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DEATH OF A SALES MAN

Ar thur Miller was born in New York City in 1915 and stud ied at the Uni ver ‐
sity of Michigan. His plays in clude All My Sons (1947), Death of a Sales ‐
man (1949), The Cru cible (1953), A View from the Bridge and A Memory of
Two Mondays (1955), After the Fall (1964), In cid ent at Vichy (1965), The
Price (1968), The Cre ation of the World and Other Busi ness (1972), and
The Amer ican Clock (1980). He has also writ ten two nov els, Fo cus (1945)
and The Mis fits, which was filmed in 1960, and the text for In Rus sia
(1969), Chinese En coun ters (1979), and In the Coun try (1977), three books
of pho to graphs by Inge Morath. His most re cent works in clude a mem oir,
Mr. Peters’ Con nec tions (1999), Echoes Down the Cor ridor: Col lec ted Es ‐
says 1944-2000, and On Polit ics and the Art of Act ing (2001). Timebends
(1987), and the plays The Ride Down Mt. Mor gan (1991), The Last Yan kee
(1993), Broken Glass (1994). He has twice won the New York Drama Crit ‐
ics Circle Award, and in 1949 he was awar ded the Pulitzer Prize.

 
 
Ger ald Weales is Emer itus Pro fessor of Eng lish at the Uni ver sity of
Pennsylvania. He is the au thor of Re li gion in Mod ern Eng lish Drama,
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Wil li ams, The Jump ing-Off Place, Clif ford Odets, and Canned Goods as
Caviar : Amer ican Film Com edy of the 1930s. Mr. Weales is the ed itor of
Ed war d ian Plays, The Com plete Plays of Wil liam Wycher ley, and The Vik ‐
ing Crit ical Lib rary edi tion of Ar thur Miller’s The Cru cible. He has writ ten
a novel, Tale for the Blue bird, and two books for chil dren. Mr. Weales won
the George Jean Nathan Award for Drama Cri ti cism in 1965.
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IN TRO DUC TION

The De pres sion of the 1930s seemed to break the prom ises Amer ica had
made to its cit izens. The stock mar ket crash of 1929, it was as sumed, ended
a par tic u lar ver sion of his tory: op tim istic, con fid ent. The Amer ican dream
faded. And yet, not so. Myths as po tent as that, il lu sions with such a pur ‐
chase on the na tional psyche, are not so eas ily denied. In an im mig rant so ci ‐
ety, which has, by defin i tion, chosen to re ject the past, faith in the fu ture is
not a mat ter of choice. When today fails to of fer the jus ti fic a tion for hope,
to mor row be comes the only grail worth pur su ing. Ar thur Miller knew this.
When Char ley, Willy Lo man’s next-door neigh bor, says that “a sales man is
got to dream,” he sums up not only Willy’s life but a cent ral tenet of his cul ‐
ture.

Death of a Sales man is not set dur ing the De pres sion but it bears its
mark, as does Willy Lo man, a sixty-three-year-old sales man, who stands
baffled by his fail ure. Cer tainly in memory he re turns to that period, as if
per sonal and na tional fate were some how in ter twined, while in spirit, ac ‐
cord ing to Miller, he also reaches back to the more ex pans ive and con fid ent,
if empty, 1920s, when, ac cord ing to a pres id ent of the United States, the
busi ness of Amer ica was busi ness.1 And since he in hab its “the greatest
coun try in the world,” a world of Mani fest Des tiny, where can the fault lie
but in him self? If per sonal mean ing, in this cheer leader so ci ety, lies in suc ‐
cess, then fail ure must threaten iden tity it self. No won der Willy shouts out
his name. He is listen ing for an echo. No won der he searches des per ately
back through his life for evid ence of the mo ment he took a wrong path; no
won der he looks to the next gen er a tion to give him back that life by achiev ‐
ing what had slipped so un ac count ably through his own fin gers.

Death of a Sales man had its ori gins in a short story Miller wrote at the
age of sev en teen (ap prox im ately the age of the young Biff Lo man), when
he worked, briefly, for his father’s com pany. It told of an aging sales man
who sells noth ing, is ab used by the buy ers, and bor rows his sub way fare
from the young nar rator. In a note scrawled on the ma nu script Miller re ‐



cords that the real sales man had thrown him self un der a sub way train. Years
later, at the time of the play’s Broad way open ing, Miller’s mother found the
story aban doned in a drawer. But, as Miller has noted, Death of a Sales man
also traced its roots closer to home.

Willy Lo man was kin to Miller’s sales man uncle, Manny New man, a
man who was “a com pet itor, at all times, in all things, and at every mo ment.
My brother and I,” Miller ex plains in his auto bi o graphy, “he saw run ning
neck and neck with his two sons in some race that never stopped in his
mind.” The New man house hold was one in which you “dared not lose hope,
and I would later think of it as a per fec tion of Amer ica for that reason. . . . It
was a house . . . trem bling with res ol u tions and shouts of vic tor ies that had
not yet taken place but surely would to mor row.”2

Manny’s son, Buddy, like Biff in Miller’s play, was a sports hero and,
like Happy Lo man, a suc cess with the girls, but, fail ing to study, he never
made it to col lege. Manny’s wife, mean while, “bore the cross of real ity for
them all,” sup port ing her hus band, “keep ing up her calm, en thu si astic smile
lest he feel he was not be ing ap pre ci ated.” (123) It is not hard to see this
wo man honored in the per son of Linda Lo man, Willy’s loyal but some times
be wildered wife, who is no less a vic tim than the hus band she sup ports in
his struggle for mean ing and ab so lu tion.

Though Miller spent little time with Manny, “he was so ab surd, so com ‐
pletely isol ated from the or din ary laws of grav ity, so elab or ate in his fant ‐
astic in ven tions . . . so lyr ic ally in love with fame and for tune and their in ‐
ev it able des cent on his fam ily, that he pos sessed my ima gin a tion.” (123) To
drop by the New man fam ily home, Miller ex plains, was “to ex pect some
kind of in sinu ation of my en tire life’s prob able fail ure, even be fore I was
six teen.” (124) Bern ard, son of Willy’s next-door neigh bor, was to find him ‐
self treated in much the same way by the Lo mans.

There is, how ever, some thing more than ab surdity about such people as
Manny, who man aged to sus tain their faith in the face of evid ence to the
con trary. Of a sales man friend of Manny, Miller writes, “Like any trav el ing
man he had to my mind a kind of in trepid valor that with stood the in ev it ‐
able put downs, the sco re less at tempts to sell. In a sense, these men lived
like artists, like act ors whose product is first of all them selves, forever ima ‐



gin ing tri umphs in a world that either ig nores them or denies their pres ence
al to gether. But just of ten enough to keep the game go ing one of them makes
it and swings to the moon on a thread of dreams un wind ing out of him self.”
(127) And, surely, Willy Lo man him self is just such an actor, a vaudevil lian,
get ting by “on a smile and a shoe shine,” sta ging his life in an at tempt to un ‐
der stand its plot and look ing for the ap plause and suc cess he be lieves to be
his due. He wants, bey ond any thing, to be “well liked,” for, without that, he
fears he will be noth ing at all.

Dur ing the run of his first great suc cess, All My Sons, Miller met Manny
again. Rather than com ment on the play, his uncle answered a ques tion he
had not been asked: “Buddy is do ing very well.” The un declared com pet i ‐
tion was still un der way, as if time had stood still. The chance meet ing made
Miller long to write a play that would re cre ate the feel ing that this en ‐
counter gave him, a play that would “cut through time like a knife through a
layer of cake or a road through a moun tain re veal ing its geo lo gic lay ers, and
in stead of one in cid ent in one time-frame suc ceed ing an other, dis play past
and present con cur rently, with neither one ever com ing to a stop.” (131) For
in that one re mark Manny brought to gether past hopes and present real it ies
while be tray ing an anxi ety that hin ted at a coun ter cur rent to his ap par ent
con fid ence.

Miller, then, likened the struc ture of Sales man to geo lo gical strata, in
which dif fer ent times are present in the same in stant. He has also com pared
it to a CAT scan, which sim ul tan eously re veals in side and out side, and the
time scale in Death of a Sales man is, in deed, com plex. The events on stage
take place over twenty-four hours, a period which be gins with a timid, dis ‐
pir ited, and be wildered man en ter ing a house once an ex pres sion of his
hopes for the fu ture. It is where he and his wife raised a fam ily, that icon of
the Amer ican way, and reached for the golden glit ter of the dream. He is
back from a jour ney he once saw as a ver sion of those other jour neys em ‐
bed ded in the na tional con scious ness, in which the in di vidual went forth to
im prove his lot and define him self in the face of a world ready to em brace
him. But the world has changed. His idyllic house, set like a homestead
against the nat ural world, is now hemmed in by oth ers, and his epic jour ney
is no more than a drum mer’s daily grind, trav el ing from store to store, in ‐
gra ti at ing him self with buy ers or, still more, with the sec ret ar ies who guard



the buy ers from him. The play ends, after a suc ces sion of fur ther hu mi li ‐
ations, frus trated hopes, and de mean ing memor ies, when Willy Lo man
climbs back into the car, which it self is show ing signs of de bil it a tion, and
at tempts one last ride to glory, one last jour ney into the em pyr ean, fi nally, in
his own eyes, rival ing his suc cess ful brother, Ben, by trad ing his life dir ‐
ectly for the dream which lured him on.

But this twenty-four-hour period is only one form of time. There is also
what Miller has called “so cial time” and “psychic time.” By so cial time he
seems to mean the un fold ing truth of the pub lic world which provides the
con text for Willy’s life, while psychic time is evid ent in memor ies which
crash into his present, cre at ing iron ies, sound ing echoes, taunt ing him with
a past which can of fer him noth ing but re proach. All these dif fer ent no tions
of time blend and in ter act, that in ter ac tion be ing a key to the play’s ef fect.
But, of course, all these dif fer ing time schemes are them selves con tained
within and defined by the audi ence’s ex per i ence of the play, a shared mo ‐
ment in which the so cial real ity of the oc ca sion (its per form ance, say, in
Com mun ist China in the 1980s) and the psy cho lo gical real ity of in di vidual
audi ence mem bers them selves af fect the mean ing gen er ated by the stage ac ‐
tion.

The past, and its re la tion ship to the present, has al ways been vi tal to
Miller. As a char ac ter in an other Miller play (After the Fall) re marks, the
past is holy. Why? Not merely be cause the present con tains the past, but be ‐
cause a moral world de pends on an ac cept ance of the no tion of caus al ity, on
an ac know ledg ment that we are re spons ible for, and a product of, our ac ‐
tions. This is a truth that Willy res ists but which his sub con scious ac know ‐
ledges, present ing to him the evid ence of his fal lib il ity. For the very struc ‐
ture of the play re flects his anxious search for the mo ment his life took a
wrong turn, for the mo ment of be trayal that un der mined his re la tion ship to
his wife and des troyed his re la tion ship with a son who was to have em bod ‐
ied his own faith in the Amer ican dream.

Death of a Sales man dif fers rad ic ally from his more tra di tion ally con ‐
struc ted first Broad way suc cess, All My Sons, while still fo cus ing on father-
son re la tion ships. It is tech nic ally in nov at ive, with its nearly in stant an eous
time shifts. It is also lyr ical, as Miller al lows Willy’s dreams to shape them ‐



selves into broken arias. And whereas the earlier work had echoes of Ib sen,
this play was gen er ated out of its own ne ces sit ies as Miller dis covered a
form that pre cisely echoed its so cial and psy cho lo gical con cerns.

 
In 1948, Miller, fresh from the achieve ment of All My Sons, built him self

a shed on land he had bought in Con necti cut. It took him six weeks. He then
sat down to write Death of a Sales man. He com pleted the first half in a
single night and the whole work in a fur ther six weeks. He began the play
know ing only the first two lines and the fact that it would end with a death,
the death of the man who be came Willy Lo man and whose last name came
not from any de sire to link his fate with that of the com mon man, but from
Miller’s memory of that name be ing called out in a scene from the film The
Test a ment of Dr. Mab use : “What the name really meant to me was a ter ror-
stricken man call ing into the void for help that will never come.” (179) The
name was fine with the pro du cers; the title was not. They were con vinced
that the word “death” would keep audi ences away. And, in deed, Miller him ‐
self con sidered other titles, in clud ing The In side of His Head and A Period
of Grace, the lat ter a ref er ence to the prac tice of in sur ance com pan ies that
al low a policy to stay act ive bey ond its ef fect ive ter min a tion date, as Willy
had lived on bey ond the death of his hopes. But the title re mained, and far
from audi ences stay ing away they sus tained it for 742 per form ances.

Death of a Sales man be gins with the sound of a flute (and there were
some twenty-two minutes of mu sic in the ori ginal pro duc tion), a sound
which takes Willy back to his child hood when he had traveled with his
father and brother in a wagon. His father made and sold flutes. He was, in
other words, a sales man, though one who, un like Willy, made what he sold.
It is a tain ted memory, how ever. The dis tant past is not as in no cent as, in
memory, he would wish it to be. It rep res ents be trayal, for his father had
deser ted the boys, as his brother, Ben, had deser ted Willy, go ing in search
first of his father and then of suc cess at any price. Be trayal is thus as much
part of his in her it ance as is his drive for suc cess, his be lief in sales man ship
as a kind of fron tier ad ven ture whose vir tues should be passed on to his
sons.



In the note book that Miller kept while writ ing the play, he saw Willy as
wait ing for his father’s re turn, liv ing a tem por ary life un til the time when
mean ing would ar rive along with the per son who aban doned him, as Vladi ‐
mir and Es tragon would await the ar rival of Godot. That idea is no longer
ex pli cit in the text, but the no tion of Willy lead ing a tem por ary life is.
Mean ing is de ferred un til some in def in ite fu ture. Mean while he is a sales ‐
man, trav el ing but never ar riv ing.

When the stage de signer Jo Mielziner re ceived the script, in Septem ber
1948, it called for three bare plat forms and the min imum of fur niture. The
ori ginal stage dir ec tion at the be gin ning of the play spoke of a travel spot
which would light “a small area stage left. The Sales man is re vealed. He
takes out his keys and opens an in vis ible door.” (385) It said of Willy Lo ‐
man’s house, that “it had once been sur roun ded by open coun try, but it was
now hemmed in with apart ment houses. Trees that used to shade the house
against the open sky and hot sum mer sun now were for the most part dead
or dy ing.”3 Mielziner’s job was to real ize this in prac tical terms, but it is
already clear from Miller’s de scrip tion that the set is offered as a meta phor,
a visual marker of so cial and psy cho lo gical change. It is not only the house
that has lost its pro tec tion, wit nessed the clos ing down of space, not only
the trees that are with er ing away with the pas sage of time.

In Mielziner’s hands the house it self be came the key. What was needed
was a solu tion, in terms of light ing and design, to the prob lem of a play that
presen ted time as fluid. The solu tion fed back into the play, since the elim ‐
in a tion of the need for scene changes (an achieve ment of Mielziner’s
design), or even breaks between scenes, meant that Miller could re write
some sec tions. As a res ult, re hears als were delayed, out of town book ings
can celed, and the open ing moved on, but the play now flowed with the
speed of Willy’s mind, as Miller had wished, past and present co ex ist ing
without the black outs he had pre sumed would be re quired.

Mielziner solved one prob lem—that of Biff and Happy’s near in stant an ‐
eous move from up stairs bed room in the present to back yard in the past—
by build ing an el ev ator and us ing an ele ment of theater trick ery: “the heads
of the beds in the at tic room were to face the audi ence; the pil lows, in full
view since there were to be no solid head boards, would be made of papier-



mâché. A de pres sion in each pil low would per mit the heads of the boys to
be con cealed from the audi ence and they would lie un der the blankets that
had been stiffened to stay in place. We could then lower them and still re ‐
tain the il lu sion of their be ing in bed.” (Mielziner, 33)

The col lapsing of the gap between youth ful hope and present be wil der ‐
ment, which this stage il lu sion made pos sible, gen er ates pre cisely the irony
of which Willy is vaguely aware but which he is power less to ad dress, as it
un der scores the moral lo gic im pli cit in the con nec tion between cause and
ef fect as past ac tions are brought into im me di ate jux ta pos i tion with present
fact. Other de sign ers and dir ect ors have found dif fer ent solu tions, as they
have to Mielziner’s use of back-lit un bleached muslin, on which the sur ‐
round ing tene ment build ings were painted and which could there fore be
made to ap pear and dis ap pear at will, and his use of pro jec tion units which
could sur round the Lo man house with trees whose spring leaves would
stand as a re minder of the spring time of Willy’s life, at least as re called by a
man de term ined to ro man ti cize a past when, he likes to be lieve, all was well
with the world. Fran Thompson, for ex ample, de signer of Lon don’s Na ‐
tional Theatre pro duc tion in 1996, chose to cre ate an open space with a tree
at cen ter stage, but a tree whose trunk had been sawn through, leav ing a
sec tion miss ing, the tree be ing no more lit eral and no less sub stan tial than
Willy’s memor ies.

With com par at ively little in the way of an un fold ing nar rat ive (its con clu ‐
sion is, in its es sence, known from the be gin ning), Death of a Sales man be ‐
comes con cerned with re la tion ships. As Miller has said, he “wanted plenty
of space in the play for people to con front each other with their feel ings,
rather than for people to ad vance the plot.”4 This led to the open form of a
play in which the stage op er ates in part as a field of dis tor ted memor ies. In
the 1996 Na tional Theatre pro duc tion, all char ac ters re mained on stage
through out, be ing an im ated when they moved into the fore front of Willy’s
troubled mind, or swung into view on a turntable. The space, in other
words, was lit eral and charged with a kin etic en ergy. Elia Kazan, the play’s
first dir ector, ob served that “The play takes place in an Arena of people
watch ing the events, some times in ternal and in vis ible, other times ex ternal
and vis ible and some times both.”5 The Na tional Theatre pro duc tion sought



an ex pres sion for this con vic tion, find ing, thereby, a cor rel at ive for that
sense of a “dream” which Miller had also spe cified in his stage dir ec tions. It
is the es sence of a dream that space and time are plastic and so they are
here. Past and present in ter act, gen er at ing mean ing rather as a meta phor
strikes sparks by bring ing to gether dis crete ideas. The jump from re con ‐
struc ted past to anxious present serves to un der score the ex tent to which
hopes have been frus trated and am bi tions blun ted. The res ult ing gap breeds
irony, re gret, guilt, dis il lu sion ment.

In part Willy taunts him self by in vok ing an idyllic past, in which he had
the re spect of his sons, who were them selves car ried for ward by the prom ‐
ise of suc cess, or by re call ing be tray als which he be lieves des troyed that re ‐
spect and blighted that prom ise. The irony is that Willy be lieved that he
failed Biff by dis il lu sion ing him with the dream of suc cess, when in fact he
failed him by suc cess fully in cul cat ing that dream so that even now, years
later, each spring he feels a sense of in ad equacy for fail ing to make a ma ter ‐
ial suc cess of his life.

Miller has said of Willy Lo man that “he can not bear real ity, and since he
can’t do much to change it, he keeps chan ging his ideas of it.”6 He is “a
bleed ing mass of con tra dic tions.” (184) And that fact does, in deed, provide
some thing of the rhythm of his speeches, as though he were con duct ing an
ar gu ment with him self about the nature of the world he in hab its. At one mo ‐
ment Biff is a lazy bum, at the next his re demp tion is that he is never lazy.
A car and a re fri ger ator are by turns re li able and junk. He is, in his own
eyes, a suc cess ful sales man and a fail ure. It de pends what story he is telling
him self at the time, what psychic need such re marks are de signed to serve.
Hope and dis ap point ment co ex ist, and the wild os cil la tion between the two
brings him close to break down. In a sim ilar way he ad justs his memor ies, or
“day dreams,” as Miller has called them, to serve present needs. These are
not flash backs, ac cur ate ac counts of past time, but con struc tions. Thus,
when he re calls his sons’ school days he does so in or der to in sist on his and
their suc cess. His brother, Ben, by the same token, is less a sub stan tial fact
than an em bod i ment of that ruth less drive and achieve ment which Willy
lacks in his own life and half be lieves he should want. In one sense the
strain un der which he finds him self erodes the bound ary between the real



and the ima gined so that he can no longer be sure which is which. His
thoughts are as much present facts as are those people he en coun ters but
whose lives re main a mys tery to him. Like many other Miller char ac ters, he
has built his life on denial. Un able or un will ing to ac know ledge the fail ure
of his hopes, or re spons ib il ity for his ac tions, he em braces fantas ies, elab or ‐
ates ex cuses, de vel ops strategies to neut ral ize his dis ap point ment.

Willy Lo man is not, how ever, a pure vic tim. As Miller has said, “Some ‐
thing in him knows that if he stands still he will be over whelmed. These lies
and eva sions of his are his little swords with which he wards off the dev ils
around him. . . . There is a no bil ity, in fact, in Willy’s struggle. Maybe it
comes from his re fusal ever to re lent, to give up. . . .” (Beijing, 27) And yet,
of course, that en ergy is de voted to sus tain ing an il lu sion which is lit er ally
lethal. His no bil ity lies less in his struggle to up hold a dream which severs
him from those who care for him than in his de term in a tion to leave his
mark on the world, his de sire to in vest his name with sub stance, to make
some mean ing out of a life which seems to of fer so little in re turn for his
faith. Bey ond that, as Miller has ex plained, “People who are able to ac cept
their frus trated lives do not change con di tions.” Willy is not pass ive: “his
act iv ist nature is what leads man kind to pro gress . . . you must look be hind
his ludicrous ness to what he is ac tu ally con front ing, and that is as ser i ous a
busi ness as any one can ima gine.” (Beijing, 27)

This claim is a large one. Willy, to Miller, is not a patho lo gical case, and
any one who plays him as such makes a ser i ous mis take. He is bat tling for
his life, fight ing to sus tain a sense of him self that makes it worth while liv ‐
ing at all in a world which seem ingly of fers ever less space for the in di ‐
vidual. The irony which he fails to ac know ledge is that he be lieves that
mean ing lies less in him self and his re la tion ship to those around him than in
the false prom ises of a so ci ety no longer struc tured around genu ine hu man
needs. His vul ner ab il ity comes from the fact that he is a true be liever. Like
any be liever he has doubts but these sel dom ex tend out into the world.
Amer ica, after all, of fers it self as uto pia. He looks, there fore, within him ‐
self. And he is plainly flawed, but that flaw is more subtle than he sup poses.
He is haunted by an act of adul tery which he be lieves de flec ted his son Biff
from the suc cess which would, ret ro spect ively, have jus ti fied his father’s
faith in the Amer ican way. But he is un aware of the more sub stan tial flaw



im pli cit in his fail ure to re cog nize the love of those around him—namely,
that offered by Linda, Char ley, and, most cru cially, Biff him self. His prob ‐
lem is that he has so com pletely in tern al ized the val ues of his so ci ety that
he judges him self by stand ards rooted in so cial myths rather than hu man ne ‐
ces sit ies.

That flaw is a clue to the sense of the tra gic that Miller and oth ers have
seen in the play. But Miller has also said that he wanted to lay be fore Amer ‐
ica the corpse of a true be liever. To that de gree it is a so cial play.
Tragedy/so cial play. For the critic Eric Bent ley the two were in com pat ible.
Either Willy Lo man was a flawed in di vidual, he ar gued, or he in hab ited a
flawed so ci ety.7 It is a curi ous op pos i tion. In fact, both are true as, of
course, they are in the Oed ipus plays or Ham let. The ar gu ment over the tra ‐
gic status of Death of a Sales man is, fi nally, be side the point, but Miller’s
re mark that “tragedy . . . is the con sequence of man’s total com pul sion to
eval u ate him self”8 does con vey his con vic tion that tragedy con cerns not
only the self un der ul ti mate pres sure but the ne ces sity for the prot ag on ist if
not to jus tify his own ex ist ence then to ac cept his re spons ib il ity for his ac ‐
tions. This Willy can not do. Denial be comes his mode of be ing. Whereas a
tra gic hero comes to self-know ledge, in Death of a Sales man Willy does
not, and Miller came to feel that this might, in deed, have been a weak ness:
“I feel that Willy Lo man lacks suf fi cient in sight into this situ ation, which
would have made him a greater, more sig ni fic ant fig ure. . . . A point has to
ar rive where man sees what has happened to him.” (Con ver sa tions, 26) It is,
fi nally, Willy’s son Biff who reaches this un der stand ing, though his own
choice of a rural life per haps smacks a little of Huck Finn light ing out for
the Ter rit ory, ahead of the rest. He is mov ing against his tory, that his tory en ‐
cap su lated in a stage set which fades from rural past into urban present. In ‐
deed in The Mis fits, writ ten only a few years after Sales man, we see what
hap pens when the mod ern world catches up with such dreams, as wild
horses are roun ded up to be turned into dog food. It was also, of course, in
such a world, as Willy re mem bers it, that he was aban doned by his father
and brother and glimpsed for the first time the life of a sales man.

If Willy is not a pure vic tim, then neither is his wife, Linda. The critic
Rhoda Koenig ob jects to Miller’s treat ment of wo men, “of whom he knows



two types. One is the wicked slut. . . . The other . . . is a com bin a tion of
good wait ress and a slip per-bear ing re triever.” Linda, in par tic u lar, is “a
dumb and use ful doormat.”9 It would be dif fi cult to ima gine a com ment
wider of the mark. As Miller is apt to re mind act resses in re hearsal, Linda is
tough. She is a fighter. Willy is prone to bully her, cut off her sen tences, re ‐
con struct her in memory to serve present pur poses, but this is a wo man who
has sus tained the fam ily when Willy has al lowed fantasy to re place truth,
who has lived with the know ledge of his sui cidal in tent, who sees through
her sons’ bluster and de mands their sup port.

In part a product of Willy’s dis ordered mind, in part autonom ous, Linda
defines her self through him be cause she in hab its a world which of fers her
little but a sup port ing role; she is a com mit ted ob server in cap able, fi nally,
of ar rest ing his march to ward ob li vion, but de term ined to grant him the dig ‐
nity which he has con spired in sur ren der ing. That she fails to un der stand the
true nature and depth of his il lu sions or to ac know ledge the ex tent of her
own im plic a tion in his hu man fail ings is a sign that she, too, is flawed,
baffled by the con flict ing de mands of a so ci ety which speaks of spir itual
sat is fac tion but cel eb rates the ma ter ial. Des pite her prac tical com mon sense
she, too, is per suaded that life be gins when all debts are paid. It is she who
uses the word “free” at the end of a play in which most of the cent ral char ‐
ac ters have sur rendered their free dom. Linda’s strength—her love and her
de term in a tion—is not enough, fi nally, to hold Willy back from the grave.
Yet this does not make her a “use ful doormat,” but a vic tim of Willy’s des ‐
per ate egot ism and of a so ci ety which sees his rest less search as fully jus ti ‐
fied and her tensile de vo tion and love as an ir rel ev ance in the grand scheme
of na tional en ter prise.

For Mary Mc Carthy, al ways sus pi cious of Amer ican play-wrights, a dis ‐
turb ing as pect of Death of a Sales man was that Linda and Willy Lo man
seemed to be Jew ish, to judge by their speech ca dences, but that no men tion
was made of this in the text. “He could not be Jew ish be cause he had to be
‘Amer ica.’ . . . [mean while the] mother’s voice [is] raised in the old Jew ish
rhythms. . . . ‘At ten tion, at ten tion must fi nally be paid to such a per son.’ . . .
(‘At ten tion must be paid’ is not a nor mal Amer ican locu tion; nor is ‘fi nally,’
placed where it is; nor is ‘such a per son,’ used as she uses it.)”10 Forty



years later Rhoda Koenig ob jec ted that “al though the char ac ters are never
iden ti fied as Jew ish, their speech pat terns con stantly pro claim them to be
so. Willy an swers a ques tion with an other ques tion; his wife re verses nor ‐
mal sen tence struc ture (‘To fix the hot wa ter it cost $97.50’).” She adds,
some what curi ously, that “as a res ult, Jews can en joy ably weep buck ets of
em pathy without wor ry ing that Gen tile spec tat ors will con sider Willy’s
money-grub bing a spe cific ally Jew ish fail ing.” Speak ing on be half of what
she calls “my people,” by which she seems to mean Amer ic ans in gen eral
and New York Jews in par tic u lar, she as so ci ates money-grub bing with Jews
and iden ti fies a char ac ter istic of Willy Lo man that is in vis ible in the play
since it is not money he pur sues but suc cess. In deed, Miller has said that
“built into him is—dis trust, even con tempt, for re la tion ships based only on
money.” (Beijing 135) In sist ing that Miller’s “coded eth ni city” was a
product of the more anti-Semitic cli mate of the 1940s and ’50s, she is seem ‐
ingly un aware that in 1945 Miller had pub lished a highly suc cess ful novel,
Fo cus, which dir ectly and power fully ad dressed the sub ject of Amer ican
anti-Semit ism. In other words, when he wished to cre ate Jew ish char ac ters,
he did and without hes it a tion, and at pre cisely the mo ment she sup posed he
was least will ing to do so.

Iron ic ally, a road pro duc tion of the play, which opened in Bo ston star ring
Mary Mc Carthy’s brother, Kevin, and a num ber of other Ir ish-Amer ican
act ors, was hailed as an Ir ish play. The fact is that Miller was not con cerned
with writ ing an eth nic ally spe cific play, while the speech pat terns noted by
Mc Carthy and Koenig were an ex pres sion of his de sire to avoid nat ur al istic
dia logue. In deed he wrote part of the play first in verse, as he was to do
with The Cru cible, in an ef fort to cre ate a lyr ical lan guage which would
draw at ten tion to it self. He wished, he ex plained, not to write in a Jew ish
idiom, or even a nat ur al istic prose, but “to lift the ex per i ence into emer ‐
gency speech of an un ashamedly open kind rather than to pro ceed by the
crabbed dra matic hints and pre texts of the ‘nat ural.’ ” (182)

 
Over the years Miller has offered a num ber of in triguing in ter pret a tions

of his own play. It is about “the para doxes of be ing alive in a tech no lo gical
civil iz a tion.” (Theater Es says, 419) It is “a story about vi ol ence within the



fam ily,” about “the sup pres sion of the in di vidual by pla cing him be low the
im per i ous needs of . . . so ci ety.” (Theater Es says, 420) It is “a play about a
man who kills him self be cause he isn’t liked.” (Con ver sa tions, 17) It ex ‐
presses “all those feel ings of a so ci ety fall ing to pieces which I had”
(Theater Es says, 423), feel ings which, to him, are one of the reas ons for the
play’s con tinu ing pop ular ity. But the ob ser va tion which goes most dir ectly
to the heart of the play is con tained in a com ment made in re la tion to the
pro duc tion that he dir ec ted in China in 1983: “Death of a Sales man, really,
is a love story between a man and his son, and in a crazy way between both
of them and Amer ica.” (Beijing, 49) Turn to the note books that he kept
when writ ing the play, and you find the ex tent to which the re la tion ship
between Willy and his son is cent ral.

They wrestle each other for their ex ist ence. Biff is Willy’s ace in the hole,
his last des per ate throw, the proof that he was right, after all, that to mor row
things will change for the bet ter and thus of fer a ret ro spect ive grace to the
past. Willy, mean while, is Biff’s flawed model, the man who seemed to
sanc tion his hun ger for suc cess and pop ular ity, a hun ger sud denly stilled by
a mo ment of rev el a tion. Over the years, neither has been able to let go of
the other be cause to do so would be to let go of a dream which, how ever
tain ted, still has the glit ter of pos sib il ity, ex cept that now Biff has be gun to
un der stand that there is some thing wrong, some thing pro foundly in ad equate
about a vis ion so at odds with his in stincts.

He re turns to re solve his con flict with his father, to an nounce that he has
fi nally broken with the false val ues offered to him as his in her it ance. Two
people are fight ing for sur vival, in the sense of sus tain ing a sense of them ‐
selves. Willy des per ately needs Biff to em brace him and his dream; Biff
des per ately needs to cut the link between him self and Willy. There can be
only one win ner and who ever wins will also have lost. As Miller ex plained
to the actor play ing the role of Biff in the Beijing pro duc tion, “your love for
him binds you; but you want it to free you to be your own man.” Willy,
how ever, is un able to of fer such grace be cause “he would have to turn away
from his own val ues.” (Beijing, 79)

Once re turned, though, Biff is en rolled in the con spir acy to save Willy’s
life. The ques tion which con fronts him now is whether that life will be



saved by mak ing Willy con front the real ity of his life or by sub stan ti at ing
his il lu sions. To do the lat ter, how ever, would be to work against his own
needs. The price of sav ing Willy may thus, po ten tially, be the loss of his
own free dom and autonomy. Mean while the ten sion un der ly ing this cent ral
con flict de rives from the fact that, as Miller has said, “the story of Sales man
is ab surdly simple! It is about a sales man and it’s his last day on the earth.”
(Theater Es says, 423)

 
Miller may, in his own words, be “a con firmed and de lib er ate rad ical”

(Con ver sa tions, 17), but Death of a Sales man is not an at tack on Amer ican
val ues. It is, how ever, an ex plor a tion of the be trayal of those val ues and the
cost of this in hu man terms. Willy Lo man’s Amer ican dream is drained of
tran scend ence. It is a faith in the su prem acy of the ma ter ial over the spir ‐
itual. There is, though, an other side to Willy, a side rep res en ted by the sense
of in suf fi ciency which sends him search ing through his memor ies, hunt ing
for the ori gin of fail ure, look ing for ex pi ation. It is a side, too, rep res en ted
by his son Biff, who has in her ited this as pect of his sens ib il ity, as Happy
has in her ited the other. Biff is drawn to nature, to work ing with his hands.
He has a sense of po etry, an aware ness that life means more than the dol lars
he earns. Willy has that too. The prob lem is that he thinks it is ir rel ev ant to
the im per at ives of his so ci ety and hence of his life, which, to him, de rives
its mean ing from that so ci ety.

Next door, how ever, in the form of Char ley and Bern ard, is an other ver ‐
sion of the dream, a ver sion turn ing not on self-de lu sion and an amoral
drive for suc cess, but hard work and char ity. What Miller at tacks, then, is
not the Amer ican dream of Thomas Jef fer son and Ben jamin Frank lin, but
the dream as in ter preted and pur sued by those for whom am bi tion re places
hu man need, and for whom the trinkets of what Miller called the “new
Amer ican Em pire in the mak ing” were taken as tokens of true value. When,
on the play’s open ing night, a wo man called Death of a Sales man a “time
bomb un der Amer ican cap it al ism,” Miller’s re sponse was to hope that it
was, “or at least un der the bull shit of cap it al ism, this pseudo life that
thought to touch the clouds by stand ing on top of a re fi ger ator, wav ing a
paid-up mort gage at the moon, vic tori ous at last.” (184) The play, of course,



goes bey ond such par tic u lar it ies. If it did not it would not be played as of ten
as it is around the world. At the same time it has a dis tinctly Amer ican ac ‐
cent and places at its heart a dis tinctly Amer ican fig ure—the sales man.

In choos ing a sales man for his cent ral char ac ter Miller was identi fy ing an
icon of his so ci ety seized on equally by other writers be fore and since, not
least be cause a sales man al ways trades in hope, a brighter fu ture. In The
Guil ded Age Mark Twain sees the sales man as a trick ster, lit er ally selling
Amer ica to the gull ible. Sin clair Lewis chose a car sales man as the key to
his satire of Amer ican val ues, as, dec ades later, John Up dike was to do in
his Rab bit Ang strom books. The cent ral fig ure in Eu gene O’Neill’s The Ice ‐
man Cometh is a sales man, as is Stan ley Kow al ski in Ten nessee Wil li ams’s
A Street car Named De sire and Ru bin Flood in Wil liam Inge’s The Dark at
the Top of the Stairs. David Mamet’s Glen garry, Glen Ross once again fea ‐
tured real es tate sales men, the sym bol ism of which is ob vi ous. But what did
Hickey sell, in The Ice man Cometh? He sold the same thing as Willy Lo ‐
man, a dream of to mor row, a world trans formed, only to dis cover that
mean ing resides some where closer to home.

Willy’s real cre at ive en ergy goes into work on his house (“He was a
happy man with a batch of ce ment”). But that is not some thing he can sell.
What, then, does he sell? There were those who thought that a vi tal ques ‐
tion, in clud ing Mary Mc Carthy and Rhoda Koenig (for whom his fail ure to
of fer this an swer was a cer tain sign of the play’s in sig ni fic ance). But as
Miller him self replied, he sells what a sales man al ways has to sell, him self.
As Char ley in sists, “The only thing you got in this world is what you can
sell.” As a sales man he has got to get by on a smile and a shoe shine. He has
to charm. He is a per former, a con fid ence man who must never lack con fid ‐
ence. His er ror is to con fuse the role he plays with the per son he wishes to
be. The irony is that he, a sales man, has bought the pitch made to him by
his so ci ety. He be lieves that ad vert ise ments tell the truth and is baffled
when real ity fails to match their claims. He be lieves the prom ises that
Amer ica made to it self—that in this greatest coun try on earth suc cess is an
in ev it ab il ity.

Willy Lo man is a man who never finds out who he is. He be lieves that
the im age he sees re flec ted in the eyes of those be fore whom he per forms is



real. As a sales man he stages a per form ance for buy ers, for his sons, for the
father who deser ted him, the brother he ad mired. Gradu ally, he loses his
audi ence. First the buy ers, then his son, then his boss. He walks onto the
stage no longer con fid ent he can per form the role which he be lieves is syn ‐
onym ous with his self, no longer sure that any one will care.

Death of a Sales man, Miller has said, is a play with “more pity and less
judg ment” than All My Sons. There is no crime and hence no ul ti mate culp ‐
ab il ity (bey ond guilt for sexual be trayal), only a baffled man and his sons
try ing to find their way through a world of im ages—dazzling dreams and
fantas ies—in the know ledge that they have failed by the stand ards they
have chosen to be lieve are fun da mental. Willy has, as Biff alone un der ‐
stands, all the wrong dreams but, as Char ley ob serves, they go with the ter ‐
rit ory. They are the dreams of a sales man reach ing for the clouds, smil ing
des per ately in the hope that people will smile back. He is “kind of tem por ‐
ary” be cause he has placed his faith in the fu ture while be ing haunted by the
past. Need ing love and re spect he is blind to those who of fer it, ded ic ated as
he is to the eternal Amer ican quest of a trans formed to mor row. What else
can he do, then, but climb back into his car and drive off to a death which at
last will bring the re ward he has chased so de term inedly, a re ward which
will ex pi ate his sense of guilt, jus tify his life, and hand on to an other gen er ‐
a tion the bur den of be lief which has cor roded his soul but to which he has
clung un til the end.

When a film ver sion was made, Columbia Pic tures in sisted (un til a
threatened law suit per suaded them oth er wise) on re leas ing it with a short
film stress ing the won der ful life-style and so cial util ity of the sales man.
They might be said to have missed the point some what. How ever, in one re ‐
spect they re cog nized the force of the sales man as a po tent im age of the so ‐
ci ety they evid ently wished to de fend. He sells hope. And to do that he must
first sell him self. How ever, the suc cess of the play through out the world,
over a period of nearly fifty years, shows that if Willy’s is an Amer ican
dream, it is also a dream shared by all those who are aware of the gap
between what they might have been and what they are, who need to be lieve
that their chil dren will reach out for a prize that eluded them, and who feel
that the de mands of real ity are too per emp tory and re lent less to be sus tained
without hope of a trans formed to mor row.
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