AP English Literature Seminar
Things to Consider While Reading Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman

1. Miller says he is fascinated by the “agony of someone who has a driving, implacable wish in him.” (“Paris Review” interview).  What do we learn in the opening scenes of the play are Willy Loman’s obsessions?  

Identify three specific adjectives to describe the character of Willy Loman.  For each adjective, cite a specific textual reference that supports/illustrates the particular trait. 

Then, explain the significance of each piece of evidence cited.  Remember to anchor all textural references with identification of speaker(s) and a description of the context. 

ALL
2. When discussing the play’s dramatic form, Miller asserts that “I wished to create a form, which, in itself as a form, would literally be the process of Willy Loman’s way of mind.” (“The Author Reflects on Death of a Salesman).
Miller’s opening stage directions call for the actors to observe imaginary walls when action is in the present, and to step freely through the walls when the scene is in the past.  

Discuss the form of this play and the ways in which Miller uses shifts in time to reflect the mind of Willy Loman.  Note shifts in Willy’s tone when the play is in the past or the present.   
3. Explain your understanding of Bernard’s statement, “But sometimes, Willy, it’s better for a man to just walk away (DiYanni, 1822), and relate it to Willy’s character, his dreams and his failures.  
4. Some critics see Linda as the center of the play because she is the character around whom all events revolve.  Discuss Linda’s character and her various roles in the play. 
5. What is the character Ben’s role in the play?  What is his purpose?  Is he realistic?  A figment of Willy’s imagination? 
6. In his famous speech in the “Requiem,” Charley says of Willy, “He was a happy man with a batch of cement (DiYanni, 1845), but he also reminds Linda and the boys that “Nobody dast blame this man… Willy 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’s a man out there in the blue riding on a smile and a shoeshine…A salesman’s got to dream, boy.  It comes with the territory” (DiYanni, 1845).
Discuss the meaning of Charley’s statements in relation to a theme developed in the play.  Cite at least two other moments in the play when this theme emerges.
7. Discuss how it is possible to read the play as the story of Biff’s eventual triumph.  At the funeral, why does Biff give his brother a “hopeless” look?  What kind of a life do you think Biff will now live?  
8. How much of Willy’s tragedy is caused by his own personality, and how much of it is cause by the promises and realities of the American Dream? ALL
9. Is Willy Loman a tragic hero?  Consider Shakespeare’s Hamlet and Sophocles’ Oedipus, and other tragic heroes with whom you are familiar.  In your analysis, compare Willy’s character and story to at least one other tragic hero. ALL
10. After reading Death of a Salesman, read Miller’s essay “Tragedy and the Common Man”(DiYanni, 2216-2218), and compare Miller’s ideas on tragedy and the tragic hero to those of Aristotle in his essay “Tragedy” (DiYanni, 2196-98).  You should have notes on Aristotle’s essay from our study of Oedipus.  ALL
