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[R/A] DEATH OF A SALESMAN

I appreciate DOAS as a work of American Literature. However, I didn’t like it. The question is of taste. First, I didn’t like the story. Although Arthur Miller manages to incorporate most of the elements of Aristotelian tragedy into a tightly woven plot, he never delivers a character worth caring about. Second, I don’t like Willy Loman, the protagonist, and I don’t care about any of his family. The only admirable characters in the play are Charlie and Bernard who remain true friends to the Lomans until the bitter end. Was the climax, Willy’s suicide, a tragic climax (a release of catharsis)? No, it was the inevitable end to wasted life. Perhaps that is the best way to describe DOAS, a waste.


Having made my last statement, I get the image of unzipping my fly in public. I see members of the Literary world running into the streets to hunt me down and kill me for heresy. Oh well. DOASs credibility has been as a vehicle for great actors to deliver great performances.  This, in my opinion, is DOASs true worth, and herein lies the dichotomy–a poor story that was staged and presented in an exceptional manner. Look at the difference between the detailed, specific stage directions in DOAS and the effectively nonexistent stage directions in Shakespeare’s Hamlet. Mr. Miller had to tell the readers and actors where to go, what to do, and why. Hamlet, the story and play, builds a world for the actors to react to. Stage directions are not necessary, as the actors just become the characters and do what the characters would do naturally. After having read and watched the play with a eye toward critical analysis, I find that there are even less comparisons to Shakespeare’s Hamlet than I had originally imagined.


In the version of the play that we watched, Dustin Hoffman delivers an exceptional performance. But because I still don’t like the story, I found the brief appearance by Linda Koslowski as Miss Forsythe to be the only reason for watching this version.


Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman is described as a tragedy. It is a tragedy, perhaps, in the modern literary sense; however, Mr. Miller fails to deliver a protagonist that the audience can develop sympathy for. Willy Loman, the protagonist is a “low man.” As Willy is not a person of high estate who falls, the Aristotlean model fails. In fact he is a failure as a husband, father, and salesman. His death is just the inevitable result of his wasted life. In Willy’s failure to attain the American Dream–failure to succeed as a salesman, husband, and father–DOAS qualifies as an American tragedy.

The setting is 1946 New York City. World War II is over, an economic boom is on, and Americans in general are masters of their own fate. Life should have been good for Willy, but because he is a failure, he has no chance.


There are several key elements to the plot. The play begins as Willy returns from an abortive sales trip to New England: Willy is a failure. His oldest son, Biff has returned from somewhere out West. We see Willy wind in and out of fantasy/dreams. Finally, we learn from Linda, Mrs. Loman, that Willy is not just exhausted but is trying to kill himself. Boo-hoo. When Willy demands payment on promises made by Willy’s old boss, Willy is fired. His boys desert him in a toilet, and Willy kills himself for the insurance money. The author goes to great lengths to demonstrate that Willy was a failure, is a failure, and dies a failure.


Characterization is the key element in the play. Mr. Miller develops the character of Willy through flashbacks that come and go like the changing of the wind. We learn that Willy is truly screwed up. His father deserted the family somewhere on the prairie. Willy’s older brother, Ben, also left the family to search for the father. Willy had no male role model. This is a key to the development or more specifically lack of development in his sons, Biff and Hap. Biff is not just a failure but a thief. Willy taught him to be one. Hap is a philanderer and a bum. In this dysfunctional family, Mrs. Loman is perhaps sympathetic. Hhowever, because she fails to address her problems directly to Willy and is effectively a doormat, she is a failure too. Charlie, the neighbor, is a true friend to Willy. But because of Willy’s flaw, hubris, Willy insults Charlie and refuses the offer of a job. Bernard, Charlie’s son, is a foil to Biff. As Biff has thrown his life away–the punk failed math, didn’t go to summer school, and stole his way out of every job he ever had–Bernard is trying a case before the US Supreme Court. Howard, the son of Willy’s old boss, at least has the intestinal fortitude to fire Willy saying, “business is business.”


And now we come to the themes of the play. The waste of their lives and death are constant throughout. Let us examine the theme of death and losing through the words of the characters:


Linda says to Willy, “Life is a casting off” (1194).


Biff says to Hap, “All I’ve done is to waste my life” (1198).


Hap says to Biff while speaking about being a philanderer, “I hate myself for it” (1199).


Willy says to Linda, “People don’t seem to take to me” and “They seem to laugh at me” (1204).


Willy says to Linda just before the memory of The Woman appears, “I get the feeling that I’ll never sell anything again” (1205).


Willy says to the ghost, “I’m getting awfully tired, Ben” (1208).


Again, willy says to the ghost about their father’s deserting them, “I still feel--kind of temporary about myself” (1212).


Biff tells his mom, “I can’t take hold of some kind of a life” (1213).


Linda explains to the boys, “He’s dying, Biff” and “He’s been trying to kill himself” (1215).


Willy explains to Biff, “You always started too low” (1218).


Willy complains to Linda, “I’m always in a race with the junkyard” (1222).


When Jenny, Charlie’s secretary, asks Willy, “How’ve you been feeling?” Willy responds, “Not much any more, Jenny” (1230).


Willy describes Biff’s life to Bernard by saying, “His life ended after that Ebbets Field game” (1231) and “He flunked the subject, and laid down and died like a hammer hit him” (1232).


Willy explains to Charlie, “You end up worth more dead than alive” (1234).


Stanley the Waiter tells Hap, “Ah, it’s a dog’s life.  I only wish during the war they’d a took me in the Army.  I coulda been dead by now” (1235).


In the restaurant, Biff describes Willy as, “A fine troubled price” (1242), but Hap states to Letta, “No, that’s not my father. He’s just a guy” (1243).


When Willy goes to tip the waiter, he says, “Here–here’s some more. I don’t need it anymore” (1246).


Willy accuses Biff by saying, “you cut down your life for spite” (1250).


Biff defines his life by telling Willy, “Pop!  I’m a dime a dozen and so are you!” (1251).


And again Biff tells Willy, “You were never anything but a hard-working drummer who landed in the ash can like all of them” (1251).


Linda remarks to Willy just prior to his suicide, “I think this is the only way, Willy” (1252).


Willy responds, “I gotta go, baby” (1253).


Willy died to give his worthless family $20,000 in life insurance money. And I don’t care.

