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AP Literature and Composition
Student: 
	Title of Work: Death of a Salesman
Author: Arthur Miller
Date of Publication: (performed in 1949)
Genre: Contemporary Drama
	Characteristics of the Genre:


	Historical Information about the Period of Publication:

After World War II, America had sealed its position as a dominant global superpower. Many Americans were basking in the glow of the wartime boom that had helped to pull the country definitively out of the Great Depression. Though Miller’s play doesn’t explicitly reference the Depression (or the war, for that matter), its impact permeates the play—Linda’s mending of her stockings, the dutiful counting of pennies and tallying of bills, etc. Willy nostalgically longs for the prosperity and potential felt during the 1920s—his prized 1928 Chevy is an emblem of that. He also references people like Thomas Edison and B.F. Goodrich, who embody the American spirit in different ways—one as a famed inventor and the other as an industrialist and notorious “robber baron.”

	Biographical Information about the Author:

Miller was born in New York in 1915. He grew up in a lower-middle class Jewish family in both Harlem and Brooklyn and later incorporated these urban settings into a number of his works, including Death of a Salesman. Some of his works also deal with the topic of anti-Semitism, for obvious reasons both personal and political/global. Miller once said, “I don’t see how you can write anything decent without using as your basis the question of right and wrong.” His explorations of the human psyche and the ways in which people make moral or immoral decisions earned him a lot of recognition, the pinnacle of which is his Pulitzer Prize awarded for Death of a Salesman.

	Plot Summary:

Act I:
Act II:
Requiem:



	Description of the Author’s Style:

Most of the play contains pretty typical, almost “drab” prose. The characters speak to each other with comfort and familiarity, in a very casual and conversational style. 
During moments of tension, indicators such as anxious repetition or stuttering, along with contractions/abbreviated speech and exclamation points, clearly announce the characters’ heightened emotions. 
When Willy is particularly immersed in one of his mental constructions, the style delves into an idealized, almost lyrical realm.


	Example that Demonstrates Style and Explanation:

The first scene between Biff and Happy contains normal speech like Biff’s query, “You smoking?” Happy replies with, “Want one?” The brothers speak naturally, not concerning themselves with proper sentence structure. 

When the restaurant scene erupts, Happy attempts to intervene but trails off: “Biff, for…” Willy angrily asks, “Are you spiting me?” Biff, in one of several instances of profanity in the play, counters with “Don’t take it that way! Goddammit!”

Willy’s final monologue is poetic. Speaking of his plan to commit suicide, he declares, “I see it like a diamond, shining in the dark, hard and rough, that I can pick up and touch in my hand. Not like—an appointment!”


	Memorable Quotations

	Quotation (and Speaker):
	Significance:

	1. “I’m tired to the death.” –Willy (Act I, 1375)


	One of Willy’s first lines, this seemingly casual idiomatic expression is a classic example of foreshadowing, especially since the audience is “in on” the plot, knowing Willy’s death is imminent. Thus, this quotation also acts as dramatic irony.



	2. “There’s nothing more inspiring or—beautiful than the sight of a mare and a new colt.” –Biff (Act I, 1380) 


	Biff is clearly a romantic, as this statement demonstrates. Thus, he struggles to find satisfaction in the modern world. His inner desires are in direct conflict with the productive mindset of capitalistic America.



	3. “I’m losing weight, you notice, Pop?” –Happy (Act I, 1386)


	Happy repeats this phrase during one of Willy’s “daydreams,” indicating that although Willy is subconsciously aware of Happy, for the most part he is overlooked in favor of Biff. Happy’s concern with his appearance echoes that of his father.



	4. “I’ll put you right through to the buyers.” –The Woman (Act I, 1388)


	This statement, arising from Willy’s guilty conscience, reveals that what little success as a salesman he may have once had did not necessarily result from his American values and model work ethic. This fact taints our view of Willy.



	5. “I don’t say he’s a great man. Willy Loman never made a lot of money. His name was never in the paper. He’s not the finest character that ever lived. But he’s a human being, and a terrible thing is happening to him. So attention must be paid. He’s not to be allowed to fall into his grave like an old dog. Attention, attention must be finally paid to such a person.” –Linda (Act I, 1397)


	This extended quotation is so uncharacteristic of the normally passive and soft-spoken Linda that it takes the audience—and her sons—by surprise. She clearly cares very deeply for Willy and has watched and suffered through his decline for some time. Ironically, her request that everyone pay more attention to Willy also results in our paying more attention to her.
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	Major Characters

	Character’s Name:
	Role (What role does this person have in the story?):
	Significance (Why is this character significant to the story?):
	Character Traits (What sort of person is this?):

	1. Willy Loman

	Willy is a salesman—of what, we don’t know! He’s a loving husband to Linda and father of Biff and Happy, but he is also an adulterer. 
	Willy “Low-man” is your “average Joe” American, which makes his tragedy all the more poignant. He believes in the American Dream and wants to see his children succeed, but he has trouble grappling with reality.


	idealistic, hypocritical, proud

	2. Linda Loman

	Linda is Willy’s wife and mother of Biff and Happy. She is a typical 1940s homemaker.
	Linda is a faithful partner to Willy, and she sometimes shares in his wistful ambition, but she also seems to know when he takes it too far. She defends the boys to Willy and defends Willy to the boys. She is passively caught in the middle.


	loyal, hopeful, defensive

	3. Biff Loman

	
	
	

	4. Happy Loman

	
	
	

	5. Bernard
	Bernard, Charley’s son, is the typical neighborhood kid. He is around Biff’s age and often helps him cheat in school, though he is clearly morally opposed to it.
	Though a minor character, Bernard has a key role in that he informs the audience of the way Biff really was and thus allows one to fill in the gaps of “what went wrong.”


	intelligent, dutiful, concerned

	6. Charley
	Charley is the Lomans’ neighbor, Bernard’s father, and clearly Willy’s friend despite their differences. Charley plays cards with him in the middle of the night to calm him down and also offers him money and a job.
	Charley shows us an alternative to living like Willy. He doesn’t take everything quite so seriously. He doesn’t share all of Willy’s ideals, but that means he doesn’t experience all of Willy’s disappointments, either.


	generous, sympathetic, patient

	7. Uncle Ben
	
	
	

	8. Howard Wagner
	
	
	

	9. The Woman

	
	
	


	Description of the Setting(s) and the Mood the Setting(s) Create:

1. The Loman house is the play’s center. At times it evokes the pride and potential Willy and Linda no doubt felt when they first moved in, but it also gives off a miserable vibe as well. The refrigerator’s disappointing performance and the way other buildings have been “creeping” up to destroy their connection with nature are good examples of this.

2. Other settings include Howard’s office, Charley’s office, and Frank’s Chop House. Each is a place of hostile confrontation for Willy, contributing to his downward spiral and demonstrating his inability to exist in the modern world.


	Significance of the Opening Scene:

The opening scene is rife with foreshadowing. Linda gets the first line of the play, and the stage direction notes that she should deliver it “with some trepidation.” The title aside, the audience can already tell that the mood of the play is dismal. Linda’s worry results from the fact that she has just been awakened by Willy’s unexpected return from a sales trip. He has come back early because the trip clearly wasn’t going well, and Linda adds to his shame by asking, “You didn’t smash the car, did you?,” another clear example of foreshadowing. The ensuing conversation is a mixture of their tender concern and affection for one another, along with the petty irritations typical in an “old married couple.”

	Symbols:

1. The athletic trophy in the boy’s bedroom symbolizes the glory and potential of their youth. The fact that it is still at the Loman house, on display for no one to see, illustrates how distant “that life” is from the one they are now living.

Motifs:

1. Stockings act as a thread to tie Willy’s racing thoughts together. He gave new stockings to the Woman, while Linda had to continue mending her old stockings. Willy is angry to see his wife living so thriftily, even though he is to blame. When Biff catches Willy in Boston, he makes the connection as well; this further intensifies his disgust with his father.


	Significance of the Ending/Closing Scene:



	Themes:

1. The American Dream is illusory. Willy spends his entire adult life striving to have the ideal American existence and to provide for his family. Although he does engage in at least one extramarital affair, thereby tainting his character, even that moral error is a means to attain the end of financial success. She can put him “right through to the buyers.” Linda’s graveside speech reveals the bitter irony that by the time he fully owns his home, he is unable to live in it, as if to say, “All that hard work for nothing.”
2. 


	Possible Topics/Questions for Discussion:
1. Arthur Miller considered calling the play The Inside of His Head. What makes Death of a Salesman a more suitable title?

2.

3.



