjobs dependent less on talent. education, and training than on easily changed factors.
such as a spot on a hat. If Willy is a kind of metaphor for an American traiL or an element of the
American dream, what is that trait or element? Explain.

O COPYRIGHI', The Center for lrarning. Used with Permission. Not for resale.
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Death of a Salesman
ksson 4
Handout 16

Davre Singleman: The Death of a Salesman

Dlrections: Read the following quotes, and answer the questions.

In act 2, Willy tells Howard about Dave Singleman, the eighty-four-year-o1d salesman, who inspired
Willy and who'died the death of a salesman, in his greenvelvet slippers in the smoker of the Neu'York,
New Haven and Hartford., going into Boston--when he died, hundreds of salesmen and buyer:; were
at his funeral."

When Willy, at the end of act 2, speaks to the imaginary Ben about his impending suicide, he says,
'Ben, that funeral will be massive!They'll come from Maine, Massachusetts, Vermont, New Flamp-
shire! AII the old-timers with the strange license plates--that boy will be thunderstruck. Ben, because
he never realized--I am lnown!...He'll see what I am, Ben! He's in for a shock, that boy!"

l. Who comes to Willy's funeral?

2. What earlier commerlt has Willy made to Charley that helps explain this?

3. A critic, D.L. Hoeveler, has defined the mlth of the American dream as 'an easy, soft life arr,C an
easy, painless death!" Has Willy achieved either of these? Explain.

4. Why would Miller har,'e chosen the name Singleman for the ideal salesman? What about V/illy's
name suggests he wars not destined for Singleman's glorified death and funeral?

O COPYRTGHT, The Center for lrarning. Used with Permission. Not for resa]e
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Death of a Salesman
ksson 4
Handout 17

Name
Date

T\ro Suceessftrl Businessmen

Dlrectlons: Willy has two models of business success to follow if he wishes, men he knows, as
opposed to Dave Singleman. His neighbor, Charley, who lendsWillymoney t):atwill neverbe repaid,
frequently offers Willy ajob, and feels no urge to be popular, although he is quite successful. Willy does
not see him as admirable.

His brot}-er, Ben, whom he almost worships, is a scoundrel with money and rarely',risits him.
Unlike Howard, who inherited his father's business, both Charley and Ben are self-made men.

1 In what sense is Ben tJre epitome of the classic Horatio Alger rags-to-riches story?

2. What event gives us the idea of how he achieved his wealth? How did he achieve it?

3. Why did Miller use diamonds as the source of Ben's wealth?

4. Metaphorically, in terms of business, what could be meant by Ben's walking into a jungle?

5. Wtrat is Linda's reaction to Ben? What does she think of his.lob offer?

6. Interpret what the interchange below reveals about each of the two successful businessmen:

Charley: Willy, the jails are full of fearless characters.
Ben: And the stock exchange, friendl

7. Which of the two men doyou believe Miller considered more t5pical of the American businessman?
Give proof.

O COPYRIGHT, The Center for karning. Used with permission. Not for resale.
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Lesson 5
Money, Ethics, and Business

Objectives
. To allow application of understanding eth-

ics
. To recognize the problems in making ethical

decisions
. To direct attention to the ethical values of

the characters

Notes to the Teacher
This lesson applies the ideas of lrsson I to the
play. In Handout 18, students will disqover that
it is not easy to label a character as ethical or
unethical. Handouts 19 and 2O alert them to
the complicated ethics of the business world.
Some critics believe one of Miller's main state-
ments in the play is critlcism of American con-
sumerism. Explain sublrnural aduertising.

Procedure
I . Distribute Handout 18. It may be done indi-

vidually or in groups of 3 or 4.

2. Distribute Handout 19 for small group work.

3. Distribute Handout 2O. Number 1 calls for
an individual response. Others may be used
for group or class discussion.
Suggested Responses:
Handout 18: Ansuers ustll uarg.
Handout 19
l. soles--ustng his mistress to get to the

buger
2. perhaps tlvough stealing: expects to be

# 7 mant in anA job: steals hts toag out oJ
euery job

3. htsjob--taking bribes, demeaning his su-
periors, etc.

4. the jugle--metlrcds suggested bg the
umbrella point aboue Bi[f s ege

5. his ur{airness and dislonestg
6. Jttst beiore he sags this (p. 25) lrc tells

hous he takes brtbesfrom salesmen who
wattt ant order.

Handout 2O
1. Listtuilluaty.
2-7 :Anstoer s uill uorg.
B. his mistress; his lies to Linda about hts

job ottd his earnrngs
9. Ansuers tuill uary. Thefirlng is certainlg

u4falr (but is it wtethical?) totthno men'
tton oJ benefits, retirement, etc., qfter
Long geors oJ seruice. A busuress cannot
s upp ort an ernplog e e who doe s not do his
uork or is unsuccess-.ful tn it. Hotuard
calls Willg, manA Aears his elder, "lcid,"
demeardng him- He shou.rs alackoJ sgm'
pathg but is not unethicaL

10. Ansurers toill uaty.
11. See #9.
12. his Jailwe to make sales
13. Abustness has aresponsibility to tts em-

plogees.
14. uery likelg tlrc reason Charleg giues--

jeaTottsg; embatrassment at the idea oJ
hauing to uork Jor the mant he aluags
considered beneath him

15-16. Anstuers will uarg.
17. The morketJor products tuouldbe almost

nonexistent d euerythvW Lrrs ted' Joreuer."
Howeuer, clunging sfules, "imProue'
ments, " additiues, etc., oided by aduer-
tising hApe, tempt people to bug neu) cars
and appliances uthen tleir old ones sttll
work.
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Death of a Salesman
l,esson 5
Handoutf8(pagel)

Back to Ethics I
Dlrections: Reread your ethics list in Handout 4. Norv, make some ethical judgments. For each
character, write a few sentences proving him/her to be etl:ical or unethical. If characters demonstrate
both qualities, prove so. Use proofs from your list or from the play.

1. Willy

2. Biff

3. Happy

4. Charley

5. Howard

o CoPYRIGHT, The Center for karning. Used with permission. Not for resale.
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I
Death of a Salesman
ksson 5
Handout 18 (page 2) -\I

6. Linda

7. Ben

After completing your mI:i-paragraphs, exchange papers with another student or another group. If
you disagree in any of your judgments, discuss what you said and defend your point of ',riew. f,o not
let your personal feelings for the character enter into your argument.

8. Discuss: Was Willy's s;uicide an ethical act? How would he defend it? What is unethical about it?

@ COPYRIGHT, The Center for lrarning. Used with permission. Not for resale.
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Death of a Salesman
Lesson 5
Handout 19

Back to Ethics II: Get Rich guick
Dlrectlons: One of the American slogans you encountered earlier was "Get rich quick!" Think how
many people in America believed in that possibility--the shortcut to wealth: Horatio Alger's rags-to-
riches tales: t] e people in the Gotd Rush: farmers who moved to the rich city: pioneer- who moved
west: bootleggers: aspirinelmo\de and television actors and athletes; conni\ing manufacturers; slick
wall Street brokers: former white House aides; purchasers of lottery tickets; gamblers.

How does each of these characters hope to get rich quick? what dishonest or unethical means does
he use? (use phrases)

I Willy

2. Biff

3. Happy

4. Uncle Ben (the play's symbol for this quality)

5. After Ben's unfair fight with Biff; Ben says, "Never fight fair with a stranger, boy. You'll never get
out of the jungle that way." What do the fight and the comment reveal abouL Ben and his ethics?

6. Happy says to Biff, "You know how honest I am." Explain the irony

O COPYRiGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with permission. Not for resale.
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Death of a Salesman
Lesson 5
Handout 2O (page t)

Business Ethics

Directions: Read the follrrwing, and answer tl:e questions.

Unethical acts in the workplace are, unfortunate$, not uncorrunon. Think of examples of unethical
practices in your hometovurr or those you have read about or seen on TV. Subliminal advertising, now
ostensibly illegal, is one example. Have you ever been lured into a store by a "Big Sale," only to 11nd

that the item isn't quite what it was adverlised to be? Have you been sold shoddy merchandise?'Has
a repairman done a poor job at a high cost?

l. List your examples here.

A business must make money or close. Is it ethical for a business to do these things:

3. raise prices?

4. release employees?

5. charge customers for ,:mployee or customer theft?

6. sell shoddy merchandise?

7. lure customers in wittr prDes or questionable sales?

8. What evidence do we have that Willy was unethical in his job?

9. Was it ethical for Howard to fire Willy, a long-time employee who was no longer making sales?'ilrhy
or why not?

O COPYRiGHT, The Center for trarning. Used uith permission. Not for resale.
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a.

b.

c.

d.

e.

f.

6b'

2. Why might businessnten have done some of the unethical things you have listed?



Death of a Salesman
l,esson 5
Handout 2O (page 2)

Name
Date

1O. Should a business put profits above people? Vice-versa? Explain.

11. What would Howard's logical reason be for releasing Willy?

12. In what sense did Willy deserve to lose his job?

13. In what sense is he right when he tells Howard, 'You can't eat the orange and throw the peel away
--a man is not a piece of fruit"?

14. Why wouldn't Willy accept a job from Charley?

15. Was it ethical for him to tell his wife that the money borrowed from Charley was his salary? Why
or why not?

16. Is it ethical for businesses to manufacture appliances, such as Willy's refrigerator, or cars that are
intended to work for only a certain length of time? (The practice is called "planned obsolescence.")
Why or why not?

17. If refrigerators, light bulbs, toasters or cars lasted for a long time, what effect would that have on
manufacturers? Is planned obsolescence necessary in order to keep manufacturers and retail
stores in business?

O COPYRIGHT, The Center for lrarning. Used with Permission' Not for resa]e'
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Lesson 6
Biff, The Golden Boy

Objectives
. To discover the validity of the American

desire to be successful
. To examine Biffs character
. To see the effects of unethical behavior

Notes to the Teaeher
In this lesson, Biffs character is examined pri-
marily in terms of ethics. Since he is the only
character in the play who changes, he is some-
Umes considered the main character. Students
may. wish to discuss the s5rmbolism of Biffs
burning his University of Virginia tennis shoes.

Procedure
I. Distribute Handout 21 forsmallgroupwork.

2. Distribute Handout 22 as a homework as-
signment. The wriUng! can be evaluated or
read to the class for comparisons of views of
Bills character.

3. Distribute Handout 23. Use as class dis-
cussion.
Suggested Responses:
Handout 21
1 attd 2: Anstuers uil,, uaty. As part oJ num-

ber 2 use ttrc poem "Rtchard Cory" bg
Edw tn Arlington Robtns on.

3. It is his desperate attempts to reliue his
past with no audience except the candg
usqfers.

4. Btff, in al| his jobs, tries to be # ljust as
he tuos in high school, butJails at all oJ
them-

Hendout 22
1. Suggested choices.

o- "Coorh'll probablg congratulate gou
onAow intttattue."

b. "Because the man wla makes an
appearance...is the man uho gets
ahead-. Be liked artd gou usi[ neuer
wanL"

c. To Benurd: "You'LL giue him the an-
srrers. "

d. "You want ltim to be ausormltke Ber-
nard?"

e. He sends the bogs olf to steal sand
artdh.tnber.

J. He di.sappotntedBiff withtheWoman.
2. He was possibly getttrtg euenJor the dis-

tlhsionment scene.
3. Essay artsu)ers u)ill uarg.

Handout 23
1 . He catt arcomplislt anything.
2. She ts a buger tuhose room ts being

painted.
3. Sheputs ttimtlroughtothebryer. Thrs is

probobly not ethical.
4. His mother has to mend her stockirrys.

WiLLg promised her new ones.
5. He had tdolhed his Jather artd has dis-

couered the clag Jeet.
6. Hap probably would not haue reacted

that storglA if at all. HqpA takes after
his Jatler in per sonalitg.

7. He acts on the pretense oJ beirE a good
person, oJ setting a good example Jor his
bogs.

8. He gdue up, burned hrs shoes, did not
go to slnilmer school.

9. Theg could no Longer communtcate or
bear to be orotutd each other Jor uery
Long.

7O. Ansuers usill uarg. Most mag consider
Willg more ethical. Theg need to recog-
nae ulLABiffs desire is aJormoJdistan-
estA.

ll.Yes--Biff shotus his Loue bg returntng
lrcme, dgreeing to see BilL Oliuer, lging
about his uisit wten te learns oJ his
Jatlrcr' s ftring, dashtng out oJ the r e stau-
rant and sp oking to H ap beJore le leaue s.

1 2. Yes- -Willy shous his Loue bg hts nen)ous-
ness u.:hen Blffreturns,ltis pttshing him
to applgJor aloott, his reactionwhenhe
realizes Biff Loues hr& his reasonJor his
suicide.

13. His dream usas to be #1. He Jatled be-
coltse oJ his attttude and because he
usas, accordtng to his ou;n analgsis, aL-

uaAs second-rate. Ansu.rers to the last
part oJ tte qtrcstion uill uarg.
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Deatl: of a Salesman
Lesson 6
Handout 2I

Wb're # 1!

Directlons: Read and respond to the following items:

Is there a single athletic team in America that is not considered
number I by its fans? Bumper stickers proclaim, "We're number 1!"
Suppor[ers at games wave enorrnous foam hands with raised index
fingers to say the same thing. No one wants to be last--or even number
2.

Is losing a sin? Is failure a disgrace? Is rotnnurg the name of the
game? Many people believe t}-at, in America, the answer to all of these
questions is 'Yesl" When the game changes from football to [ife, the
answer remains the same.

Sometimes the desire to be number 1 causes otherwise good people
to do unethical things. Athletes take steroids; briglrt students cheat on
tests: politicians use smear tacUcs; hotel owners cheat on taxes.

1. List other specific examples of unethical actions to be number I in school, business, music,
politics, banking, sporLs, etc.

O COPYRIGHT, The Center for lrarning. Used with permission. Not for resale.
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a.

b.

c.

d.

e.

f.

e.

2. Aside from unethical acts, what other problems can result from the desire to be number l?
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{Death of a Salesman
ksson 6
Handout 21 (page 2)

(

Have you ever considiered what happens when a person is no longer number 1, when he: has
peaked too soon, too young? Read this poem about an athlete who starred in high school but u'ent
nowhere.

Ex-Basketball Player
John Updike

Pearl Avenue runs past the high school lot,
Bends with the trolly tracks, and stops, cut off
Before it has a chance to go two blocks.
At Colonel McComslry Plaza. Berth's Garage
Is on the corner facing west, and there,
Most days. you'll find Flick Webb, who helps BerLh out.

Flick stands tall among the idiot pumps-
Five on a side, the old bubble-head style,
Their rubber elbows hanging loose and low,
One's nostrils are two S's, and his eyes
An E and O. And one is squat, without
A head at all--more of a football type.

Once, Flick played for the high-school team, the Wizards
He was good--in fact, the best. In'46,
He bucketed three hundred ninety points,
A country record still. The ball loved Flick.
I saw hirn rack up thirry+'-eight of forty
In one home game. His hands were like wild birds.

He never learned a trade: he just sells gas,
Checks oil, and changes flats. Once in a while
As a gag, he dribbles an inner tube.
But most of us remember anyway.
His hands are fine and nervous on the lug wrench.
It makes no dilference to the lug wrench, though.

Offwork, he hangs around Mae's Luncheonette.
Grease-grey arrd kind of coiled, he plays pinball,
Sips lemon cokes, and smokes those thin cigars;
Flick seldom speaks to Mae, just sits and nods
Beyond her face towards bright applauding tiers
Of Necco Wafers, Nibs, and Juju Beads.'

3. What makes Flick pattreUc?

4. In what ways is he like Biff?

tJohn Updlke, The Cotpentered Hen and OtherTarne Creatures (New York: Harper and Row, 1957).

@ COPYRICiHT, The Center for lrarning. Used with permission. Not for resale.
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Death of a Salesman
ksson 6
Handout 22

I'm Number 1!

Dlrections: Read and respond to the following:

[Biffl comes downstage into a golden pool of light.
WLLY: Like a young god. Hercules--something like that. And the sun,
the sunall around him...GodAlmighty, he'llbe greatyet. Astarlike that,
magnificent, can never really fade away!

This u,las Biff, the high-school football hero--"a crowd of girls behind
him everylime the classes change," hls friends willing to sweep out the
furnace room for him, college scouts fighting over him: a winner.

BIFF: Pop! I'm a dime a dozen, and so are you...l'm not a leader of men,
Willy, and neither are you...I'm one dollar an hour, Willy! I tried seven
states and couldn't raise it. A buck an hourl Do you gather my meaning?
I'm not bringing home any prDes any more, and you're going to stop
waiting for me to bring them home.

This Ls Biff, the thirly-fouryear-old unemployed ex-prisoner who steals
his way out of every job he gets; the employee who can't endure not
being tlee boss: a loser.

t. Biff accuses his father of causing his failure, of filling him full of hot air, List below some specific
things Willy did or said to the young Biff that could have led to his later actions and his failure in
life:

2

3. BiIf is a dynamic character, the only character in the playwho changes in some way. Write a brief
characterization of Biff, showing him before and after the change. What event causes this change?
Discuss only the adult Biff.

@ COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with Permission. Not for resale.
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a.

b.

c.

d.

e.

f.

Several times Wilty accuses Biff of "spiting" trim. Was he right?
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Death of a Salesman
I-esson 6
Handout 23 (page I)

Disillusionment

Dlrections: Be prepared Lo answer the following questions:

The climactic scene of the play occurs at the restaurant when Willy finally remembers the
disastrous visit of BiII to'Willy's Boston hotel room.

1. Bilf came to Boston in order to get his father to talk to his math teacher about changing his grade
What does this show about Biffs opinion of his fathefT

2. What is Willy's excuse for having the Woman in his room?

3. What does the WomarL do for Willy at the office where she works? Is this ethical?

4. Why is Biff so horrified at the gift Willy gives the Woman? Give several references from earlir:r in
the play.

5. Why is Biff so completr:ly crushed by his discovery? Be specific

6. Would Happy have rear:ted the same way? Why or why not?

@ COPYRICIHT, The Center for karning. Used with pernrission. Not for resale.
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Death of a Salesman
Lesson 6
Handout 23 {Page 2)

Name
Date

7. Why does Biff call Willy a fake?

8. How did this scene aIIect Biffs immediate future (after high school)?

9. How did it allect his future relationstrip with his father?

lO. Consider the ethical problems in this scene: Biffs reason for coming--wanting Willy to do
something unethical--Willy's affair. Who is the worse offender? Are there degrees of being
unethical? Explain your choice.

I 1. Does the adult Biff love his fathef? Give several proofs, not just Willy's statement near the end
Explain why, if he did love him, he walked out of the restaraunt.

12. Does Willy love the adult Biff? Give several proofs.

13. Examine BiIIs comments in act 2 and the Requiem about his and his father's dress. Discuss him
as a dreamer; of what did he originally dream? Why did his dreams fail? Is he right about Willy's
dreams? Is Happy wrong?

@ COPYRIGHT, The Center for l-earning. Used with permission' Not for resale'
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Objectives
. To examine father-son relationships
. To examine the validity of t1".e importance of

popularity

Notes to the Teaeher
In today's world of broken families, this

topic may lead in unexpected directions or arouse
intense feelings. Keep the discussion of the Ann
Landers' column concentrated on the two appli-
cable secUons: the paragraphs about not pleas-
ing the father and the unrealistic demands of
the father.

In Handout 25 Happy's name can be dis-
cussed. Students may have difficulty in under-
standing Happy's declarations in the Requiem
after his treatment of Willy in the restaurant.
Happy is neither consistent nor logical, but a
romantic like his father. The discussion of child-
rearing methods may evoke controversy.

Procedure
1. Distribute Handout 24for smallgroupwork,

After completing the handout, ask students
to assume the persona of Biff, Happy, Willy,
or Linda. Write a letter to Ann Landers about
a problem he/she faces in the play. Write
Ann's reply.

2. Distribute Handout 25 for individual work.

3. Distribute Handout 26 for individual or
small group work.
Suggested Responses:
Handout 25
1. to do as little as possDle and get get

aheod: dtrcking out dwing work hours:
taking brtbes: lack oJ respect

2. sedtrcing their fianc€s
3. considers ttem all prosfrtufes, thoughhe

is aln-rags tlrc aggressor
4. as a bog lrc admires hrn--his reaction

ushen hts Jather comes home, his pleas
Jor attention: as rrmatt, ttuat'ies--helps a
Little finarrctallg, plans to follou.t Willy's
dream walks out onWillg, denies he is
htsJather

LeSSOn 7
Family Relationships

5. "He'snotmgJother. He'sjust some gug."
He is perhaps concernedJor Biff, or more
likelg, his tlaughts are wtththe girls and
Willy ts becoming an embanrassment

6. Ansroers uill uctrg butmag include hrs ro
manttc uieu: oJlde, his inabilitA to under-
stand Willg'sflatos.

7. It is uery wtlikely. He usilllie or cheat antd
be untuilting to work steadilg.

8. Thls is the younger-child sgndrome. He
isn'tas impresstue as his olderbrother.It
wottld moke him admire his Jather more
or resent him uithout reolizing it.

9. Ansurers will uarg.
7O. Answers uill uaty.

Handout 26
Charley
& said his son did things, neuer bragged
b. warnedWilly about theseactions, so ob-

uiottslg didnot allow son to do so
c. "neuer took at't tnterest in anythtng"
d- scurle os c
e. a.dmired his son, treated hrs as an eqtLal
7 and2. Ansusers willuarg. Ctrfrcs disagree.

His not encouraging unethical attiutties
artd his not Lging about his son appar-
ently resultedin a successJul son.

3. He is embanrassed attd ttrtulilling to
admtt Biffs Jaihtre (failwe Ls a sm to
lltirrl.

4. Biff is incapable oJ accomplishing arry-
thing but, like Willg, talks big. Bernatd
a.cts. Willy equates talking with action.
Charley, a moderrl Spattan, belieue s one
does uhat he should.

53





Death of a Salesman
Lesson 7
Handout 24 (page t)

Name
Date 

-

Sons and Fathers

Husband's Expectations Unrealistic

Dear Ann Landers:
My husband and I have raised a large family, each child very

dillerent from the other. They range from extremely ambitious to
somewhat unmotivated.

Our children received different levels of education. Some have been
more successful careerwise than others, but on the whole, they have
chosen pleasant spouses, brought up respectful, caringyoungsters and
have managed to get atong quite well financially with occasional help
from us.

I truly believe, especially in this day and age, that we have been
blessed. We have never had any earthshaking problems witJ. any of our
children or grandchfldren, or with each other.

My husband (I'll call him "Dan") feels we have failed as parents
because 'Mary" doesn't keep an immaculate house, or'Uohn's" car is
never clean, or'Uoarl" spends money on frivolous things, or "Bill's" kids
have atrocious manners and talk with gum in their mouths.

I keep reminding him that it's quite extraordinary to have had 4O
years of marriage and no major calamities in a family of our s?e. A few
hurL feeling here and there, but no big blowups.

As the years fly by, I see Dan becoming more obsessed with "unmet
expectations." He nurses his angry feeling and becomes increasingly
bitter. He doesn't reahze that he is not perfect and that he has not
always fulfilled my "expectations."

Dan quit going to church because the minister wasn't "spiritual"
enough. He openly encourages the children (especially the adult males)
not to attend church. I love to walk, jog and dance. Dan will not join me
in these activities because he "gets enough exercise at work." So I jog,
walk and go to church alone.

My future looks bleak. It is possible that I will be a widow with
financial burdens because Dan has a good chance of dying from lung
cancer before he is 60. The man lights one cigarette off the other and
refuses to quit.

If the cigarettes don't get him, I see myself growing old with an
increasingly angry and bitter man, complaining more and more because
everyone has failed him.

Ann, please do a column on expectations, real and unrealisUc. I
keep telling Dan that you can't change people, but he says I'm wrong.

@ COPYRIGHT, The Center for karning. Used with permission. Not for resale,
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Death of a Salesman
l,esson 7
Handout 24 @age 2)

Name
Date

I believe this is the reason so many adults (mostly males) say, "No
matter how hard I tried, I could never please my father." The result is
disappointed parents and unhappy children.

I hope rny letter will touch a tender spot in some of your readers.
Please encourage children and spouses to clip and mail this column to
the offendir:Lg member of the family.

--Ever Prayerful, Ever Hopeful in Middle America

Dear Middle Arnerlca:
I suspect your husband's dissatisfaction with his children is rooted

in the fact Urat he never received unconditional love and approval from
his own father.

The unrealistic demands he makes on his sons and daughters are
the result of his unfulfilled dreams. He wanted his children to be perfect
because he llever was. Of course, ttrey failed him, and he feels "cheated."

Unless Dan gets some therapy (highly unlikely), your prognostica-
tions may well be correct. I hope that you are as strong as you seem to
be and tJ:at you will continue to maintain a positive attitude and con-
tinue to count your blessings, no matter what.r

Although this letter describes a different situation than the one Biff
faced, find some points in both the letter and the reply that apply to the
relationship between Biff and Willy.

In groups of three or four, discuss this letter, the answer, and any
parallels yorr find.

I Creators Syndicate, l 8 January, 1 989.

O COPYRIGHT, The Center for L€arning. Used with p€rmission. Not for resale.
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Death of a Salesman
l,esson 7
Handout 25 (page 1) "fle/, Pop! Please Notice Me!"

Dlrectlons: Answer the following questions:

Although he has a pleasant, eager personality, it is hard to admire Happy. Prove this by stating his
attitude towards tJ:e following and giving examples:

l. His job

2. His bosses

3. Women

4. His father

Your answer to number 4 may include some contradictory elements since Happy is inconsistent in
his attitude toward Willy. Perhaps his most shocking comment was made to t}:e two giris just before
they left the restaurant.

5. How do you explain this statement and his acUon of leaving? Consider the fact that Willy has told
them he has lost his job and "the woods are burning."

How do you explain Biff s anger in the Requiem when he says that Willy had the wrong dreams and
his statement that Willy "had a good dream. It's the only dream you can have--to come out number
I man. He fought it out here, and this is where I'm gonna win it for him."

7. From the evidence in the play, will Happy become number I man? Explain

8. Happy is obviously not number I with his father, who dotes on Biff. Several times in the play, both
as i youth and an adult, he repeats. "l lost weight, Pop, you notice?" and "I'm getting married."
Neither parent ever responds to his statemenLs. What does this show about Happf> Wtrat effect
might it have on his character{2

O COPYRIGHT, The Center for lraming. Used with permission. Not for resale
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Death of a Salesman
I-esson 7
Handout 25 tpa$e 2)

Name
Date

(.

9. [,ook at Handout 5. What unethical actions or statements do you have listed for Happy that have
not been mentioned? Is he a totally unethical person? Why or why not?

1O. Is his father to blame for his character? Why or why not?

O COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with permission' Not for resale.
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Death of a Salesman
l,esson 7
Handout 26 (page 1)

What's the Secret?

Who is admired more--the athlete hero or the brightest student?
What lies ahead for most intellectuals? For most high-school athletes?

The athlete in the play is Biff, and the scholar is Bernard. Do their
names suggest their personalities? Willy ca1ls Bernard a pest and "an
anemic." Biff assures his father that Bernard is "iiked, but he's not well-
liked." Willy becomes irritated when Bernard tells Biff to study. Before
the big game, Bernard begs to carryr Biffs shoulder guards so that he can
get into the locker room.

Fifteen years later, the ex-football hero is a loser, so frustrated by his
realization that he is not the type of person one gives loans to that he
steals his former boss's fountain pen and runs down eleven flights of
stairs.

Look at the "ex-wimp!" He is not only a lawyer, but has also achieved
the ultimate goal of lawyers: arguing in front of the Supreme Court.
Instead of cowboys, he has friends who live in elegant homes with
private tennis courts. He is married and has a family. willy, who had
laughed at the 'wimp," asks Bernard's father, "What's the secret?"

What is the secret? From clues in the play, what canyou determine about the way Charley reared his
son? Contrast Charley's child-raising methods with Willy's.

VIilty

a. bragged on his son's accomplishments

b. encouraged his sons to cheat and steal

c. was a buddy to his sons

d. supported his sons' activities

e. worshipped Biff

Charley

l.

o CoPYRIGHT, The Center for trarning. Used with permission. Not for resaie.
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a.

b.

C.

d.

e.

Are Charley's methods of child-rearing ideal ones? Why or why not?



Death of a Salesman
Icsson 7
Handout 26 {pa$e 2l

Name

(

Date

2. In what ways are his rnethods--or some of them--preferable to Willy's?

3. Why does Willy lie to Ilernard about what Biff is doing now?

4. Bernard does not tell $1lly about the Supreme Court appearance; his father does. Willy says, 1t-he
Supreme Court!And h,e didn't even mention it!" Charley replies, "He don't have to--he's gonn.a do
it." Discuss how this brlef interchange points out the difference between BiIIand Bernard as well
as the difference between Wi}ly and Charley.

@ COPYRIC'HT, The Center for karning. Used with permission. Not for resale.
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Lesson 8
It's a Man's World

Objectlves
. To analyze Linda's character
. To observe how traits can be variously

interpreted
. To investigate the sin of inaction

Notes to the Teacher
A feminist reading this play might be highly

offended by both the attitude and treatment
toward women and the women's acceptance of
their status. Linda, much admired by many
readers, especially in her powerful speeches
supportingWilly. can also be viewed as a passive
person, who allows her sons to be reared
unethically.

Procedure
1. Distribute Handout 27 for class discussion

2. Distribute Handout 28. Assign as a written
response or as an informai debate.

3. Distribute Handout 29 to be done as home-
work and shared in class discussion.
Suggested Responses:

1. Her lde is one that has mang problems.
Instead oJ seektng a new Llfe (diuorce?)
she mends her problems bg paci{ging

Handout 29

Name

The Woman buger

Miss Forsythe modeL

Letta

Willg, keepag the sons..from dtstwbing
him allou:ing him to et and euen to ktLL

hims elf . (Satdents mightfad otler thirq s
the stockings might sgmboltze.)

2. He remembers the toomart and his gdt oJ
netu stockittgs.

3. Her attthtdes are Jorgiuing and accept-
ing-receiuing his reuised sales ntnnbers
calmly; putting the rubber lwse back:
speaking to the bogs about him" etc.

4. Theg are Jar secondarg to Wtllg. She
nruites them to Leaue d theg plan to d.is-
tttrb Wtllg. She is a re alist (B{ff r e s emble s
her euentuallg) uho sees themJor tuhat
theg orc. She calls HappA a "plilander-
ing bum-"

5. She lacks W'tlly's driue Jor success.
6. She merely accepts eorhneusJigure and

sags. "That's wry good."
7. She can't ursult hun bg stopping him.

Ans ruers will uaty on the ethicol question.
B. l[o, she is a realtst. She rejects Ben.
9. Their life uas a constant attempt to get

paid up. Nou.s that theg are, lrc is dead
and, it seelns, Life in the paid-Jor house
will be meattingless.

10. He oJten tells her to shut up: gells at her.

Male Wtro Uses Her

WtLLg

?

?

"I pickedgou" : "W e do haue such
a good time togetl'ter" ; "1 Loue alot
oJ stocktngs"; You are the sad
dest, selJ-centeredest soull euer
dtd see-saus."

"I haue been lon a cooerl" "I could
make aphone call"

"Isn'the cute? Sitdousn urith us,
Pop." "I thurk tt's sweet to brtng
gour daddg along."

goes out usith HaP qfter she is
engaged

Happu

Happa
Bdlz

Occupation Revealing Actions

Charlotte
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2. Theg ore aU easilg ouailable.
3. No, he is the aggressor. He takes pride in

capfifing them ond tten degr ade s tllem.
arTddlwomanhoaL

4. She tetls Biff that stLe is aJootball, Jigwa-
ftuely--something to be kicked arowtd.

5. Theg are people to )be efioged to use, to
discard. (Bifliis less so thatt the others,
dthough their d.isc:ussion oJ Big Betsg
makes himpart oJ theJamily attitude.)

{''

I
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Death of a Salesman
Iesson 8
Handout 27 (page l)

Linda: The Loyal lVife
The item, perhaps a qrmbol, most common$ associated with Willy's loyal wife Linda is stockings. In
the pre-nylon age, silk stockings were expensive, an appreciated gift. Women repaired runners with
special thread.

Linda is always mending her stockings.
The other woman gets gifts of stockings from Willy

1 . If the constantly mended stockings are taken as a metaphor for Linda's life with Willy, what do they
reveal? What actions of hers are "mending" ones?

2. Why does Willy get furious when he sees her mending stockings?

3. What is Linda's attitude towards Willy? Give several examples, including the introductory stage
directions.

4. What is her attitude towards her sons? Give several examples

5. What does her reaction to Ben reveal about het'?

6. How does she react, in amemory scene, whenWilly lies to her about how muchhe earned? Explain
her reaction.

@ COPYRIGHT, The Center for l-earning. Used with permission. Not for resale.
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{Death of a Salesrnan
ksson 8
Handout 27 {page 2)

t

7 . Why does she keep reprlacing the rubber hoses that she knows are intended for suicide? Is she right
to do this?

8. Is she a dreamer? Why or why not?

9. She is constantly making pa5rments or paying for repairs. What is tJ:e irony in her final spr:ech,
directed to Wilty: "I rnade the last pa5rment on the house today..Any there'll be nobody home.
We're free and clear"?

10. In act I, she tells her sons that she loves Willy. Aside from his affair, which she knows not.hing
about, what does he siry to her that makes it questionable that he really loves or appreciates het17

Does his cornrnent to his sons, 'The woman has waited and the woman has suffered," affect your
answer?

O COPYRIGHT, The Center for lrarning. Used with permission. Not for resale.
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Death of a Salesman
ksson 8
Handout 28

Name
Date

Linda, The "stupid Wife"

Read this comment by Brian Parker.

Her appeal to traditional values and her downtrodden loyalty are,
however. apt to blind audiences to the essential stupidity of Linda's
behavior. Surely it is both stupid and immoral to encourage the man
you love in self-deceit and lies...Linda does not really believe tris
dreams--at least not at tJ:e point where we meet her, whatever she may
have done earlier: but. without any higher ideals than Willy, she
humors him to keep things going...After 35 years of marriage, Linda is
apparently completely unable to comprehend her husband: her speech
at the graveside...is not only pathetic, it is also an explanation of the
loneliness of Willy Loman which threw him into other women's arms.r

Respond to this interpretation of her character. Support or refute Parker's statement using specific
proofs from the play.

I Brian Parker, "Point of View," The L)nf.uersily oJToronLo Quarterlg 35., No. 2, January' 1966.

@ COPYRIGHT, The Center for karning. Used with permission. Not for resale.
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Death of a Salesman
ksson 8
Handout 29 (page 1)

The Other Woman
--and Women in the Play

Whatever position you take on Linda's character, you must admit that the other women in the play-
-those who appear and ilhose talked about--do not qualify as admirable.

1 Fill in the chart belovr with brief quotations or descriplions of actions for the four women listed

Name Male Who "Uses" Her

The Woman

Miss Forsythe

Irtta

Charlotte
(act t)

O COPYRIOHT, The Center for karning. Used with permission. Not for resale.
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Death of a Salesman
ksson 8
Handout 29 (page 2l

Name
Date

2. What do these ladies have in common?

3. When Miss Forsythe goes off to call a friend, Happy says to Biff, "Isn't that a shame now? A
beautiful girl like that? That's why I can't get maried. There's not a good woman in a thousand."
Is Happy right in putting the blame on the various women he seduces? Why or why not?

4. The Woman seems a willing parlner in her alfair with Willy. How does Miiler make her
sympathetic?

5. How would you describe the attitude of the three Loman men towards women?

O COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with Permission. Not for resale.
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Lesson 9
Men of the World

Objecttves
. To observe how men in superior positions

affect Willy
. To clarify Willy's state.of mind in the plant-

ing scene
. To clarify Howard's insensitiwity

Notes to the Teacher
This lesson concentrates on two imporLant

scenes in act 2, both of which lead to Willy's
tragic end. Investigating the effects of these two
powerfulmen onWiilywhen he ismost defense-
less helps to understand the final tragedy.

Procedure
1. Distribute Handout 30. Ask students to re-

read pp. 76-84 before answering questions.

2. Distribute Handout 31. Reread pp. 125-
l27i pp. 133-135. Answer questions.
Suggested Responses:
Handout 3O
1. To Willg, it suggests a closeness, antm-

portance to Housard's Jather-part oJ the
past. To Howard, tt is fnuial stnce tt has
nothing to do with his skrlls or sales.

2. He lws alack oJsensifiutty, anair oJsu-
perioriA. Stuclents maA see aparallel to
ushtte people's, in an eorlier era, a.d-
dressrng ad.ult black males as "Bog."

3. It reueals his tnsensitiutty agatn, distn-
terest, a habit oJ bragging to ang audi-
ence. Willg, who catt't euen qfford a car
radioJor hisJre quent long tnps, ts us ed to
Lgtng about his Jinar'rces and pretending
to be afflrrcnt.

4. Bothmen boss therr wiues and worship
thetr children. Miller mog be shou,ring
thatWillg's qualtties ore cofftrrlon to oll
leuels oJ societg'- the more q[fluent mag
steal or cheqt in more subtle, sophrsti-
cated tllaUs, but ore acfinJlg just Ifte
Willy.

5. Howard treats his a-ct oJ firng a long-
terrn emploAee as d it were aminor nui-
sculce, cured bg abieJrest.

6. He cartnolonger keep up the pretense oJ
bringing home o salary: he cottnot pag
his brlls; lrc is totallg deJeated.

Handout 3l
1. o- The speeclrcs are no longer about

going to Alaska or AJrica-
b. Ben Listens careJullg to WtLLy and

responds to hrs ideas tnstead oJ
prearhtng.

c. Ben doesn'tbrag.
d. Benlooks at his tuatchas usual, but

discouers he has a little time.
e. His "jungle" line is changed.
J. Ben encourdges Willg.
g. Ben sags, 'We'll be late" instead oJ

'1'll be late."

2. lt is not a memory scene as the others
u)ere.Wtllghas "created" Ben to discuss
his problem wittt

3. WtUg is actuollg orguing tuith himsel,f
uhile remembertng tlrc dead- Ben's ear-
lier promise oJ dtamonds (the tnswance
moneg).

4. He is out oJ his last dreatn ottd realaes
he has to make theJinal decision.
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Death of a Salesman
Iesson 9
Handout 30

Howard

Directions: Answer the questions below.
Howard. like Ben and Charley, is a successful businessman, although he apparently inherited his
position and his wealth from tris father, Willy's original boss.

l. Whelher true or not, Willy keeps reminding Howard that he named him. Why is that fact important
to Willy and unimportant to Howard?

2. Several times Howard calls Willy "kid." What does that reveal about Howard?

3. After Howard tells Willy that he is going to throw out all his technical "toys" and just play with his
new wire recorder, Howard says, "Sure, they're only a hundred and a half. You can't do without
it...You tell the maid to turn the radio..." Howard employs Willy and knows his tenuous financial
situation. What does this speech reveal about Howard? What does Willy's pretense that he miSht
buy one reveal about him?

4. Howard plays his wire recorder for Willy, who also has a fascination for mechanical things: cars,
refrigerators. What does t-lae recording show that Howard and Willy have in corrllnon concerning
their wives and their chfldren?

5. What is ironic about Howard's advice to Wi1ly after he fires him: "Sit down, take five minutes, and
pull yourself together..."?

6. How does this scene lead to Willys suicide?

O COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with permission. Not for resale,
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Death of a Salesman
Lesson 9
Handout 3l

The Other Ben

Directions: Reread pp. 125- 127 and 133-135 before answering the questions.

In the 192O's Ben makes two visits to Willy's house. visits which
Willy recre:ates in the present. During these times he offers Willy a job
inAlaska, repeats tris success formula ("When I was l7 I rvalked into Lhe
jungle andwhen I was 2I I walked out. And by God I was rich"), and
offers ques;tionable advice. He is obviously Willy's ideal, his model. He
is also disleonest. as discovered in a previous lesson.

The me,mory of these visits gives Willy inspiration when his life tums
sour. But Ben, always in a hurry, disappears when Willy wants to
continue tirlking. He walks off lnto the darkness.

At the end of act 2, Ben reappears while Willy plants seeds that have
no chance to grow. This scene occurs after his sons desert him in the
restaurant, after he remembers the event that tumed Biff against him,
afterhe has been fired. Although Ben leaves when Biff enters, he returns
after Willy learns that BiIf loves him.

1. Reread these last two scenes with Ben. List at least five things that are dilferent from the eilr:lier
appearances of Ben:

a.

b

Name
Date

("

("

-r
t

c

d.

e.

f.

2

3. In effect, with whom is Willy discussing his imminent suicide?

4. Afterhis"elegz"toBilf("Nowwhenyoukickofl,boy...')herealizesheisaloneandasks,"Benlllen,
where do I...? Ben, hou, do I...?" What do these questions shou/?

O COPYRICiHT, The Center for l,earning. Used with Permission. Not for resale.
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Objectives
. To review the elements of a tragedy
. To introduce the possibility of a 'corrunon-

man'hero
. To link the motifs of ethics, dreams, and

tragedy

Notes to the Teacher
Not weryone agrees with Miller's premise

that the play is a tragedy. However, students
need to understand Miller's reasoning for this
premise. Millers essay, in the Neto York Ttmes,
shortly after the first reviews in 1949, is difficult
for students to understand, since he never con-
nects his arguments directly to the play. Read-
ing the essay is not required in order to do
Handouts 32 or 33. It is included in Handout
34 to use with advanced classes or as a chal-
lenge with any student level of ability. It may
also be read aloud and discussed paragraph by
paragraph. Some teachers may prefer to use it
for their own information.

Procedure
1. Since this lesson is a cumulative one, de-

signed to make students integrate ideas
from the entire play, Handouts 32 or 33
should be done in small groups.

In Handout 33, question 10 should be an-
swered individually. It may be developed
into a paragraph or used as a debate topic.
Suggested Responses:
Handout 32
l. Soctal positucn: high (prince, king)

@ualities; nobility, courage, logaltg to
c outrgmen, p er s e D er ance
Wealcnesses: oJten an excess oJ a good
qualtty (too tnsttng, too atnbittousj; hu-
bris (ouerushelming gree d)
Goal: to cotrect & urong, to a.chieue a
good
Fate: deJeat tn hts goal or death

2. Soctal posifioru lower micldle class
Qualities: deuotion to sons; dtshonese,

Lesson 10
Tragedy

dislogaltA to uslfe: anbition
lVealmess: dishones tg : his dr e amJor his
sons
Goa): to make his sons success-;ftrl
Fate.' unsuccess-.,ft1 sons; suicide

3. Ansu;ers tutll uoty.

Handout 33
1. Ansroers uilluarg.
2. Ansuers u:tll uarg.
3. He would perhaps respond that nobilitg

has a dlfferent meaning to an ordinaty
man: Willg belteued he uas giuing his life

'1[:r his son.
4. His death is sad; the oudience is led to

this opinton bg ttw sound effects, the
music, and the Requiem- But Willg dies
happa.

5. Anstuers utll uaty.
6. People rurfnessed his sutcrde ottempts

and tle insur ance c omp arlA knolus about
therrt Bi[f willnotgetthe monea stnce tle
death u)os a suicide. Willg is de{eoted
euen in deattu

7. Ttrc entire plaA is his progress totoard
death. his reasons Jor it (compare to Sir
Thomas Malory's L'MorLe de Arthur).

8. Ansusers willuaty. WilLg. Ake most peopte,
utos temptedandmrsled bg ad"s, aspired
to be tuhatle uas incapoble oJbecoming
{"Eueryone can become Prestdent"), set
shallow goals. These mag haue doomed
himto dekat.

9. Ansrrers wiLL uarg. Gtue students this
portion oJ a deJtnition oJ tragedy..iflrom
Benet's Readers' Enryclopedia (Harper
& Row. 1987):
"Inmoderntragedy, the emphasis r.s not
so much on a struggle against Jate or
some tragic Jlatts but on a coryllict ustth
social, hereditaty, psychologica), or enoi-
ronmentalforces."

10. Ansuters usill uaty.
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ksson lO
Handout 32

Name
Date

Traliedy in America

Dlrectlons: Define and compare tragic heroes.

You have probably read at least one classical tragedy: Romeo andJulietor Macbetlu Oedtpus the King
or Medea If so, you know the "rules" for a tragedy. What do you expect of the tragic hero?

1. Social position:

Qualities:

Weaknesses:

Goal:

Fate

2. Think about Willy Loman and chart the same terms:

Social position:

Qualities:

Weakness

Goal:

Fate

3. Compare Willy to one classical tragic hero, such as Oedipus, Brutus, Macbeth, or Romeo. Show
both similarities and differences.

@ COPYRIGHT, The Center for t earning. Used with Permission. Not for resale.
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Death of a Salesman
Lesson lO
Handout 33 (page l)

The Common Man
as Tragic Hero

Dlrections: Read MilleCrs viewpoint, and answer questions that follow

Since America has no kings or princes, it seems unlikely that a
classical tragedy could be written here. But Arthur Miller, in his 1949
essay enUtled'Tragedy and the Common Man," defends the possibility
of an ordinary American having the qualiUes of a tragic hero. Miller
believes that a corunon man "is as apt a subject for tragedy in the
highest sense as kings were": that a comnon man can think, aspire,
suffer: ancl that a corrunon man can give his life for "his sense of human
dignity."

1. Do you agree with Miller? Why or why not?

2. A tragedy must arous,e the audience's pity and fear in order for catharsts (a purging of emotions)
to occur. Does Miller's play accomplish this? Explain.

3. Many critics accuse the play of merely arousing pathos--they feel sorry for Willy but do not feel he
died nobly or that he :;uffered for a high cause. How miglrt Miller respond to this argumentl?

4. Thereisusuallyasadnessattheendofatragedywhenthehero,despitehisefforts,diesorreaLizes
his failure. In what way is this true about WilM In what way is it not true?

5. Can a play which ends happily for the hero be a tragedy? Why or why not?

O COPYRIC}HT, The Center for lrarning. Used with permission. Not for resale'
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Death of a Salesman
Lesson 1O

Handout 33 (page 2)

Name
Date

6. Willy isjoyous as he goes to his death. What does he fail to realtze? Does that make hisjoy tragic?

7. Why has Miller entitled his play Death oJ a Sotesmart? [Why not call it Lde oJ a Sa]esmail?) Why
is it "a Salesman," not "the Salesman'?

8. In Greek tragedies there is often Fate controlling the lives and destinies of the tragic figures. One
feels that no matter what the hero does, he is doomed to fail. In what sense could society--its
values, its requirements, its expectation, and its temptation--serye as Willy's Fate?

9. In what sense are Willy's dream and his unethical behavior causes of his tragedy?

10. Do you consider the play a tagedy and Willy a tagtc hero? Explain.

O COPYRIGHT, The Center for lrarning. Used with permission. Not flcr resale.

77



Death of a Salesman
l,esson 10
Handout 34 (page 1)

Name
Date

Tragedg o;nd the Common Man

Arthur Mlller
In this age few tragedies are written. It has often been held that the

lack is due to a paucity of heroes among us, or else that modern man has
had the blood drawn out of his organs of belief by the skepticism of
science, a.nd the heroic attack on lile cannot feed on an attitude of
resewe and circumspection. For one reason or another. we are often
held to be below tragedy--or tragedy above us. The inevitable conclu-
sion is, of course, that the tragic mode is archaic, fit only for the very
highly placed, the kings or the kingly, and where this admission is not
made in s,c many words it is most often implied.

I belierre that the conunon man is as apt a subject for tragedy in its
highest sense as kings were. On the face of it this ought to be obvious
in the li$it of modern psychiatry, which bases its analysis upon
classified liormulations, such as the Oedipus and Orestes complexes,
for instanr:es, which were enacted by royal beings, but which apply to
everyone tn similar emotional situations.

More simply, when the question of tragedy in art is not at issue, we
never hesitate to attribute to the well-placed and the exalted the very
selme mental processes as the lowly. And finally, if the exaltation of
tragic action were tnrly a properL5r of the high-bred character alone, it
is inconce:Mable that the mass of mankind should cherish tragedy
above all other forms, let alone be capable of understanding it.

As a genera-l rule, to wtrich there may be exceptions unknown to me,
I think the tragic feeling is evoked in us when we are in the presence of
a character who is ready to lay down his life, if need be, to secure one
thing--his tiense of personal dignrty. From Orestes to Hamlet, Medea to
Macbeth. the underlying struggle is that of the individual attempting to
gain his "rightful'position in his society.

Sometirnes he is one who has been displaced from it, sometimes one
who seeks to attain it for the first time. but the fateful wound from which
the inevitatrle events spiral is the wound of indignity, and its dominant
force is indignation. Tragedy, then, is the consequence of a man's total
compulsionL to evaluate himself justly.

In the sense of having been initiated by the hero himself, the tale
always reveials what has been called his "tragic flaw," a failing that is not
peculiar to ,grand or elevated characters. Nor is it necessarily a weak-
ness. The flaw, or crack in the character, is really nothing--and need be
nothingbut his inherent unwillingness to remain passive in the face of
what he co:eceives to be a challenge to his dignity, his image of his
righfful status. Oniy the passive, only those who accept their lot
without active retaliation, are "flawless." Most of us are in that category.

But there are among us today, as there always have been, those who
act against the scheme of things that degrades them, and in the process
of action everything we have accepted out of fear or insensitivity or

O COPYRIGHT, The Center for karning. Used with permission. Not for resale.
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Death of a Salesman
Iesson 1O

Handout 34 (page Z)

Name
Date

ignorance is shaken before us and examined, and from this total on-
slaught by an individual against the seemingly stable cosmos sur-
rounding us--from this total examination of the "unchan$eable" envi-
ronment--comes the terror and the fear that is classically associated
with tragedy.

More important, from this total questioning of what has previously
been unquestioned, we learn. And such a process is not beyond the
common man. In revolutions around the world, these past thirtyyears'
he has demonstrated again and again this inner dynamic of all tragedy.

Insistence upon the rank of tlle tragic hero, or the so-called nobility
of his character, is realiybut a clinging to the outward forms of tragedy.
If rank or nobility of character was indispensable, then it would follow
that the problems of those with rank were the particular problems of
tragedy. But surely the right of one monarch to capture the domain from
another no longer raises our passions, nor are our concepts ofjustice
what they were to the mind of an Eiizabethan king.

The quality in such plays that does shake us, however, derives from
the underlying fear of being displaced, the disaster inherent in being
torn away from our chosen image of what and who we are in this world'
Among us today this fear is as strong. and perhaps stronger, than it ever
was. In fact, it is the common man who knows tleis fear best.

Now, if it is true that tragedy is the consequence of a man's total
compulsion to evaluate himself justly, his destruction in the attempt
posits a wrong or an evil in tJ:is environment. And this is precisely the
morality of tragedy and its lesson. The discovery of the moral law, which
is what the enlightenment of tragedy consists of, is not the discovery of
some abstract or metaphysical quantity.

The tragic rightis a condition of life, a conditioninwhichthe human
personality is able to flower and realize itself. The wrong is the condition
which suppresses man, perverls the flowing out of his love and creative
instinct. Tragedy enlightens--and it must, in that it points the heroic
finger at ttre enemy ofman's freedom. The trust for freedom is the quality
in tragedy which exalts. The revolutionary questioning of the stable
environment is what terrifies. In no way is the common man debarred
from such thoughts or such actions.

Seen in this light. our lack of tragedy may be partially accounted for
by the turn which modern literature has taken toward the purely psy-
chiatric view of life, or the purely sociological. If all our miseries, our
indignities, are born and bred within our minds, than all action' let
alone the heroic action, is obviously impossible'

And if society alone 1s responsible for the cramping of our lives, than
the protagonist must needs be so pure and faultless as to force us to
deny his validity as a character. From neither of these views can tragedy

O COPYRICHT, The Center for lrarning. Used wlth permission. Not for resale.
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Name
Date

derive, si:nply because neither represents a balanced concept of life.
Above all else. tragedy requires the finest appreciation by the writer of
cause an<l effect.

No tragedy can therefore come about when its author fears to
question absolutely everything, when he regards any institution, habit
or custorrr as being either everlasting, immutable or ine\dtable. In the
tragic vierv the need of man to wholly realtze himself is the only fixed
star, and'whatever it is that hedges his nature and lowers it is ripe for
attack and examination. Which is not to say that tragedy must preach
revolutior':1"

There is a misconception of tragedy with which I have been struck
in review after review, and in many conversations with writers and
readers atike. It is the idea that tragedy is of necessity allied to
pessimisrn. Even the dictionary says nothing more about the word than
that it mezrns a story witle a sad or unhappy ending. This impression is
so firmly lfxed that I almost hesitate to claim that in truth tragedy
implies more optimism in its author than does comedy, and that its final
result oug)rt to be the reinforcement of the onlooker's brightest opinions
of the hunran animal.

For, if it is true to say that in essence the tragic hero is intent upon
claiming his whole due as a personality, and if this struggle must be
total and vrithout reservation, then it automatically demonstrates the
indestruct:ible will of man to achieve his humanity.

The possibility of victory must be there in tragedy. Wtrere pathos
rt.les, where pathos is finally derived, a characterhas fought a battle he
could not possibly have won. The pathetic is achieved when the
protagonist is, by virtue of his witlessness, his insensitivity. or the very
air he gives off, incapable of grappling with a much superior force.

Pathos truly is the mode for the pessimist. But tragedy requires a
nicer balance between what is possible and what is impossible. And it
is curious, aithough edifying, that the plays we revere, century after
century, are the tragedies. In them, and in them alone, lies the belief-
-optimistic, if you wiil, in the perfectibility of man.

It is timie, I think, that we who are without kings, took up this bright
thread of ouLrhistory and followed it to the only place it can possibly lead
in our time--tl:e heart and spirit of the average man.r

I Arthur Miller, 'Tragedy and the Common Man," (New York: Viking Press, 1949).

O COPYRI(}HT, The Center for Learning. Used with permission. Not for resaie.
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[rriting: Answering the Critics

This play has had three Broadway productions: ttre original one with le e J. Cobb in 1949; the 1975
production with George C. Scott; and the 1984 producUon with Dustin Holfrnan (later taped for
television). In 1983 it was even successfully presented, in Chinese, in China. Although American
criUcs were unable to evaluate the Chinese version, many expressed theirviews about the other pro-
ductions.

Read tleese excerpts carefully. Choose oneto respond. Write the excerpt as the flrst paragraph of
your paper, using quote marks. Agree or disagree with the critic. Use specific examples to prove your
point.

1. "Miller had the makings of some sort of play; but he was unfortunately unable to bring a single
spark of dramaUc intelligence to bear on his material....(The play) proceeds, with unrelieved
vulgarity, from cliche to stereotype. The language is entirely undisUnguished...; the tone of the
play can best be described as a sustained snivel."l

2. "Its theme comes across with blinding clarity--failure is the only sin Americans will not forgive."2

3. 'Thematically, too, the play is cloudy. It's hard to believe that, centrally, Miller had anything more
than muzqy anti-business, anti-technologr impulses in his head.. ..The figure (of WilM that comes

through the play is not of a man brought down by various failures but of a mentally unstable man
in whom the fissures have increased."3

'The double attitude of the piay toward Willy--depicting him as selfish and foolish while insist-
ing that he's noble and good--ieads iike a man's failed attempt to portray sympathetically the
fatleer he wants to forgive but can't."4

4.

I Frederick Morgan, "Notes on the Theatre," (New York: The Hudson Rewiew, 1949J' 272-273.

2 T. E. Kallen, Time,7 July 1975.

3 Stanley Kauffman, Neu Republb, l9 Juty 1975.

a Lloyd Rose, "[.ost in America," Adandr, April 1984.

c) COPYRIGHT, The Center for karning. Used with permission. Not for resale.
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Writing: Theme Topics

L Choose one of the following and develop topics into a well-organized theme

a. Willy's dream affected the lives of both sons.
b. In his plays, Mille:r attacks American ethics and standards.
c. Mi]ler uses Charlr3y and Bernard as contrasts to Willy and Biff.
d. Willy's immoralitlz leads to his defeat.
e. Willy's death is/ir; not a tragic one.
f. Linda is/is not an admirable person.
g. Uncle Ben represr:nts the flawed American dream.
h. Willy's quest for the American dream leads to his defeat.
i. Uncle Ben, Chark:y, and Howard embody contrasting values as businessmen

2. Characterize Biff. Willy, or Linda. For prewriting, make a list of the character's qualiUes. Then list
several specific eventr; or actions tJ:at illustrate each quality.

3. Compare Willy's or Ben's unethical approach to success with that of some well-krrown figuLre of
today who has obtained success in similar ways (government officials, bankers, TV evangelists.
Wall-Street brokers, etc.).

4. The play is full of irony. Find several examples and discuss the purpose and effect.

5. Do you believe a comrron man can be tragic? If so, write a personal essay (use first person) griving
your reasons and describing at least one ordinary person you know or know of whose character
and life make him both noble and tragic by Millers definition,

6. You are Biff. After your father's funeral, you realize you need to return Bill Oliver's pen. A l:l-ter
of explanation must, of course, accompany the pen. Write the letter, consistent with Illlfs
character and his newly-found realization about himself.

7. You are Howard. After Willy's dismissal, you write a report explaining the reason for firing him
after 35 years. Be conrsistent with Howard's character.

8. Charley tells Willy thrat Bernard doesn't have to talk about being successful because he is
successful. Create an imaginary high-school student who is like Biff--all talk, no achievement.
Place him in a situatiorr in which he is forced to recognize what he is. Write as a scene from a story.

9. Several things in tJ'e play could be considered symbols: the gas hot-water heater, the flute mursic,
the stockings, the Salersman, the refrigerator. Choose two or three and discuss them as qrmb,c,ls.

O COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used w'ith perrnission. Not for resale.
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1O. The point of view, from inside Willy's head, is most unusual, coloring the way characters are
shown, merging past into the present. Discuss Miller's point of ',riew and its effectiveness.

12. Willy believed a person must be well-liked. Is that true today? Discuss the importance (or

unimportance) to a high-school student of being well-liked.

13. AnotherAmerican dreamer isJay Gatsby in F. Scott Fitzgerald's The GreatGatsbg. Compare Willy
to Gatsby in terms of their dreams: what they were, how they sought to achieve them, and the
results of their aclrievements.

14. Compare Willy to Gatsby in terms of ethics. How and why did each man break ethical codes? To
what degree was each aware of what he was doing? Considering their ethical lapses, how does each
character evoke sympathy?

15. Read Robert Frost's narrative poem "Death of a Hired Man." Compare similar elements in the
poem and the play (aside from the similar titles). Consider the hired man, his unreliability and his
attitudes, the feelings of the couple towards him, the ideas about home, the use of nature, etc.

16. Mitler uses music frequently in his play, from the flute music and the father who used to make
flutes, to the music used at the end of act 2 to suggest the crash. Find all the references to music
in the play and write a paper in which you su€€iest what Miller intended to accomplish through
the inclusion of music.

17. A person's use of language often reveals a great deal about him. Howard, as he Ustens inattentively
to Willy and then fires him, speaks in cliches. Examine his cliches and their context and explain
what this language reveals about Howard.

18. Willy is a man of contradictions, from his statements to his actions. Discuss what these
contradictions show about Willy's character.

O COPYRIGHT, The Center for Learning. Used with Permission. Not for resale.
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Death oJ a Salesmcrn: Comprehension Test I
Answer each question in a word or phrase.

1. What phrase did Haplpy keep repeatug? (Z possibilities)

2. How did Uncle Ben become rich?

3. What special position did Bernard achieve in later life?

4. Who was Dave Singlernan?

5. What did Linda find--a.nd leave where it was?

6. What did Biff steal at the office where he went for money?

7. For what real reason did Biff not go to college?

8. What was Willy doing in the baclryard at the end when he saw Ben?

9. Which character finally realDed the truth about the people in the famip

1O. Wtrat can Linda not do at the funeral?

O COPYRIGHT, The Center for [rarning. Used with permission. Not for resale.
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Deo,tln- oj a Solesman: ComPrehension Test II
l. What did Willy have the boys do when he got home from his trip (when they were boys)?

2. What did he bring the boys?

3. What did Uncle Ben ask Biff to do?

4. Why did Biff go to Bill Oliver's Office?

5. What career did Bernard choose?

6. What argument, besides years of work, did Willy use with Howard for keeping his job?

7. What did Willy object to about Charley's rearing of Bernard?

8. Why did Happy leave Willy in the restaurant?

9. At the end of the play, why was Willy happy before he went back into the garden?

1O.In tJ:e graveyard, what good news did Linda have for Willy?

O COPYRIGHT, The Center for lrarning. Used with Permission. Not for resale.
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Part I
I. 'T'm losing weight" or "I'm getting mar-

ied."
2. by going into the junlgle

3. arguing before the SuLpreme Court
4. the old salesman who died the death of a

salesman

5. a rubber pipe on the gas water heater
6. a fountain pen

7. his discovery about his father
8. planting seeds

9. Biff
1O. cry

Answer Key to Comprehension Tests

Part II
L wash the car or hang up clothes

2. punching bag

3. go to Alaska--work for him
4. to get a loan
5. law
6. he named him
7. no interest in his son

8. to follow Biff or to be with the girls
9. Biff loved him.

10. They were free and clear. The house was
paid for.
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Vocabulary List: Deo,th oJ a Salesman
(Penguin Edition)

Act I
mercurial 12

trepidation 12

resigned 13

accommodaUng 14

crestfalleri l5
reminiscences 16

infinite 17

a{itatton22
insinuates 27

immersed 28

incipient 30

iniUative 3O

tauntingly 32
subsiding 38
incarnate 4l
laconic 41

valise 44

stolid 44

aura 44

dispel46
audacity 52

simultaneously 59

feasible 63

subdued 65

Act tr
incredulously 88

frenzy 9O

ominously 122

implacably 122

contemptuous 132

idyllic 133

elegiacally 135

O COPYRICHT, The Center for l,earning. Used with permission. Not for resale.
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An Excerpt from Miller's
Autobiography Timebends

Sfily Loman based on a real uncle of Miller's
Arthur Miller's most f;amous play, Death oJ asolesman, is rooted in his childhood experiences.

In this third part of a five-part series, Miller describes how he found the model forWillie l,oman within
his own family.

By Arthur Miller
I actually spent no more than a couple of hours in my Uncle

Manny's plresence in my life, but he was so absurd. so completely
isolated from the ordinary laws of gravity, so elaborate in his fantastic
inventions, and despite his ugliness so lyrically in love with fame and
fortune andtheir inevitable descent on his family, that he possessed my
irnagination until I knew more or less precisely how he would react to
any sign or word or idea. His unpredictable manipulations of fact freed
mymind to lope and skip amongfantasies of my own, but always under-
neath was ltre river of his sadness.

In those days, before the parkways and superhighways, a traveling
salesman hiad to drive through every town, stop at every traffic light, and
he carried ir short-handled shovel in the trunk to dig his way out of
drifts, since there were no snow tires asyet and many towns onty plowed
their roads once in a storm.

It was the unpredictability of his life that wove romance around it.
He was not in some dull, salaried job where you could never hope to
make a killing. Hope was his food and drink, and the need to project
hopeful cuhninations for a selling trip helped, I suppose, to make life
unreal.

Much rnore than a single model would ultimately go into Willy
l,oman. Indr:ed, since I saw so little of Manny he was already, in my
youth, as much mylh as fact.

Manny had managed to make his boys into a pair of strong, self-
assured yourng men, musketeers bound to one another's honor and
proud of their family. Neither was patient enough or perhaps capable
enough to sjt alone and study, and they both missed going to college.
Buddyjoineri the Seabees during the war and welded landing mats for
aircraft on F'acific islands, married an older woman who had her own
children. and died at 4O of cancer, an entrepreneur at last, sewing
aircraft worl:ers sandwiches from a small fleet of vans he had managed
to buy or lease. Abby fought with the infantry at Anzio.

The last ll saw of Abby was a number of years before he died, in his
early 4Os, lilre h s mother, of hyperlension. He had invited me to his
bachelor apaLrLment in Manhattan after I phoned him. I had not seen
him since before the war. Wearing blue silk pajamas and slippers, he
ushered me into his small living room overlooking lower Lexington
Avenue.

@ COPYRIG.HT, The Center for karning. Used with permission. Not for resale.
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'What did your pop want?" I asked him. This was what I had come
for

I was obsessed these daysbyvague but excitin$ images of what can
only be called a trajectory, an arched flow of storytelling with neither
transitional dialogue nor a single fixed locale, a mode that would open
a man's head for a play to take place inside it, evolving through concur-
rent rather than consecutive actions. By this time I had known three
suicides, two of them salesmen. I knew only that Manny had died with
none of the ordinary reasons given.

"l mean if you had to say t}.e one thing he wanted most, the one
thing that occurred to him most often, what would it be?"

"He wanted a business for us. So we could all work together," my
cousin said. 'A business for the boys."

This conventional, mundane wish was a shot of electricity that
switched all the random iron filings in my mind in one direction. A
hopelessly distracted Manny was transformed into a man with purpose:
He had been trying to make a gift that would crown all those striving
years; all those lies he told, all his imaginings and crazy exaggerations,
even the almost military discipline he had laid on his boys, were in this
instant given form and point. To be sure. a business expressed his own
egotism, but love, too.

It was an accidental meeting almost a year earlier that had set me
up for the parLicular question I asked and for the resonances of the
answer my cousin gave. On a late winter afternoon I had walked into the
lobby of the old Colonial Theater in Boston, where AllMg Sons had just
opened, its Broadway premiere a few weeks away. and I was surprised
to see Manny among the last of the matinee audience to leave.

"Manny! How are you? It's great seeing you here!"

Without so much as acknowledging my greeting, he said, "Buddy
is doingvery well." Then I saw a passing look of embarrassment on his
face, as though, perhaps, he had not always wished me well.

We chatted for a moment, and he went out of the vast lobby and into
the street. I thought I knew what he was thinking: That he had lost the
contest in his mind between his sons and me. An enorrnous welling
sorrow formed in my belly as i watched him merge into the crowd
outside. Collected in his ludicrous presence was all of life.

But it was the absence of the slightest transition to "Buddy is doing
very well" that stuck in my mind; it was a signal to me of the new form
that until now I had only tentatively imagined could exist. I had not the
slightest idea ofwriting about a salesman then, totally absorbed as I was
in my present production. But how wonderful, I thought, to do a play
without any transitions at all, dialogue that would simply leap from

@ COPYRIGHT, The Center for Leaming. Used w'ith Permission. Not lor resale.
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bone to bone of a skeleton that would not for an instant cease being
added to, an organism as strictly economic as a leaf, as trim as an ant.

And m.ore important than even that, a play that would do to an
audience rvhat Manny had done to me in our surprising meeting--cut
through tirne like a knife through a layer cake or a road through a moun-
tain revealing its geologic layers, and instead of one incident in one time
frame succeeding another, display past and present concurrently, with
neither one ever coming to a stop.

One afl.ernoon, after attending to some business in midtown, I was
about to head for the subway and a bit of warmth when my eye caught
TheTestantentoJDr. Mabtse on one of the 42nd Street marquees. I de-
cided to lor>k in on it again. It was one of the films that over the years
since I had first seen it had become parL of my own dream tissue and had
the same i:rtimacy as something I had invented myself.

The dirLgr theater at 3 o'clock in the afternoon was almost empty.
Even worse, I had been makjng preliminary sketches of scenes and
ideas for a salesman play and should have been home at my desk. I was
still at the stage of trying to convince myself that I could find a structural
arch for the story of the l,omans. as I called the family. The name had
appeared suddenly under my hand one evening as I was making my
vagrant not.es. "Loman" had the sound of reality, of someone who had
actually livr:d, even if I had never known anyone by that nEune.

Now, wzrtching Fritz Lang s old film, I was drawn into the astound-
ing tale, gradually recalling it from the past. From time to time, Paris is
experiencing fires, derailments, explosions, but the chief of the Surete
is baflled because he can find no motive for these catastrophes, which
he has comt: to believe are not accidental but the work of criminals. But
to what enil and for whose profit he cannot imagine. He visits a great
psychiatrist, Dr. Mabuse, who heads a famous clinic outside Paris. The
doctor explains that indeed these are probably not accidents but that
the perpetrators will be very difficult to find. They may be people of all
classes who have one thing in common--a disgust with civilization and
the wish sinrply to destroy it. Being psychological and moral, the profit
is impossible to track.

The chief, played by Otto Wernicke, proceeds to send out men to
keep watch on the crowds that collect at fires and other calamitjes. In
time, one young detective notices a man watching a particularly awful
fire in an orphanage and recalls having observed him at a previous fire.
He begins to track this fellow and is led into a great printing plant closed
forthe night. The detective finds himself in a basement auditorium that
is about a quarter filled with men and women representing every class
of people in Paris from pretentious business types to common laborers.
students and shopkeepers. They seem unrelated and sit quite apart
from one another. all watching a curtain drawn across a stage. From
behind it no.'v is heard a voice that in quiet, rather businesslike tones
instructs the audience on the next objective, a Paris hospital that is to

O COPYRICHT, The Center for l-earning. Used with permission. Not for resale.
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be dynamited and set afire. The detective rushes the stage, parts the
curtain--and discovers a phonograph playing a record. The chase is on.

He slips into a tiny office, quietly shuts the door. switches on the
light and sits down at a phone to call the chief. The camera moves into
a close-up on the young detecUve's desperate face as he clamps the
receiver to his ear and whispers, "Hello? Hello! Lohmann? lohmann!"
The light snaps out and the screen goes black before he can give his
location. The next shot finds him in an asylum in a white gown, seated
on a bed with his hand up to his ear gripping a non-existent phone
receiver, a look of terrgr in his face, repeating, "Lohmann? l-ohmann?
Lohmann?"

My spine iced as I realized where I had gotten the name that had
lodged so deep in me. It was more than five years since I had last seen
the film, and lf I had been asked, I never could have dredged up the name
of tJ.e chief of the Surete in it. In later years I found it discouraging to
observe the confidence with which some commentators on Death of a
Salesman smirked at the heary-handed symbolism of "low-man."
What the name really meant to me was a terror-stricken man calling into
the void for help that will never come.

Source: Arthur Miller, Tunebends (Grove Press Inc., 1987).
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teachers will give us the best in instructional material.

Book Title

Good I Fair I

I
Poor 

I
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I

I

Overall effectiveness of the book

Usabilitv of the book

l

Pacing of the material

Quality of format and layout
l
I

I
Availability of the selected text materials

Student eviluation of the material

Student motivation and interest

1

l I eU,fV level of students

I

I

i
i

I

Student achievement in the Unit

t

l</

I

Used in Grade(s)

Used for
E BasicTcore for instruction
E Selected use

E Supplemental use

Teacher's experience
E o-5 years
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School Location
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School Enrollment
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Additional Commeuts

Nnrne
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School

Add-ress
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Please return to:
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