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ROUND TABLE 547 

guilt must be removed from himself. His 
ego must be protected. 

Thus Leontes enlists the oracle of Apollo, 
not to determine if the queen is guilty, but 
to make her guilt clear to everyone. And 
when the oracle declares against him, his 
behavior continues paranoid and projective; 
he merely rejects the oracle as a lie, and 
does so without hesitation. 

His frenzy departs as suddenly as it ap- 
peared. Not inexplicably, however. It de- 
parts at the shock of hearing of his son's 
death. But it would seem not merely the 
shock which brings him to his senses, for 

now he also has sacrificed his victim. His 
sin has been carried away, and his sanity 
returns, poignantly: 

Apollo's angry; and the heavens themselves 
Do strike at my injustice. 

(III.ii.146-7) 

There has been madness enough in the 

play, which must now work towards its 
resolution. My point, however, is that 

Shakespeare did not introduce madness and 
banish it gratuitously or merely for dra- 
matic convenience. He based it on his 

knowledge of man, whose nature he had 
been anatomizing for a long time. 

THE RIGHT DREAM IN MILLER'S 
DEATH OF A SALESMAN 

STEPHEN A. LAWRENCE 

THERE IS NO NEED to point out the contra- 
dictions of Miller's Death of a Salesman. 
Enough people have talked about the prob- 
lems inherent in Charlie's about-face eulogy 
to Willy and the schizophrenic vacillation 
of Miller with regard to the problem of 
responsibility in the play. If Willy is re- 
sponsible for his own downfall, what are 
we to make of all the suggestions of a sick 
and distorted society? And more important, 
why need we pay any attention to a man 
so deluded and so unwilling to face up to 
his limitations that he destroys the potential 
of his family? If, on the other hand, society 
is responsible for planting the seeds of 
corruption and misplaced values in Willy, 
what are we to make of the success of 
people like Charlie and his son Bernard 
who are not only sensible enough to see 
what is wrong with the American success 
myth, but apparently strong enough to fly 
in the face of it and succeed despite it? 
If Biff was happy out West and Willy is 
aware enough that he likes working with 
his hands, why does the Loman family 
remain where it is, crushed and stifled by 
surrounding apartment buildings, frustrated 

by any attempt to implant itself in an 
environment where nothing can grow? 

While few can read Death of a Salesman 
without becoming aware of these contra- 
dictions and vagueries, it is worth noting 
that so many find themselves genuinely 
moved by the play, and so convinced that 
the emotion Miller has been able to gener- 
ate is something more than cheap senti- 
mentality or melodramatic pettiness that 

they feel the need to somehow defend the 

play against the harsh criticisms that have 
been leveled at it. Perhaps there is a way 
out of the dilemma. 

One of the few things that most readers 
have agreed upon is the characterization of 
the younger son, Happy. We are aware at 
the close of the play that Happy is as 
deluded as ever about his father's worth, 
even though Biff has reached the point of 
self-awareness. When Biff, at the funeral, 
says that his father "had the wrong 
dreams" and "never knew who he was," 
we are all relieved to see that perhaps some- 
one can be salvaged from the wreckage. 
When Happy declares that he is going to 
take over where his father left off, we 
share with Biff what Miller refers to as 
"a hopeless glance at Happy." 

Perhaps, though, we have been too quick 
with our condemnation of Happy. There 
may be something meaningful and true in 

Mr. Lawrence received his B.A. from Hunter 
College and his M.A. from New York Uni- 
versity. He has been teaching English at 
Carnegie Institute of Technology since 1961. 
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548 COLLEGE ENGLISH 

his last words which, along with Charlie's 
eulogy, somehow redeems Willy without 
contradicting all the clues we have been 
given to the effect that Willy has caused 
his own failure. Perhaps there is a sense in 
which both society and Willy are respon- 
sible for the death of a salesman, but not 
in the sense of providing an embarrassing 
contradiction but a meaningful ambiguity. 

Perhaps what is wrong with the society 
is not that it has implanted the wrong 
values in him, values which finally do 
not lead to success anyway, but that it has 
lost touch with values which should never 
be relegated only to the personal sphere 
or the family unit. The apartment buildings 
closing in on Willy are not closing in only 
on his house or his family. They represent 
the crushing of freedom, of individuality, 
of personality, and most of all, of love. 
Willy's problem is that he is human enough 
to tlink that the same things that matter 
in the family-especially his love for his 
son-matter everywhere including the 
world of social success. 

Can we possibly de'ude ourselves into 
believing that we like those in the play 
who represent success? It is curious that of 
the five of them, only one is represented 
as having any kind of family life. Howard 
answers Willy's plea for human sympathy 
and consideration with a monstrous dicta- 
phone recording of his son reciting alpha- 
betically the names of the capitals of the 
forty-eight states. He is obviously more 
impressed with the machine than he is with 
his son. Miller has very little time for 
Dave Singleman, but despite Willy's admi- 
ration for this great old salesman, Miller 
is able to express partly through the man's 
name the image of a man dying alone in 
a plush railroad car. Ben, in order to make 
his fortune, cut his family ties; and in the 
flashback scene, he shows no human feeling. 
His speeches too sound more like recorded 
announcements than the words of a living, 
feeling person. And it is strange that Charlie 
is portrayed without a wife, no mention 
ever being made of the woman who is 
Bernard's mother. Furthermore the rela- 
tionship between Charlie and Bernard con- 
trasts with Willy's relationship with Biff by 
reason of the intense love and hate Willy 
and Biff have for each other. We never see 
any emotion between Charlie and his son. 

In fact when Willy asks Charlie how 
Bernard was able to become a success when 
Charlie never showed any interest in him, 
Charlie makes the curious reply: "My sal- 
vation is that I never took any interest in 
anything." Can this ever be the source of 
a man's salvation? Perhaps Miller is under- 
cutting the other evidences of kindness in 
Charlie. 

On the other hand we admire Biff for 
the worship he elicits from his high school 
friends, even from Bernard. We do not 
condemn him for the desire to whistle in 
a public elevator because mature business- 
men do not whistle. We do not condemn 
him for his love of the freedom he found 
in the West or for his love of his father- 
a love so strong that his seeing it perverted 
in the Boston Hotel not only breaks his 
heart but destroys his ambitions. Perhaps 
what is wrong with Biff is that he has 
tried to escape to where the problems of 
love and freedom and individuality do not 
exist. In this sense we must acknowledge the 
truth of Happy's closing statement. Yes, 
Happy is still deluded in thinking that the 
only important dream is to come out 
number one man. But this is not all he says. 
His last words are: "He [Willy] fought it 
out here, and this is where I'm gonna win 
it for him." The battle must be fought on 
the enemy's grounds. Man does not solve 
his problems as a social animal by re- 
treating out of the society. 

This is just why Willy, who is so acutely 
aware of what it is that makes him happy- 
opening the windshield and looking up at 
the sky, building a porch with his own 
hands, planting seeds in a garden, working 
in the outdoors-remains to fight in a 
world which allows a man to succeed only 
to the extent that he give up what makes 
him most himself: his freedom, his person- 
ality (that which makes him more than 
just "a dime a dozen"), his belief that 
there is something worthwhile about being 
well liked, his love for his son which 
finally he feels he can prove only at the 
cost of his life. For it is his lapse from 
love, his cheap affair with the woman in 
Boston which destroys the ambition in 
Biff. 

Even at the point when Willy is ready 
to give up his life, he maintains his belief 
that somehow there can be a link be- 
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tween love and success. When Biff finally 
confronts him with the truth of their 
failure and breaks down crying, Willy is 
at his peak: "He cried! Cried to me. That 
boy-that boy is going to be magnificent." 
Willy may be deluded but his only de- 
lusion is that he thinks men can be magnifi- 
cent because they love. This is not the 
error of a petty man. Willy is a dreamer. 
But part of the dream is good. Perhaps it 
is not the part that Happy completely 
understands. Perhaps the dream is not all 
wrong, as Biff believes. What redeems 

Willy is not even the idea of dreaming 
itself. Charlie is no closer to the truth when 
he says: "A salesman is got to dream." We 
are not to settle for the idea that the very 
fact of dreaming makes men noble. In the 

Requiem, Happy, Biff, and Charlie all try 
to grasp at the essence of Willy, but each 
of them falls short. 

Attention must be paid to Willy Loman 
because he believes in love, which is only 
the extreme form of being well liked. Willy 
is destroyed to the extent that both he and 
the society fail to acknowledge its demands. 

ANALYZING A PLAY 
DOUGALD B. MACEACHEN 

IN APRIL 1958, Mr. R. W. Lewis con- 
tributed to College English a series of ques- 
tions for analyzing a novel. I have used 
Mr. Lewis' questions both for reports and 
for class discussions and have found them 
a very handy means of exploring a novel. 
There are not so many of them as to 
overwhelm a student and there are enough 
of them to cover the most important ap- 
proaches to fiction. They are a neat com- 
pendium of the traditional methods of 
analyzing a novel and convenient guides 
for the instructor (especially beginning 
teachers who have not yet had time enough 
to work out their own techniques) as well 
as for the student. Inspired by Mr. Lewis' 
example I made out similar sets of questions 
for poetry and for drama and have used 
them with success in courses where the 
only texts were anthologies. The questions 
are introduced by some general directions 
on reading poetry and drama. The students 
were advised to read them over before 
doing the assigned reading for each class. 
In class I used them as starting points for 
discussion. 

One of the major problems of the stu- 
dent who has to read a poem, a play, or a 
novel is what he should do with it. Until 
he has been given specific directions he 
doesn't know what he should look for; he 
doesn't know how to divide and conquer. 

If he is told to go to the reserve shelf and 
consult some lengthy book on the art of 

poetry or drama or fiction, he soon finds 
himself lost in an overabundance of instruc- 
tion. He now has a double problem: what 
to do with the literary work and what to 
do with the manual on the particular art 
form. A battery of mimeographed questions 
can provide the student with most of the 
direction he needs. The question form of 
analysis gives him the pleasant feeling that 
he is being granted complete independence 
and not being made the prisoner of a closed 
system. The following set of questions on 
the drama may at the very least inspire a 
better one. 

I-Characters 

1. Who is the protagonist or main 
character? What are his or her main char- 
acter traits? His or her chief weaknesses 
and virtues? 

2. What are the special functions of 
the other characters? Do any of them 
serve to bring out certain aspects of the 
character of the protagonist? How do they 
do this? Is there a character in the play 
who seems to be the special vehicle for 
the author's own comment on the play? 

3. Who is the antagonist, if there is one? 
Is he a complex character, a mixture of 
good and bad? 

4. If the play is a tragedy, what is the 
main character's "tragic flaw" or weakness? 
A moral defect, an error of judgment? 

Professor of English at John Carroll Univer- 
sity, Mr. MacEachen has published articles 
and verse. 

This content downloaded from 203.78.9.150 on Mon, 25 Mar 2013 07:44:26 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

	Article Contents
	p. 547
	p. 548
	p. 549

	Issue Table of Contents
	College English, Vol. 25, No. 7 (Apr., 1964), pp. 479-559
	Front Matter [pp. 523-526]
	Teaching Shakespeare: Is There a Method? [pp. 479-487]
	Shakespearian Stage Curtains: Then and Now [pp. 488-492]
	Shakespearian Comedy in the Comedy of Errors [pp. 493-497]
	Romeo and Juliet: Reversals, Contraries, Transformations, and Ambivalence [pp. 498-501]
	Teaching Hamlet [pp. 502-508]
	Lear and the Lost Self [pp. 509-513]
	The Appearance-Reality Theme in King Lear [pp. 514-517]
	The Modern Tragicomedy of Wilde and O'Casey [pp. 518-522+527]
	Dramatic Art vs. Autobiography: A Look at Long Day's Journey into Night [pp. 527-535]
	A Topographical Guide to Under Milk Wood [pp. 535-542]
	Round Table
	"To Be, or Not to Be" -- Is That the Question? [pp. 543-545]
	Rooted Affection: The Genesis of Jealousy in the Winter's Tale [pp. 545-547]
	The Right Dream in Miller's Death of a Salesman [pp. 547-549]
	Analyzing a Play [pp. 549-550]

	Counciletter [pp. 551-553]
	[Poem] [p. 553]
	Departmental Memo [pp. 554-555]
	News and Ideas [pp. 556-557]
	Review: Book Reviews [pp. 558-559]
	Back Matter



