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Death of a Salesman _ 

ARTHUR MILLER 
Arthur Miller's play Death of a Salesman addresses loss of identity and a man's inability to 

accept change within himself and society. The play is a montage of memories, dreams, 

confrontations, and arguments, all of which make up the last 24 hours of Willy Loman's life. The 

play concludes with Willy's suicide and subsequent funeral. 

Miller uses the Loman family — Willy, Linda, Biff, and Happy — to construct a self-

perpetuating cycle of denial, contradiction, and order versus disorder. Willy had an affair over 15 

years earlier than the real time within the play, and Miller focuses on the affair and its aftermath 

to reveal how individuals can be defined by a single event and their subsequent attempts to 

disguise or eradicate the event. For example, prior to discovering the affair, Willy's son Biff 

adored Willy, believed all Willy's stories, and even subscribed to Willy's philosophy that 

anything is possible as long as a person is "well-liked." The realization that Willy is unfaithful to 

Linda forces Biff to reevaluate Willy and Willy's perception of the world. Biff realizes that Willy 

has created a false image of himself for his family, society, and even for himself. 

Willy is not an invincible father or a loyal husband or a fantastically successful salesman like he 

wants everyone to believe. He is self-centered. He fails to appreciate his wife. And he cannot 

acknowledge the fact that he is only marginally successful. Hence, Willy fantasizes about lost 

opportunities for wealth, fame, and notoriety. Even so, it would be incorrect to state that Miller 

solely criticizes Willy. Instead, Miller demonstrates how one individual can create a self-

perpetuating cycle that expands to include other individuals. This is certainly the case within the 

Loman family. Until the end of the play, Willy effectively blocks the affair out of his memory 

and commits himself to a life of denial. He cannot remember what happened, so naturally he 

does not understand why his relationship with Biff has changed. Willy wants Biff's affection and 

adoration as before, but instead the two constantly argue. Willy vacillates, sometimes criticizing 

Biff's laziness and ineptitude, other times praising his physical abilities and ambition. 

Linda and Happy are also drawn into the cycle of denial. Linda is aware of Willy's habit of 

reconstructing reality; however, she also recognizes that Willy may not be able to accept reality, 

as shown through his numerous suicide attempts prior to the beginning of the play. As a result, 

Linda chooses to protect Willy's illusions by treating them as truth, even if she must ignore 

reality or alienate her children in doing so. Happy is also a product of Willy's philosophy. Like 

Willy, he manipulates the truth to create a more favorable reality for himself. For example, when 

Happy tells everyone that he is the assistant buyer, even though he is only the assistant to the 

assistant, he proves that he has incorporated Willy's practice of editing facts. 

Miller based Willy's character on his uncles, Manny Newman and Lee Balsam, who were 

salesmen. Miller saw his uncles as independent explorers, charting new territories across 

America. It is noteworthy that Miller does not disclose what type of salesman Willy is. Rather 



than drawing the audience's attention to "what" Willy sells, Miller chooses to focus on the fact 

that Willy is a "salesman." As a result, Miller expands the import of Willy's situation. Willy is an 

explorer — conqueror of the New England territory — and a dreamer, and this allows the 

audience to connect with him because everyone has aspirations, dreams, and goals. 

Willy's despair results from his failure to achieve his American dream of success. At one point, 

Willy was a moderately successful salesman opening new territory in New England, and Biff and 

Happy viewed him as a model father. Once Biff discovers the affair, however, he loses respect 

for Willy as well as his own motivation to succeed. As Willy grows older, making sales is more 

difficult for him, so he attempts to draw on past success by reliving old memories. Willy loses 

the ability to distinguish reality from fantasy, and this behavior alienates him from others, 

thereby diminishing his ability to survive in the present. As the play progresses, Willy's life 

becomes more disordered, and he is forced to withdraw almost completely to the past, where 

order exists because he can reconstruct events or relive old memories. 

The play continues to affect audiences because it allows them to hold a mirror up to themselves. 

Willy's self-deprecation, sense of failure, and overwhelming regret are emotions that an audience 

can relate to because everyone has experienced them at one time or another. Although most do 

not commit suicide in the face of adversity, people connect with Willy because he is a man 

driven to extreme action. An audience may react with sympathy toward Willy because he 

believes he is left with no other alternative but to commit suicide. On the other hand, an audience 

may react with disgust and anger toward Willy, believing he has deserted his family and taken 

the easy way out. 

Either way, individuals continue to react to Death of a Salesman because Willy's situation is not 

unique: He made a mistake — one that irrevocably changed his relationship with the people he 

loves most — and when all of his attempts to eradicate his mistake fail, he makes one grand 

attempt to correct the mistake. Willy vehemently denies Biff's claim that they are both common, 

ordinary people, but ironically, it is the universality of the play that makes it so enduring. Biff's 

statement, "I'm a dime a dozen, and so are you" is true after all. 
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Character List  

Willy Loman An aging salesman. He suffers from depression and anxiety as a result of his 

dissipating career, his estranged relationship with his oldest son, Biff, and his guilt over an 

extramarital affair. As the play progresses, Willy loses the ability to distinguish between the 

present and his memories of the past. 

Linda Loman Willy Loman's wife. She is Willy's champion and takes it upon herself to 

reconcile her family. She will protect Willy at all costs, even if she must perpetuate his fantasies 

and deny his suicidal behavior. 

Biff Loman The Lomans' older son. Biff has been estranged from Willy for over 15 years, 

during which time he has not been able to hold a steady job. Biff is the only member of the 

family who knows about Willy's affair, and he resents his father bitterly. 

Happy Loman The Lomans' younger son. Happy is a womanizer driven by his sexuality. He 

works as an assistant but exaggerates his position and his authority. 

Uncle Ben Willy's older brother. He made a fortune in the African jungle by the time he was 21 

years old. He once offered Willy a job in Alaska. Ben appears in the play only in Willy's 

memories and fantasies. 

Charley A long-time acquaintance of the Lomans. Charley supplies Willy with a weekly loan 

once Willy is put on straight commission, and he repeatedly offers him a job. Charlie is a true 

friend to Willy, even though Willy is jealous of him. Charley appears in Willy's memories, as 

well as in the actions of the present. 

Bernard Charley's son. He provided Biff with answers while they were in high school and 

attempted to help Biff study so that he would graduate, even though Willy and Biff would 

criticize him. He is a successful lawyer. Bernard appears in Willy's memories, as well as in the 

present. 

The Woman Willy's former lover, with whom he had an affair many years ago in Boston. Biff 

discovered the affair when she came out of the bathroom while he was in the room. She appears 

only in Willy's memories and fantasies; however, as the play progresses, Willy has difficulty 

distinguishing between his memories of the Woman and his memories of Linda. 

Howard Wagner Willy's current boss. He put Willy on straight commission prior to the play's 

beginning, and later he fires him. Howard is a businessman, unaffected by the facts that Willy 

worked for his father and named him as a child. 

Jenny Charley's secretary. 

Stanley A waiter. 

Miss Forsythe and Letta Young prostitutes. 



Play Summary  

Death of a Salesman takes place in New York and Boston. The action begins in the home of 

Willy Loman, an aging salesman who has just returned from a road trip. Willy is having 

difficulty remembering events, as well as distinguishing the present from his memories of the 

past. His wife, Linda, suggests that he request a job in New York rather than travel each week. 

Linda and Willy argue about their oldest son Biff. 

Biff and his brother, Happy, overhear Willy talking to himself. Biff learns that Willy is usually 

talking to him (Biff) during these private reveries. Biff and Happy discuss women and the future. 

Both are dissatisfied with their jobs: Biff is discontent working for someone else, and Happy 

cannot be promoted until the merchandise manager dies. They contemplate buying a ranch and 

working together. 

At this point, Willy relives several scenes from his past, including the time when, during high 

school, Biff admits to stealing a football and promises to throw a pass for Willy during the game. 

Willy also remembers his old dream of the boys visiting him in Boston during a road trip. Finally 

in his reverie, he relives the time that Bernard, son of the next-door neighbor Charley, informs 

Willy that Biff is failing math and will not graduate unless his scores improve. In this last scene, 

Willy listens but dismisses the important news because Biff is "well-liked," and Bernard is not. 

Willy remembers a conversation with Linda in which he inflates his earnings but is then forced 

to admit he exaggerated when Linda calculates his commission. Willy recalls complaining about 

his appearance and remembers Linda assuring him that he is attractive. At this point, Willy's 

memories begin to blend together. While he is reliving his conversation with Linda, he begins to 

remember his conversation with the Woman (a woman with whom he had an affair). He is 

unable to separate memories of Linda from the Woman. 

The play continues in the present with his neighbor Charley coming over to play cards. However, 

Uncle Ben appears to Willy while he is playing cards with Charley, and Willy relives an old 

conversation with Ben while simultaneously talking with Charley. As a result, Willy becomes 

confused by the two different "discussions" he is having — one in the present, one in the past — 

and he accuses Charley of cheating. After Charley leaves, Willy relives Ben's visit and asks Ben 

for advice because he feels insecure since he did not really know his own father. Willy also 

remembers instructing Biff and Happy to steal some supplies from the construction site in order 

to remodel the porch so that he can impress Ben. 

The play once again returns to the present, in which Biff and Happy talk with Linda about Willy. 

Biff and Happy learn that Willy is on straight commission and has been borrowing money from 

Charley in order to pay bills. Linda criticizes her sons for abandoning their father in order to 

pursue their own selfish desires, and she gives Biff a choice: Respect your father or do not come 

home. Biff decides to stay in New York, but he reminds Linda that Willy threw him out of the 

house. He also tells Linda that Willy is a "fake." It is at this point that Linda informs her sons 

that Willy is suicidal. 



Willy overhears his wife and sons talking, and he and Biff argue. When Happy describes Biff's 

plan to open his own business, Willy directs Biff on what to do during his interview with Bill 

Oliver. Willy remembers Biff's football games. Before Linda and Willy go to bed, Linda 

questions Willy: She wants to know what Biff is holding against him, but Willy refuses to 

answer. Biff removes the rubber tubing Willy hid behind the heater. 

The next morning Willy prepares to visit his boss Howard to ask him for a job in New York. 

During the meeting, Howard informs Willy that there are no positions available in New York. 

Willy reminds Howard that he named him, and he was a very successful salesman when he 

worked for Howard's father. Howard remains impassive and instead fires him. 

Upon being fired, Willy begins freefalling into his memories of the past. Willy recalls Ben's visit 

once again. This time, Willy asks for advice because things are not going as he planned. He 

remembers Ben offering him a job in Alaska. He accepts, but Linda intervenes and reminds him 

of Dave Singleman. Willy shifts from his memory of Ben to Biff's last football game. Willy 

recalls Charley pretending he is unaware of Biff's game, and this infuriates Willy. Willy's 

daydream ends when he arrives at Charley's office. 

Bernard is waiting for Charley in his office. Willy and Bernard discuss Biff and consider 

possible reasons for his lack of motivation and success. Bernard says Biff changed right after 

high school when he visited Willy in Boston. Bernard questions Willy about what happened 

when Biff went to visit him. Willy becomes defensive. Bernard is on his way to present a case 

before the Supreme Court. Bernard's success both pleases and upsets Willy. Charley gives Willy 

money for his insurance payment and offers him a job, an offer that Willy refuses. 

At a restaurant where Willy, Biff, and Happy are to meet, Happy flirts with a young prostitute, 

and Biff is upset because Oliver did not remember him. Then Biff realizes that he was never a 

salesman for Oliver; instead, he was a shipping clerk. Willy tells his sons that he has been fired. 

Biff attempts to explain what happened with Oliver (after seeing Oliver, Biff sneaked back into 

his office and stole Oliver's pen); however, Willy is reliving the past, recalling Bernard 

informing Linda that Biff has failed math and will not graduate. Willy then remembers Bernard 

telling her Biff has taken a train to Boston. 

Willy relives the time when Biff finds out about Willy's affair with the Woman: Biff comes to 

Willy's hotel room in Boston to tell Willy that he will not graduate unless Willy can convince 

Mr. Birnbaum to pass him. Willy recalls his own desperate attempts to hide the Woman in the 

bathroom. When the Woman comes out of the bathroom with Biff in the room, Willy's plan to 

conceal the affair is ruined. Willy's final memory is of Biff calling him a "fake" before walking 

out the door. 

The play continues in the present when Stanley reappears, and Willy realizes he is actually still 

in the restaurant. Willy returns home and begins building a garden, even though it is night. Linda 

throws Happy and Biff out of the house. Ben appears to Willy while he is planting seeds. At this 

point, Willy does not remember a previous conversation with Ben, as he does several times 

earlier in the play. Instead, he and Ben discuss his plan to commit suicide. Willy and Ben 



converse in the present, but they are talking about the future. Ben warns Willy that the insurance 

company might refuse to pay a settlement and Biff might never forgive him. 

Biff approaches Willy in the garden to tell him he is leaving home for good. Biff and Willy 

argue, and Biff confronts Willy with the rubber hose, saying he will not pity him if he commits 

suicide. According to Biff, the Lomans have never been truthful with one another or themselves. 

Biff believes that he and Willy are ordinary people who can easily be replaced. Biff and Willy 

reconcile. Ben reappears to Willy and reminds him of the insurance policy. Willy drives away. 

The Lomans, Charley, and Bernard gather at Willy's grave. 

 

Character Analysis Willy Loman  

Death of a Salesman is Willy's play. Everything revolves around his actions during the last 24 

hours of his life. All of the characters act in response to Willy, whether in the present or in 

Willy's recollection of the past. Willy's character, emotions, motivations, and destiny are 

developed through his interactions with others. The problem arises, however, because Willy 

reacts to characters in the present, while simultaneously responding to different characters and 

different situations in the past. The result is Willy's trademark behavior: contradictory, somewhat 

angry, and often obsessive. 

Willy is an individual who craves attention and is governed by a desire for success. He 

constantly refers to his older brother Ben, who made a fortune in diamond mining in Africa, 

because he represents all the things Willy desires for himself and his sons. Willy is forced to 

work for Howard, the son of his old boss, who fails to appreciate Willy's previous sales 

experience and expertise. Ben, on the other hand, simply abandoned the city, explored the 

American and African continents, and went to work for himself. As a result, after four years in 

the jungle, Ben was a rich man at the age of 21, while Willy must struggle to convince Howard 

to let him work in New York for a reduced salary after working for the company for 34 years. 

Willy does not envy Ben, but looks to him as model of success. 

The play begins and ends in the present, and the plot occurs during the last two days of Willy's 

life; however, a large portion of the play consists of Willy's fragmented memories, recollections, 

and re-creations of the past, which are spliced in between scenes taking place in the present. 

Willy not only remembers an event but also relives it, engaging himself in the situation as if it is 

happening for the first time. As the play progresses, Willy becomes more irrational and is not 

able to transition between his memory of the past and the reality of the present. 

Willy's memories are key to understanding his character. He carefully selects memories or re-

creates past events in order to devise situations in which he is successful or to justify his current 

lack of prosperity. For example, Willy recalls Ben and the job he offered to Willy after being 

fired by Howard. Willy is unable to cope with the idea that he has failed, so he relives Ben's 

visit. The memory allows Willy to deny the truth and its consequences — facing Linda and the 

boys after being fired — and to establish temporary order in his disrupted life. At other times, 

Willy proudly recalls memories of Biff's last football game because it is more pleasant to re-



create the past in which Biff adored him and wanted to score a touchdown in his name, rather 

than face the present where he is at odds with his own son. 

Willy's constant movement from the present to the past results in his contradictory nature. 

Although he fondly remembers Biff as a teenager, he is unable to communicate with Biff in the 

present. As a result, he praises Biff in one breath, while criticizing him in the next. The cause of 

Willy's inconsistent behavior is his unbidden memories of a long-ago affair, which he forgets or 

chooses not to remember until the end of Act II. It is difficult enough for Willy to deal with 

Howard, his buyers (or lack of buyers), and the everyday reminders that he is not a great 

salesman like Dave Singleman; however, it is even more insufferable for Willy to accept the idea 

that he is a failure in his son's eyes. 

Prior to the Boston trip, Biff, more than anyone, sincerely believes in Willy's success, potential, 

and inevitable greatness. Willy is able to achieve the success and notoriety he desires only 

through Biff, but this changes when Biff learns of the affair. After the Boston trip, Willy tries to 

regain the success he once had by focusing on memories or events prior to the discovery of the 

affair. It is not surprising that Willy contradicts himself when speaking in the present about Biff 

or to him, for although Willy chooses to remember Biff as he used to be, he cannot eradicate the 

words Biff spoke to him in Boston: "You fake! You phony little fake!" 

Willy perceives himself as a failure: He is not Dave Singleman. He is just a mediocre salesman 

who has only made monumental sales in his imagination. Now that he is growing old and less 

productive, the company he helped to build fires him. He regrets being unfaithful to his wife, 

even though he will never admit the affair to her. He is no longer a respectable man in Biff's 

eyes. Biff recognizes Willy's tendency to exaggerate or reconstruct reality and is no longer a 

willing participant in Willy's fantasy. By the end of the play, Willy is overwhelmed; he can no 

longer deny his failures when they become too many to deal with. Instead, he seeks a solution in 

suicide. Willy reasons he can finally be a success because his life insurance policy will in some 

way compensate Linda for his affair. Additionally, Biff will consider him a martyr and respect 

him after witnessing the large funeral and many mourners Willy is sure will attend. 

Character Analysis Biff Loman  

Biff is a catalyst. He drives Willy's actions and thoughts, particularly his memories, throughout 

the play. Whenever Willy is unable to accept the present, he retreats to the past, and Biff is 

usually there. Prior to his Boston trip, Biff adored Willy. He believed his father's stories and 

accepted his father's philosophy that a person will be successful, provided that he is "well-liked." 

Biff never questioned Willy, even when it was obvious that Willy was breaking the rules. As a 

result, Biff grew up believing that he was not bound by social rules or expectations because 

Willy did not have to abide by them, nor did Willy expect Biff to. It is not surprising that Biff's 

penchant for stealing continued throughout his adult life because Willy encouraged Biff's "little 

thefts" while he was growing up. For example, instead of disciplining Biff for stealing the 

football, Willy praised his initiative. 

Biff's perception of Willy as the ideal father is destroyed after Biff's trip to Boston. Once he 

learns that Willy is having an affair, Biff rejects Willy and his philosophy. Biff considers Willy 



to be a "fake," and he no longer believes in, or goes along with, Willy's grand fantasies of 

success. Instead, Biff despises his father and everything he represents. 

Biff's problem lies in the fact that, even though he does not want to associate with Willy, he 

cannot change the fact that he is his son. And as a result, he cannot change the fact that his father 

has inevitably affected him. It is true that Biff is not a womanizer like his brother Happy, but he 

has incorporated Willy's tendency to exaggerate and manipulate reality in his favor. For example, 

Biff truly believes he was a salesman for Oliver, rather than a shipping clerk. It is only when he 

confronts Oliver that Biff realizes how wrong he was. 

Biff is different from Willy because he does finally accept and embrace the fact that he has been 

living a lie all of his life. Biff is relieved once he realizes who he is and what he wants, as 

opposed to who Willy thinks he should be and who Biff needs to pretend to be in order to please 

him. Once Biff states that "We never told the truth for ten minutes in this house," he severs 

himself from Willy because he openly refuses to live by Willy's philosophy any longer. 

Ironically, Biff reconciles with Willy almost immediately following this statement. Since he 

acknowledges that he, too, is a "fake," Biff can no longer hold a grudge against Willy. 

Character Analysis Linda Loman  

Linda is a woman in an awkward situation. She knows that Willy is suicidal, irrational, and 

difficult to deal with; however, she goes along with Willy's fantasies in order to protect him from 

the criticism of others, as well as his own self-criticism. Linda is Willy's champion. She gently 

prods him when it comes to paying the bills and communicating with Biff, and she does not lose 

her temper when he becomes irate. Linda knows that Willy is secretly borrowing money from 

Charley to pay the life insurance and other bills. She has discovered the rubber hose behind the 

heater and lives in fear that Willy will try to asphyxiate himself. She is also aware that he has 

attempted to kill himself several times before. Despite all this, Linda does nothing, afraid to 

aggravate Willy's fragile mental condition. In fact, she even throws Biff and Happy out when 

their behavior threatens to upset Willy. In many ways Willy is like a small child, and Linda is 

like a mother who anxiously protects him from Biff, Happy, and the rest of the world. 

Linda is a character driven by desperation and fear. Even though Willy is often rude to her and 

there is the possibility that Linda suspects Willy may have had an affair, she protects him at all 

costs. According to Linda, Willy is "only a little boat looking for a harbor." She loves Willy, and 

more importantly, she accepts all of his shortcomings. She would rather play along with his 

fantasies of grandeur, or the simple ones like building a garden and growing fresh vegetables, 

than face the possibility of losing him. 

Character Analysis Happy Loman  

Happy is a young version of Willy. He incorporates his father's habit of manipulating reality in 

order to create situations that are more favorable to him. Happy grew up listening to Willy 

embellish the truth, so it is not surprising that Happy exaggerates his position in order to create 



the illusion of success. Instead of admitting he is an assistant to the assistant, Happy lies and tells 

everyone he is the assistant buyer. This is Willy's philosophy all over again. 

Happy also relishes the fact that "respectable" women cannot resist him. He has seduced the 

fiancées of three executives just to gain a perception of pleasure and power. He thrives on sexual 

gratification, but even more than that, Happy savors the knowledge that he has "ruined" women 

engaged to men he works for and also despises. He states, "I hate myself for it. Because I don't 

want the girl, and, still, I take it and — I love it!" Happy is similar to Willy in two ways. Both 

deny their positions and exaggerate details in order to aggrandize themselves, and sexual 

interludes are the defining moments of both of their lives. Willy's life revolves around his 

attempt to forget his affair with the Woman, while Happy's life revolves around an active pursuit 

of affairs with many women. 

 

Major Themes in Death of a Salesman  

Death of a Salesman addresses loss of identity and a man's inability to accept change within 

himself and society. The play is a montage of memories, dreams, confrontations, and arguments, 

all of which make up the last 24 hours of Willy Loman's life. The three major themes within the 

play are denial, contradiction, and order versus disorder. 

Each member of the Loman family is living in denial or perpetuating a cycle of denial for others. 

Willy Loman is incapable of accepting the fact that he is a mediocre salesman. Instead Willy 

strives for his version of the American dream — success and notoriety — even if he is forced to 

deny reality in order to achieve it. Instead of acknowledging that he is not a well-known success, 

Willy retreats into the past and chooses to relive past memories and events in which he is 

perceived as successful. 

For example, Willy's favorite memory is of Biff's last football game because Biff vows to make a 

touchdown just for him. In this scene in the past, Willy can hardly wait to tell the story to his 

buyers. He considers himself famous as a result of his son's pride in him. Willy's sons, Biff and 

Happy, adopt Willy's habit of denying or manipulating reality and practice it all of their lives, 

much to their detriment. It is only at the end of the play that Biff admits he has been a "phony" 

too, just like Willy. Linda is the only character that recognizes the Loman family lives in denial; 

however, she goes along with Willy's fantasies in order to preserve his fragile mental state. 

The second major theme of the play is contradiction. Throughout the play, Willy's behavior is 

riddled with inconsistencies. In fact, the only thing consistent about Willy is his inconsistency. 

From the very beginning of Act I, Scene 1, Willy reveals this tendency. He labels Biff a "lazy 

bum" but then contradicts himself two lines later when he states, "And such a hard worker. 

There's one thing about Biff — he's not lazy." Willy's contradictions often confuse audiences at 

the beginning of the play; however, they soon become a trademark of his character. Willy's 

inconsistent behavior is the result of his inability to accept reality and his tendency to manipulate 

or re-create the past in an attempt to escape the present. For example, Willy cannot resign 

himself to the fact that Biff no longer respects him because of Willy's affair. Rather than admit 



that their relationship is irreconcilable, Willy retreats to a previous time when Biff admired and 

respected him. As the play continues, Willy disassociates himself more and more from the 

present as his problems become too numerous to deal with. 

The third major theme of the play, which is order versus disorder, results from Willy's retreats 

into the past. Each time Willy loses himself in the past, he does so in order to deny the present, 

especially if the present is too difficult to accept. As the play progresses, Willy spends more and 

more time in the past as a means of reestablishing order in his life. The more fragmented and 

disastrous reality becomes, the more necessary it is for Willy to create an alternative reality, even 

if it requires him to live solely in the past. This is demonstrated immediately after Willy is fired. 

Ben appears, and Willy confides "nothing's working out. I don't know what to do." Ben quickly 

shifts the conversation to Alaska and offers Willy a job. Linda appears and convinces Willy that 

he should stay in sales, just like Dave Singleman. Willy's confidence quickly resurfaces, and he 

is confident that he has made the right decision by turning down Ben's offer; he is certain he will 

be a success like Singleman. Thus, Willy's memory has distracted him from the reality of losing 

his job. 

Denial, contradiction, and the quest for order versus disorder comprise the three major themes of 

Death of a Salesman. All three themes work together to create a dreamlike atmosphere in which 

the audience watches a man's identity and mental stability slip away. The play continues to affect 

audiences because it allows them to hold a mirror up to themselves. Willy's self-deprecation, 

sense of failure, and overwhelming regret are emotions that an audience can relate to because 

everyone has experienced them at one time or another. Individuals continue to react to Death of 

a Salesman because Willy's situation is not unique: He made a mistake — a mistake that 

irrevocably changed his relationship with the people he loves most — and when all of his 

attempts to eradicate his mistake fail, he makes one grand attempt to correct the mistake. Willy 

vehemently denies Biff's claim that they are both common, ordinary people, but ironically, it is 

the universality of the play which makes it so enduring. Biff's statement, "I'm a dime a dozen, 

and so are you" is true after all. 
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Summary and Analysis Act I: Scene 1  

Summary 

Death of a Salesman begins in the home of Willy Loman. Willy returns home exhausted from his 

latest sales excursion. He worries because he is having difficulty remembering events, as well as 

staying focused on the present. His wife, Linda, reassures him that he is only suffering from 

mental fatigue. Linda suggests that Willy should request a New York assignment rather than 

travel each week. At first Willy hesitates, complaining that his boss Howard does not respect his 

contributions to the company and might not listen to him, but Linda encourages Willy to tell 

Howard of his accomplishments. Willy decides to talk to Howard in the morning. 

Willy and Linda argue about their son Biff. Willy calls Biff a "lazy bum," but Linda defends Biff 

on the premise that he is still trying to "find himself." Willy then contradicts his previous 

statement by saying that Biff is not lazy, and he decides to get Biff a job as a salesman. Willy 

drifts back into the past, remembering how everyone admired Biff when he was in high school. 

He comes out of his reverie and assures Linda that he is fine. He announces that he will no 

longer argue with Biff about his job. Linda suggests a picnic lunch, and Willy realizes that, all 

day, he thought he was driving the 1928 Chevy rather than the Studebaker. 

Analysis 

In Act I, Scene 1, Miller introduces the three major themes of Death of a Salesman: denial, 

contradiction, and order versus disorder. When Willy returns home early from a sales trip, Linda 

casually asks if he wrecked the car. Linda's question and Willy's annoyed response suggest that 

this conversation has happened before. He does not make excuses for himself but openly admits 

that he could not concentrate on his driving. In fact, several times, he forgot that he was driving. 

Willy realizes something is wrong with him, and he is exhausted both physically and mentally. 

Scene 1 establishes the nature of the relationship between Willy and Linda. Although Willy 

states exactly what happened, Linda provides him with opportunities to deny that anything is 

wrong with him. In this way, she attempts to protect him from seeing his own shortcomings. She 

suggests the faulty steering on the Studebaker, as well as Willy's glasses, as possible reasons why 

he cannot drive properly. Linda continues to support Willy, offering him excuses for his own 

behavior, as well as Biff's inability to maintain a steady job. In general, Willy takes Linda for 

granted and does not appreciate her, except in rare moments of clarity, such as at the end of 

Scene 1 when he asks if she is worried about him. During the majority of the play, Willy freely 

criticizes Linda and her opinion, unless they are alone together. 

As the scene progresses, Willy struggles to reconcile memories from the past with the events of 

the present. According to Willy, the glory of past events should be precursors to the reality of the 

present. In other words, because he recollects such wonderful memories of order and success, 

these qualities should still exist for him in the present. For example, Willy believes he should be 

recognized and respected at work because he established the company throughout New England 



and named his own boss. He is not respected, however, because he has lost the ability to sell 

merchandise effectively. Things that Willy considers meaningful, such as past sales records and 

prior friendships, mean nothing in his current world, which is governed by the bottom line. 

These contradictions are not inconsistencies in Willy's outlook, but rather a consistent part of his 

character. He customizes information, facts, and memories to fit his ideal perception of the 

world. When someone disagrees with Willy, he is insulted and becomes angry. He is tired of 

"always being contradicted." His son Biff is the character that "contradicts" him the most 

throughout the play. Willy criticizes Biff because he feels his son is wasting his life working on a 

farm in Texas, but Linda defends Biff because he is still "finding himself." Willy sees Biff's 

instability as a sign of laziness and lack of character; however, Willy's opinion of Biff changes as 

a result of his memories of Biff in high school. At the beginning of the conversation, he labeled 

Biff "a lazy bum," but later in the same conversation, Willy contradicts himself and describes 

Biff as a "hard worker." Willy believes Biff's popularity and success in high school make it 

impossible for Biff to be a disappointment now. He projects his past memories of Biff onto the 

present, convincing himself that his son will have the same effect on people now — as a 

salesman or a hired hand on a farm — that he did as a football player in high school. In other 

words, his son's situation is too difficult to acknowledge, so Willy creates an alternative reality 

that is much more palatable, denying the facts of the situation. In this way, Willy creates order 

from disorder because he manipulates facts to produce a better alternative. 

Glossary 

tired to the death an expression meaning exhausted. Here, the phrase can also be interpreted 

literally because Willy has attempted suicide several times and is planning to try again. 

undercurrent an underlying tendency, opinion, etc., usually one that is kept hidden and not 

expressed openly. 

massacre to kill indiscriminately and mercilessly and in large numbers. 

simonize to wax and polish a car. 

 

Summary and Analysis Act I: Scene 2  

Summary 

Scene 2 begins in the boys' bedroom. Willy's sons, Biff and Happy, overhear him. Happy tells 

Biff that Willy has started talking to himself nearly all of the time. According to Happy, Willy is 

usually talking to Biff during his private reveries. The boys reminisce about old times and 

women. Biff explains that he has returned home because he is dissatisfied with his job and future 

prospects. Because Biff enjoys outdoor labor, working on the farm is ideal; however, Biff is 

discontent toiling for someone else. Biff dreams of owning his own ranch and working it with 



Happy. He contemplates asking Bill Oliver for financial support but is hesitant because he is 

afraid Bill will remember that he stole some basketballs from him as a teenager. 

Happy becomes enthusiastic listening to Biff talk about the ranch and the possibility of working 

together. Although Happy has obtained all of the material things he desires — an apartment, a 

car, and a seemingly unending supply of women — he is also dissatisfied with his current 

lifestyle. He cannot be promoted until the merchandise manager leaves or dies, and he realizes 

that if he is promoted, he will be too busy worrying about obtaining more money and material 

goods to enjoy what he has. 

Analysis 

Scene 2 is important because it is the first time that the audience encounters Willy's sons 

firsthand. Now the audience has an opportunity to determine if Willy's opinion of Biff is 

justified. 

Biff has changed a great deal from the time he was in high school when he thought anything was 

possible. Happy believes that he is more like Biff used to be than Biff himself because Happy's 

own actions stem from the belief that all things are possible and all goals are obtainable. Biff is 

no longer governed by these beliefs. In fact, Biff is overwhelmed by his own contradictory 

desires: He enjoys working outside on a farm, but when spring comes, he becomes impatient and 

feels the need to return to New York and "make something of himself." Biff's instability stems 

not only from his inability to maintain a steady job but his conflicting emotions for his father. 

Biff resents Willy's antagonism toward him, but he is also driven by a desire to please his father 

— a desire that he denies and hides from himself. 

Biff is horrified by Happy's report of Willy's mumblings and imagined conversations. Biff hints 

that his father is troubled because of "other things" — namely Willy's affair — besides the fact 

that Biff is working as a lowly farmhand. On one hand, Biff feels that Willy's conduct is a 

manifestation of well-deserved guilt. On the other hand, he is disturbed to learn that Willy talks 

to him or about him during his reveries. Biff denies responsibility for his father's condition, but 

he is forced to acknowledge that he is linked to his father's guilt and irrational actions. 

Biff attempts to establish order in his life by encouraging Happy to join him in Texas. Both of 

the boys have difficulty dealing with authority. According to Biff, "we weren't brought up to 

grub for money. I don't know how to do it." Therefore, Biff believes owning their own business 

would be the ideal job for both of them. 

Biff knows what he needs in order to be content; Happy however, is incapable of finding 

contentment. He is a man driven by sexuality and a need for power. He has obtained material 

desires — an apartment, a car, and lots of women — but he cannot acquire peace. He targets 

women connected to his superiors and "ruins" them in order to prove to himself that he can. 

Although he is forced to endure working for individuals he feels are incompetent, he exacts 

revenge by stealing their women and "spoiling" them, thus forcing disorder into the order of his 

superiors. 



Glossary 

like here the meaning is closer to likeable, having qualities that inspire liking; easy to like 

because attractive, pleasant, genial, and so on. 

Summary and Analysis Act I: Scene 3  

Summary 

Scene 3 shifts back in time. Willy is actually in the kitchen, drinking a glass of milk; however, 

the action that he observes is in the past. Willy coaches Biff and Happy as they polish the old 

1928 Chevy. He also surprises them with a punching bag. Happy mentions he is losing weight 

and asks if Willy has noticed. Biff shows Willy his new football and admits that he stole the ball 

from the school locker room. Willy disapproves and instructs Biff to return the ball, but then he 

defends Biff's action and praises his "initiative." Biff is nervous about the upcoming football 

game but promises to make a touchdown for Willy, even though he has been instructed to pass 

the ball. Willy is pleased and excited at the thought of telling everyone in Boston about the 

game. 

Willy tells the boys about his recent trip to Providence, Waterbury, Boston, Portland, and 

Bangor. He shares a secret plan of owning a business so he will no longer have to travel. Willy 

also promises to take the boys with him on business trips during the summer. He imagines a 

grand entrance with Biff and Happy carrying his sample cases into the stores. 

Analysis 

Scene 3 is the first scene that takes place entirely in the past. This is important because the 

audience is observing the events as Willy remembers them. This scene is one of Willy's 

cherished memories because, in it, his children idealize him. Everything that Willy says or does 

is perfect, and he is an authority figure within the scene, instructing the boys on the proper 

technique to polish the car. He also plans to trim the tree branch over the house. This job is a 

pleasure because Willy and the boys delight in manual labor. The punching bag is the ideal gift 

because it represents the physical strength and dominance that Willy and the boys achieve 

through physical labor. 

Scene 3 presents the audience with the first example of tension between Biff and Happy. This is 

an example of disorder even in Willy's orderly memories. Happy reveals that Biff has stolen a 

football. Willy immediately disapproves; however, he defends Biff when Happy criticizes him. 

Biff's action reflects his own struggle for order within his life. He steals the ball to practice so 

that he can play well during the Ebbet's Field game. His goal is to please Willy, but he goes 

about it the wrong way. The fact that Willy reprimands him and then praises him for stealing 

only leads to further confusion and disorder later in Biff's life. When Willy sanctions Biff's theft, 

he emphasizes the idea that it is permissible to break the rules to get ahead. Furthermore, Willy 

reinforces the notion that Biff is immune to boundaries that bind other members of society. 



Glossary 

insinuate to introduce or work into gradually, indirectly, and artfully. 

immerse to absorb deeply; engross. 

incipient in the first stage of existence; just beginning to exist or to come to notice. 

initiative the action of taking the first step or move; responsibility for beginning or originating. 

open sesame any unfailing means of gaining admission or achieving some other end; these 

words were spoken to open the door of the thieves' den in the story of Ali Baba in The Arabian 

Nights. 

Summary and Analysis Act I: Scene 4  

Summary 

Scene 4 is also set in the past and continues with Willy's reverie in the kitchen. Bernard enters 

and asks Biff why he has not come over to study with him as planned. Bernard informs Willy 

that Biff will fail math and not graduate unless he begins to prepare for his exams. Willy and the 

boys ridicule Bernard. After Bernard leaves, Willy criticizes him and guarantees that Biff and 

Happy will be more successful than Bernard because they both have attractive physical features. 

Biff then tells Willy that Bernard is "liked, but he is not well-liked." 

Analysis 

The description of Biff's theft in Scene 3 lets the audience know that Biff is not the perfect 

person Willy might hope for him to be. Scene 4 is significant because it reveals that Biff has 

serious problems that may negatively impact his future. Although Willy teases Bernard, he does 

react responsibly to the news that Biff is in danger of failing math, as well as not graduating. 

Willy tells Biff to study, but he revels in the fact that his boys are superior in strength and 

popularity to everyone else. Their prowess functions as an extension of Willy, for he considers 

himself greater because of his children's abilities. They are "well liked," and therefore Willy is 

too. 

The fact that Biff and Happy obviously outdo Bernard is significant because Willy has always 

felt threatened by and jealous of Bernard's father, Charley. Even though Willy instructs Biff to 

study, he does not emphasize the consequences if Biff fails, but instead stresses the fact that 

Bernard is not "well-liked." Willy denies that Biff could fail, so he does not communicate the 

possibility of failure to his son. Once again, Willy reinforces the idea that Biff is not answerable 

to the same social boundaries as others. Willy and his boys can achieve order and success in their 

lives so long as they follow their own rules. 

Glossary 



anemia a condition in which there is a reduction of the number, or volume, of red blood 

corpuscles or of the total amount of hemoglobin in the bloodstream, resulting in paleness, 

generalized weakness. 

Adonis any very handsome young man. 

 

Summary and Analysis Act I: Scene 5  

Summary 

Scene 5 continues in the past where Scene 4 ended. Linda enters the kitchen carrying a basket of 

laundry. Biff orders Happy and his friends, who are waiting down in the cellar, to help with the 

chores. Some hang laundry; others sweep out the furnace room. Linda and Willy are left alone 

and begin discussing his earnings from the trip to New England. Willy exaggerates his sales, 

telling Linda that he sold $1,200, but when she calculates his commission, Willy is forced to 

admit that he only sold $200. Linda recites an itemized list of bills that exceeds his $70 

commission by approximately $50. Willy becomes agitated and refuses to pay for the carburetor 

for the Chevy because he considers the car worthless, even though he praised the car at the 

beginning of the scene. 

Willy declares that he will be successful in Hartford because he is "well-liked," but he 

immediately follows that statement by saying that people do not respond well to him. Willy says 

that he talks and jokes too much, and that no one takes him seriously because of his appearance. 

Linda assures him that she finds him attractive and that his children love and respect him. Linda's 

comments encourage Willy, and he declares his affection for her. In the background, a woman's 

laughter can be heard, and a faint outline of a woman dressing becomes visible. 

Analysis 

Scene 5 is significant because it is the first time that Willy's manipulation of reality occurs in 

front of the audience. Although the scene continues in the past, picking up in the kitchen where 

Scene 4 left off, the audience is given the opportunity to observe Willy's tendency to exaggerate 

and deny reality. He is not satisfied with his earnings, or modicum of success, so he reinvents his 

success by exaggerating his sales to Linda. It is only when Linda confronts him with the numbers 

that he is forced to admit his true commission. Once Linda knows the truth, Willy can no longer 

pretend about his success, so he becomes argumentative and begins to contradict prior 

statements. For example, Willy's assertion that Chevrolet is "the greatest car ever built," is 

immediately revoked once his exaggeration is revealed. Criticism of the car is just one example 

of Willy's need to bring order to his life by passing judgment and thus appearing as an authority 

on something, or anything. 

Willy's contradictions throughout the scene reveal his own inability to accept the truth about 

himself and the reality of the world he lives in. He knows that people criticize him because of his 



demeanor, and he realizes that people are no longer receptive to him. The fact that Willy 

acknowledges these things demonstrates that he knows the reality of the situation; however, his 

immediate contradictions prove his inability to accept the way things are. He denies his own 

failure as a salesman, along with his inability to be "well-liked," because they are too painful. It 

is much easier for him to invent a reality in which he is successful, thereby creating order in a 

disordered existence. 

Glossary 

crack to hit or strike with a sudden, sharp blow or impact. 

Summary and Analysis Act I: Scene 6  

Summary 

Scene 6 begins with Willy talking to Linda. He continues his conversation with her from Scene 

5, describing his loneliness and desperation. At times Willy is overwhelmed with fear that he 

will not be able to sell anything again. Although Willy is revealing his insecurities to Linda, the 

Woman who was faintly visible in Scene 5 appears and responds to Willy. The Woman informs 

Willy that she chose him to be her lover because of his sense of humor. They make plans to meet 

again next time Willy is in Boston, and then she thanks him for the stockings he brought her. 

Analysis 

Scene 6 is a pivotal scene because the audience is privy to Willy's guilt over the affair and his 

subsequent inability to separate memories of Linda from the Woman. It becomes increasingly 

difficult for Willy to distinguish between the events of the present and the past. Although Willy 

prefers to believe he is defined by his imagined likability and success as a salesman, in reality, it 

is the affair that marks his true character. In fact, the affair serves as the defining feature of his 

being. He is guilt-ridden to the point that he is continually reminded of his infidelity whenever he 

is in Linda's presence. In addition, the stockings, which he gave to the Woman, serve as a 

tangible reminder of his transgression. He cannot bear to see Linda mend her stockings because 

he remembers his infidelity, plus he is forced to acknowledge that he gave Linda's stockings to 

the Woman. He has betrayed Linda, and he cannot suppress the knowledge. 

Summary and Analysis Act I: Scene 7  

Summary 

Scene 7 resumes the conversation between Willy and Linda. Linda is unaware of the dialogue 

exchange from Scene 6, which effectively "interrupted" her discussion with Willy. She repeats 

her comment from Scene 5 that Willy is an attractive man. Willy, however, is aware of the 

Woman from Scene 6, and he responds to Linda's comment with a vague apology and a promise 

to "make it all up to you." Linda is ignorant of what Willy is talking about. Willy observes Linda 

darning her stockings, and he orders her to throw them away. 



Bernard enters, frantically looking for Biff. Willy demands that Bernard give the test answers to 

Biff. Bernard reveals that he has already been helping Biff cheat, but he cannot help him on the 

Regents exam. Willy becomes angry at Biff and threatens to beat him. Linda reminds Willy that 

Biff stole the football, and she also informs him that he is not treating the girls properly. Bernard 

says Biff is driving without a license. Willy is growing more disturbed with each comment. The 

Woman from Scene 6 laughs and Willy screams "Shut up!" Bernard continues to criticize Biff 

until Willy orders him to leave. Linda defends Bernard, but Willy counters her, maintaining that 

Biff is fine. Linda leaves, and then Willy reverts back to his initial condemnation of Biff at the 

beginning of the scene. 

Analysis 

Willy's mental faculties are deteriorating in Scene 7. He is no longer capable of separating the 

present and the past. In Willy's mind all of the events are occurring at the same time, leaving him 

confused and bewildered. He does not know if he is in the past or the present, if he still has a 

chance to make things right with his family, or if he can still achieve success. He remembers the 

most important events relating to Linda and Biff, but he cannot separate them in his mind. He is 

in the present at the beginning of the scene, but the sight of Linda's stockings moves him back 

into the past to the moment of his interlude with the Woman. 

Willy's guilt and agitation shift to anger as he focuses on Biff. Willy is already confused, but his 

anger increases when he learns of Biff's unacceptable behavior. It is not a coincidence that Willy 

focuses on his own failure — the affair — and on Biff's failure during this scene. Willy denies 

his own self-incrimination and instead directs all of his castigation upon Biff. Finally, Willy 

contradicts the majority of the scene when he defends Biff. Rather than admit his son is an 

imminent failure, Willy ignores the warning signs and praises him instead. 

Glossary 

liable subject to the possibility of; likely. 

buckle down to apply oneself energetically; set to work with effort. 

worm an abject, wretched, or contemptible person. 

Summary and Analysis Act I: Scene 8  

Summary 

Scene 8 shifts back completely to the present. Happy comes downstairs and attempts to walk 

Willy to bed. Willy tells Happy that he came home because he was having difficulty driving, 

plus he almost hit someone with the car in Yonkers. Willy recalls his Uncle Ben who became 

wealthy mining diamonds. Willy regrets not acting on the opportunity to go to Alaska when Ben 

offered it to him. 



Charley comes over and plays cards with Willy. They talk about vitamins, car trouble, and a trip 

to California. Charley offers Willy a job, but Willy angrily refuses. He reveals his distress over 

Biff returning to Texas, along with his inability to assist Biff financially. Charley assures him 

that Biff will be fine. Willy ridicules Charley's inadequacy with tools. 

Uncle Ben enters, but he is only visible and audible to Willy. He is not real; he is just another 

projection of Willy's memory. Willy begins to converse with Ben at the same time he is talking 

to Charley. As a result, Charley becomes confused when Willy answers questions that Ben is 

asking. Willy is unable to separate his discussion with Ben from his discussion with Charley, so 

he becomes flustered and loses his composure. He accuses Charley of cheating. Charley becomes 

angry and leaves. 

Analysis 

Willy experiences confusion in Scene 7 as a result of fusing multiple memories. This confusion, 

along with his anger toward Happy regarding his spending habits, compels him to recall his 

favorite illusion: Uncle Ben and the diamond mines. Willy cannot accept his recent failures, nor 

can he accept the fact that his life has been one of mediocrity. Whenever he feels overwhelmed 

by his lack of success and blasé existence, Willy re-creates his life based on Uncle Ben's lost 

proposition. If only he had gone to work for Ben, he would be rich. If only he had gone to 

Alaska, he and the boys would be thriving in the great outdoors. If only he had had the courage 

of Ben, he might have established himself as a highly successful salesman. 

The fact that Willy observes and speaks to Ben is significant for two reasons. First, he is an 

interactive creation of Willy's mind. Willy is not just hearing voices; he is actively hallucinating. 

As far as Willy is concerned, Ben is just as real as Charley. So it is not surprising that Willy 

becomes confused during the card game. He believes he is talking to two real people who are 

unaware of each other and engaged in completely different conversations. 

Second, Willy refuses to acknowledge that his opportunity to work for Ben no longer exists. 

Willy talks about Ben's job offer to the boys, and he appears to realize that the opportunity has 

been lost. However, Willy conjures Ben each time he experiences overwhelming conflict in an 

attempt to re-create his life by imagining what could have been. Ben's offer still remains valid in 

Willy's mind because he is incapable of separating the past and the present. Once again, Willy 

tries to create order by shuffling the past and creating new possibilities. 

Glossary 

build to form a sequence according to suit, number, etc. 

Ignoramus an ignorant and stupid person. 

 

 



Summary and Analysis Act I: Scene 9  

Summary 

Scene 9 shifts back to the past. Willy finally meets his brother Ben. Ben is on his way to catch a 

train, but he and Willy talk briefly about Ben's successful venture into African diamond mining. 

Willy begs Ben to tell the boys about his father. Willy only remembers vague images of a 

campfire, a large bearded man, and flute music. Ben describes the large profits their father made 

selling homemade flutes while traveling across the United States. 

Biff and Ben begin boxing. Ben defeats Biff and warns him to use any resources available when 

fighting a stranger, even if that means being unfair. Linda is uncomfortable as a result of Ben's 

advice. As Ben prepares to leave, Willy boasts that Brooklyn has all of the qualities of the great 

outdoors, including animals, large trees, numerous opportunities to hunt, and so forth. He then 

sends the boys to steal some sand from the apartment construction site. Willy instructs them to 

remodel the porch in order to demonstrate their building skills. 

Charley comes over and warns Willy that the building watchman will have the boys arrested if 

they are caught again. Willy criticizes Charley and his son Bernard in front of Ben. Bernard 

arrives, informing everyone that the watchman is pursuing Biff. Willy is momentarily upset, but 

dismisses his anxiety when Ben compliments Biff's courage. 

Charley leaves after Willy insults him again. Willy entreats Ben to stay because he needs 

someone to talk to. Willy feels insecure and "kind of temporary" since he never had the 

opportunity to talk to his father. Willy asks Ben to show him how and what to teach the boys. 

Ben responds by reciting the facts of his African adventure: He was 17 years old when he went 

in the jungle, 21 years old when he came out, and he was rich. 

Analysis 

Scene 9 demonstrates Willy's dependence upon his memories and the insecurity that prompts 

him to rearrange events and facts in an attempt to create order or success. 

Once Charley leaves at the end of Scene 8, Willy is free to immerse himself completely in his 

recollection of Ben's visit. Willy is thrilled by Ben's story of the diamond mines, not only 

because it proves that individual greatness is possible within the Loman family, but because 

Willy projects a portion of that success upon himself. Willy believes that he is connected to 

Ben's accomplishment because Ben offered him a job. It does not matter that Willy refused the 

position; just the fact that the position was offered links him to Ben and his fortune. 

The greatest revelation of Scene 9 comes about with Willy's discussion of his father. Willy is 

insecure, and he traces his own insecurity to the absence of his father. Having been denied 

approval from his father, Willy is driven by a need to gain approval and recognition from 

everyone. This accounts for his "temporary" view of himself. Willy cannot be content with his 

life, job, or his marriage because he is continually evaluating himself based upon the success of 



others. As a result, Willy has created a cycle of eager acceptance and rejection of himself. So 

long as Willy is received favorably, he is momentarily content; however, these moments occur 

rarely within the play. 

More often than not, Willy feels compelled to prove to others that he is successful, as a salesman, 

as a father, and as an American living in the "great outdoors" of Brooklyn. Willy creates the 

illusion of success needed to gain approval by rearranging events and facts as he wishes them to 

be. This reinvention of reality allows him to appear successful to others and to himself, but Willy 

also realizes that it is only an illusion. Therefore, his satisfaction is fleeting. Whenever Willy 

acknowledges to himself that he is not successful, in fact is nothing but average, he denies the 

truth because it is too painful for him to believe that he is a failure. Once again, Willy begins to 

reconstruct his life in an attempt to create order. 

The cycle of acceptance and rejection accounts for Willy's continual contradictions as well. He 

responds to others, depending on where he is in the cycle. Problems arise because Willy 

constantly moves back and forth within the cycle; as a result, his comments or behavior must 

change accordingly. For example, while trying to win approval from Ben, Willy tells Biff to steal 

building supplies and remodel the porch. Willy's attitude changes once Bernard announces that 

the watchman is pursuing Biff. Willy denies that Biff was stealing and denies that he is 

responsible for Biff's actions. It appears that Willy has failed again because Ben will surely 

disapprove; however, Ben's praise moves Willy back into eager acceptance of himself and his 

family. 

Glossary 

temporary for a time only; not permanent. 

Summary and Analysis Act I: Scene 10  

Summary 

Scene 10 shifts back to the present. Linda looks for Willy and finds him talking to himself 

outside. Willy asks Linda if she still has the diamond watch fob that Ben gave him when he 

visited. Linda reminds him that he pawned it over 12 years ago to pay for one of Biff's classes. 

Willy mumbles to himself about Ben and goes for a walk in his slippers. 

Biff and Happy come outside and talk with Linda about Willy. Biff is angry and ashamed of 

Willy's behavior. He asks Linda why she never wrote to him of Willy's condition. Linda becomes 

upset and reminds Biff that he did not write or provide her with an address where he could be 

reached. Linda informs Biff that Willy is always excited to hear that Biff is returning home, but 

he becomes increasingly agitated the closer to Biff's arrival. By the time Biff reaches home, 

Willy is angry and argumentative. 

Linda chastises Biff's tendency to wander from place to place and job to job. She explains that 

she and Willy are getting older, and that they will die one day. Biff reacts to Linda's statement, 



but only in relation to her, not Willy. He denies the possibility that she could die anytime soon. 

She gives Biff an ultimatum: Respect your father or do not come home. 

Linda continues to defend Willy, insisting that he is not "crazy" but "exhausted." Linda attributes 

Willy's behavior to the fact that he is working straight commission, just like a beginning 

salesman. Willy has been secretly borrowing money from Charley in order to pay the bills. Linda 

blames Biff and Happy for abandoning their father in order to pursue their own selfish desires. 

Biff agrees to stay at home and help out financially, but Linda refuses unless he and Willy can 

reconcile their differences. Biff reminds her that Willy threw him out of the house because Biff 

discovered Willy was a fraud. Linda questions Biff, but he refuses to explain his meaning. Linda 

tells the boys that Willy has attempted to commit suicide several times. She recently discovered a 

rubber hose attached to the gas pipe. Every day she struggles with the idea of removing it. Biff 

agrees to stay and find a job, although he does not like the business world. According to Biff, the 

Lomans should be working outside. 

Analysis 

Scene 10 belongs to Linda. Up until this point, Linda appears quiet and submissive as she gently 

encourages Willy and attempts to reconcile her husband and her children. During Scene 10, 

Linda changes. She is angry, vocal, and determined. In many ways, Linda is the only character 

who is able to see the truth. She knows that Willy is borrowing money from Charley and lying to 

her about it. She recognizes that Happy is nothing but an over-achieving womanizer incapable of 

settling down. She also realizes Biff's drifting is the result of his insecurity and his failure to 

understand his own needs and desires. Even though Linda "sees" the members of her family as 

they really are, she is not immune to the denial and contradiction that plagues them. Linda 

actively participates in the fantasies Willy creates by encouraging his dreams of grandeur. She 

also chastises the boys when they say or do anything to dispel Willy's imaginings. Thus, even 

though Linda knows the truth, she actively attempts to conceal it in order to help Willy achieve 

order in his life. This requires Linda to deny the truth in her outward actions and act in a manner 

contradictory to the truth. In many ways, Linda's situation is much worse than Willy's: He cannot 

distinguish between fantasy and reality; she does but acts contrary to it. 

Biff's comment that Willy is a "fake" startles Linda, but her reaction is muted so that the 

audience perceives she is not entirely surprised. Her reaction can even be seen as shock that Biff 

perceives Willy is not what he appears to be. Even so, Linda gracefully discards Biff's statement 

and continues with her duty: maintain and protect Willy's fantasy as long as possible. She loves 

Willy, and that is why she is willing to overlook his irrationality and his cruelty. She will do 

anything to protect him from reality, from his sons' insensitivity, and ultimately from himself. 

Glossary 

surly bad-tempered; sullenly rude; hostile and uncivil. 

spewing throwing up (something) from or as from the stomach; vomiting. 



bastard a slang term for a person regarded with contempt, hatred, pity, resentment, and so on. 

philander to engage lightly in passing love affairs; make love insincerely. 

Summary and Analysis Act I: Scene 11  

Summary 

Willy returns from his walk and overhears that some people think he is "crazy," while others just 

laugh at him. Willy confronts Biff and tells him to go back to Texas. Willy becomes excited 

when Happy informs him of Biff's plan to speak to Bill Oliver. Biff describes his plan to open his 

own business. Willy instructs Biff on how much money to ask for, what to wear, how to speak, 

and what to talk about. First, he directs Biff to be serious and avoid telling jokes, and then he 

contradicts himself and advises Biff to assume a confident air and tell old stories. Happy 

recommends going into business with Biff with a line of sporting goods known as the Loman 

Line. 

Throughout the scene, Linda repeatedly says words of encouragement as Biff and Happy 

describe the plan; however, Willy yells at her for interrupting the conversation. Biff argues with 

Willy over his treatment of Linda. Linda attempts to stop the argument, but then Willy accuses 

her of siding with Biff. Willy gives in and goes to bed. 

Analysis 

For the first time since the play's beginning, everything appears to be coming together for Willy 

during Scene 11. Although the scene opens with an argument between Willy and Biff, the scene 

shifts as Biff attempts to reconcile with his father. Up until this point, Willy has relied upon 

favorite memories — memories in which Biff adores him — rather than accept the disintegrating 

relationship with his oldest son. Willy feels he has finally achieved a position of authority and 

respect again. As a result, he immediately begins to dictate what Biff should do when he visits 

Oliver. 

The problem is that Biff wants to be honest with Willy, but Willy will not give him the chance. 

Each time Biff makes a statement, Willy interrupts him and interprets the partial statement as he 

wants it to be. Thus, Willy believes Oliver is already funding Biff, while Biff desperately tries to 

tell him he has not even seen Oliver yet. As the discussion continues, Biff, Happy, and Linda 

exaggerate facts, add details, and adopt confident attitudes in order to maintain Willy's fantasy. 

Tension arises when Biff and Willy begin to argue over Linda. Even though Linda is determined 

and vocal within Scene 10, she remains submissive in Willy's presence. Biff resents how Willy 

treats Linda for two reasons. First, he despises the fact that Willy degrades his mother and insults 

her, especially when she is merely trying to encourage Willy and the boys. Second, Biff is 

incapable of forgiving Willy for his affair. As far as Biff is concerned, Willy betrayed his 

mother, even if the Woman meant "nothing" to him. As a result, Biff assumes a protective air 

around Linda, and he will defend her against anyone, even his father. 



Glossary 

exhibitions public shows or displays, as of art, industrial products, athletic feats, and so on. 

lick to overcome, vanquish, or control. 

Summary and Analysis Act I: Scene 12  

Summary 

Linda tells Biff to tell Willy goodnight so that he will end the day on a positive note. Biff 

borrows money from Happy to buy some new ties. Happy tells Biff to move into his apartment 

with him. Linda tells Willy the shower needs repair, and he becomes irate. Linda wonders if Bill 

Oliver will remember Biff, but Willy assures her that he will. Willy proclaims that Biff's 

experience wandering from job to job will prove valuable. Biff tells Willy and Linda goodnight, 

and Willy advises Biff to ask for fifteen thousand dollars, and he assures Biff that he (Biff) has 

"all kinds of greatness" in him. Willy ignores Linda's comments and tells her to quit interrupting. 

Willy reminisces about one of Biff's football games. Linda asks Willy what Biff knows about his 

past that he is holding against him, but Willy refuses to answer. Downstairs, Biff finds the rubber 

tubing behind the heater and removes it. 

Analysis 

Scene 12 continues the uneasy truce between Willy and Biff. Willy is exhausted, but he seems to 

be at peace as he anticipates Biff's imminent success. In addition, he feels confident that Howard 

will give him a job in New York, thereby eliminating the need for travel. He will finally be able 

to work in town, raise vegetables in the garden, and observe Biff succeed. 

Linda's hesitant question suggests that she is not quite convinced that everything is okay. 

Likewise, Biff does not believe he and Willy have reestablished their relationship. In fact, as he 

removes the rubber tubing, Biff assumes the peace in the house is only temporary. Linda's 

uncertainty and Biff's doubt leave the audience with the expectation that the "order" achieved is 

only short-lived. 

Glossary 

buck up [Informal]to cheer up. 

caliber degree of worth or value of a person or thing; quality or ability. 

Hercules in Greek and Roman myth, the son of Zeus and Alcmene, renowned for his strength 

and courage, especially, as shown in his performance of twelve labors imposed on him. 

 



Summary and Analysis Act II: Scene 1  

Summary 

Act II begins the next morning. Biff and Happy have already gone, and Linda serves Willy 

breakfast. Biff has gone to borrow money from Bill Oliver so he can open the sporting goods 

line. Willy is excited and confident that Biff will obtain the money and finally be successful. 

Willy dreams of growing vegetables, moving to the country, and building two guest houses for 

the boys and their wives. Willy is convinced that everything is getting better, and he feels certain 

Howard will give him a job in New York. 

Linda reminds Willy to request an advance because there is not enough money to pay the bills. 

Willy's mood changes, and he becomes angry. He complains about the Studebaker, as well as the 

refrigerator. Linda points out that the mortgage will be paid in full after this month. Willy 

reminisces about the house and the work he put into it during the last 25 years. Willy is supposed 

to meet Biff and Happy at Frank's Chop House for a surprise dinner. He instructs Linda again to 

quit repairing her stockings. Biff calls Linda, and she tells him Willy removed the rubber pipe, 

but Biff informs her that he got rid of the pipe himself. 

Analysis 

A shift takes place between Act I and Act II. This first scene seems very promising because 

things appear to be working out. Although Act I, Scene 12 ends amicably, the only reason Biff 

and Willy are no longer fighting is because it is bedtime. If the scene continued, another 

argument would likely erupt. Surprisingly enough, things still remain peaceful in the morning, 

when Act II begins. Biff is finally pursuing gainful employment, and Willy is more optimistic 

and confident than he has been throughout the entire play. He does not exaggerate anything, nor 

is he afflicted by distant memories of happier times. He is cordial to Linda, and resolute in his 

decision to confront Howard. Linda is relieved and ecstatic that Willy is acting like his old self. 

It appears that everything is finally looking up for Willy and his family. 

In reality, nothing has changed. Willy's rapid mood change when Linda mentions the bills 

demonstrates his inability to achieve order in his life. He feels he is racing the clock when it 

comes to material items such as the car, the refrigerator, and even the house. Willy fails to 

recognize that the very things he complains about provide business to a salesman. For example, 

once he pays off the refrigerator it begins to need service. Sooner or later, he will be forced to 

purchase another one. As a salesman, he depends upon customer needs and desires, yet he does 

not see the connection between supply and demand in relation to himself. Ironically, he holds out 

from doing what he tries to convince his clients to do: buy more products. 

The eruption in Willy's calm demeanor leads to a series of contradictions in the scene. He 

marvels over the house and the joyful memories of working on it. Linda assumes her previous 

role of assuring and encouraging him in order to restore Willy to his previous serenity. If he 

makes a statement, such as what an accomplishment it is to pay off a mortgage or how well the 

house is built, she agrees with him. However, the contradiction comes when Willy negates his 

own sense of satisfaction by remarking that it is all for nothing. Once again, Willy is caught in a 



cycle of acceptance and rejection, even of himself. He congratulates himself for working many 

years to pay off the house, but then he deflates himself and considers all of his work pointless. 

Linda realizes that Willy is caught in the cycle again, but she is still optimistic because she 

believes he has given up his thoughts of suicide. She considers his attitude over the bills and the 

house as nothing serious, because (she believes) he removed the rubber hose. At least now she 

does not have to worry about Willy asphyxiating himself with gas from the heater. 

Linda is also living in denial. Even when Biff tells her that he removed the hose, she remains 

hopeful that everything will be okay. However, her doubt and fear are revealed by her 

desperation as she describes Willy as "a little boat looking for a harbor," and as she pleads with 

Biff to "save his life." She realizes that suicide is still a possibility, but she refuses to 

acknowledge it. 

Glossary 

saccharine a sugar substitute in diabetic diets. 

 

Summary and Analysis Act II: Scene 2  

Summary 

Willy goes to the office with the intention of asking Howard for a New York position. Howard 

tells Willy about his new recorder and demonstrates how it works. Howard plays recordings of 

his children and his wife and convinces Willy to buy a recorder. Willy expresses his desire to 

work in New York rather than continue traveling. Howard hesitates until Willy reminds him of 

the Christmas party and Howard's promise to give Willy an in-town job if possible. Howard says 

there are no openings at the moment. Willy begs Howard for a job, each time asking for less 

money, but Howard insists that a job is not available. 

In an effort to convince Howard, Willy resorts to old memories of his glory days when he 

worked for Howard's father. In addition, Willy attempts to explain why he became a salesman. 

He describes Dave Singleman, a well-respected professional salesman who made a lasting 

impression on people and was publicly mourned when he died. Howard remains impassive to 

Willy's entreaties and instead informs Willy that Willy can no longer work for the company. 

Howard advises Willy to appeal to Biff and Happy for financial assistance, and he instructs 

Willy to return his sample cases by the end of the week. 

Analysis 

Willy's world begins crashing down around him during Scene 2. Willy does not like to deal with 

Howard because his boss fails to appreciate him; however, Willy is confident that Howard will 

accept his request to work in New York. Willy's confidence is the result of Linda's 



encouragement during Scene 1 and Biff's appointment with Oliver. Just as Willy projected Ben's 

success onto himself during Act I, Scene 9, so he envisions his own victory with Howard 

because of Biff's imminent success with Oliver. 

Howard is a bottom-line businessman who sees Willy as a tired old salesman relying on his 

ability to talk rather than his ability to sell. Howard sympathizes with Willy, but he is not willing 

to give him a job in New York for two reasons. First, a New York job would give Willy a base 

salary again. Howard is aware that Willy's sales have not been adequate for some time; it was for 

this reason that he withdrew Willy's salary and put him on commission. By keeping Willy on 

commission, Howard is only obligated to pay Willy according to his gross sales. If Willy does 

not sell well, it does not adversely affect the company. Second, Howard does not want Willy in 

New York because he would have to deal with him every day. Howard does not dislike Willy, 

but he tires of Willy's rambling exaggerations and references to times when Willy worked for 

Howard's father. Having Willy in New York would be a nuisance. 

It is important to note that Howard does not fire Willy out of spite. It is a business decision that 

Howard has been putting off for some time. Willy's behavior during the interview prompts 

Howard to act upon his decision. At first Howard is sympathetic to Willy's desire to work in 

New York, but he does not want him there, and so he emphasizes the fact that Willy is a "road 

man." At this point, Howard still intends to keep Willy, in spite of his inconsistent behavior in 

the past. 

Willy realizes that he is not getting through to Howard, so he resorts to his safety mechanism: 

When the present is not tolerable, revert to the past. Willy attempts to persuade Howard by 

reminding him that he named him as a child. Once this fails, Willy is forced to move deeper into 

the past. He rationalizes that Howard will change his mind if he will only listen to Willy's story 

of Dave Singleman. Willy describes Singleman's success and admiration so vividly because he 

believes he can claim some of Singleman's success for himself. If he projects these traits to 

Howard, then Howard cannot refuse him. Although Howard does not change his mind, he listens 

to Willy considerately. Nevertheless, Willy's exaggeration makes Howard impatient and finally 

compels him to fire Willy. 

Howard tells Willy to look to his family for support. Even at the end of the scene, Howard 

should not be judged too harshly. His motto is "business is business," and therefore business 

must go on. He realizes that Willy is no longer just an ineffective salesman; now his behavior 

makes him an embarrassment to the company and a source of potential loss of customers and 

revenue. Willy's attempt to create order — by working in New York and by using his memories 

to obtain the New York job — has effectively backfired, leaving him without a job, without 

financial security, and without his identity as a "salesman." 

Glossary 

self-reliance reliance on one's own judgment, abilities, etc. 

cut and dried an expression meaning "strictly business" without time for or need of pleasantries. 



Summary and Analysis Act II: Scene 3  

Summary 

Howard's office disappears as Scene 3 shifts into the past. Ben approaches Willy on his way to 

Alaska. Willy asks Ben for advice because things are not going as planned. Ben offers Willy a 

job overseeing his timberland in Alaska, and Willy accepts. Linda comes back and scolds Ben 

for putting ideas of Alaska in Willy's head. She reminds Willy of his promising future as a 

salesman, as well as the successful Dave Singleman. Willy attempts to convince Ben that his job 

as a salesman is just as remarkable as working in Alaska. Willy is convinced he and the boys will 

become just as rich and successful as Ben, even though they remain in Brooklyn. 

Analysis 

The placement of Scene 3 makes it particularly effective. Willy attempts to deal with what has 

happened with Howard and escape from it at the same time by reverting back to Ben. Ben has 

always been successful, so he is the natural choice for advice. Willy wants Ben to analyze the 

current situation and tell him what to do. Instead, Ben offers Willy a job in Alaska — the same 

offer he made when he actually visited in the past — but Willy can no longer separate the past 

from the present; they are blending together. 

The fact that Willy turns down the offer is very poignant in light of what happened in Scene 2. In 

the past, Willy refused Ben's offer because he was determined to be a successful salesman, just 

like Dave Singleman. Now that he has been fired, he is overwhelmed by his feelings: regret, for 

not accepting Ben's offer and moving to Alaska; shame, for losing his job; and despair, for 

having devoted his life to a company that could discard him so easily. 

 

Summary and Analysis Act II: Scene 4  

Summary 

Scene 4 continues in the past. Willy, Linda, and Happy are preparing to go to Ebbet's Field, to 

watch Biff play football. Willy frantically searches for the pennants while Happy and Bernard 

argue over who will carry Biff's football helmet. Biff plans to score a touchdown for Willy. 

Charley comes over, pretending he is unaware that today is Biff's game. Charley's behavior 

infuriates Willy. 

Analysis 

Willy is free falling into his memories of the past. He is moving directly from one memory to the 

next in a desperate attempt to deny the present and create order from his disordered life. He has 

been unhappy with his lack of success, but he could cope with that by exaggerating his sales and 

focusing on better times. Now having lost his job, he is in a difficult situation because he will be 



forced to admit failure to Linda and the boys. This prompts the memory merry-go-round that 

Willy is on during Scenes 3 and 4. First he goes to Ben for solace, but that does not work. He is 

forced to acknowledge that he gave up his one opportunity for great success. 

Rather than dwell on the idea that he is a failure, Willy then goes back to his favorite memories 

of Biff. As his son prepares for the Ebbet's Field game, Biff symbolizes the greatness Willy still 

believes is possible to achieve. Imminent greatness, along with the fact that Biff respects him as 

a loving father and authority figure, works to create an ideal fantasy. Willy has found the order 

he desires, and he can keep it if he just remains in this moment in time. 

 

Summary and Analysis Act II: Scene 5  

Summary 

Scene 5 shifts back to the present. Willy goes to Charley's office where the secretary, Jenny, 

overhears him talking to himself. Willy is still enjoying his reverie from Scene 4. Willy is 

taunting someone about Biff's impending football game and the touchdown he has promised to 

make for Willy. Willy's daydream ends when he sees Bernard. Willy discovers that Bernard is 

very successful and that he will soon be staying with rich friends who have their own tennis 

courts. Willy tells Bernard that Biff is closing a business venture with Bill Oliver. Willy also 

states that Oliver recruited Biff and is paying his expenses. 

Willy asks Bernard how he managed to succeed so well, while Biff did so poorly. According to 

Willy, Biff's life took a turn for the worse after the Ebbet's Field game. Bernard reminds Willy 

that Biff failed math, and as a result, he did not graduate. Bernard questions why Biff did not 

attend summer school. Willy is not sure why he did not go. 

Bernard remembers that Biff traveled to Boston to visit Willy and talk about his future. He then 

tells Willy that Biff burned his homemade University of Virginia tennis shoes and got into a 

fistfight with him when he returned. Bernard asks Willy what happened to Biff in Boston. At this 

point, Willy becomes angry and resentful. 

Analysis 

Scene 5 builds upon the desperation established in Scene 2. Willy has been borrowing money 

from Charley for weeks in order to pay the bills. Since he has always been jealous of Charley, 

this is extremely difficult for him to do. However, Charley gives Willy what he needs and does 

his best not to humiliate him. In many ways, Charley is a much better friend to Willy than 

anyone else is, even though Willy denies this to himself. 

Willy is "genuinely shocked, pained, and happy" to learn of Bernard's achievements. It is 

difficult for him to talk with Bernard because Bernard has done so well, while Biff has not. Willy 

cannot help but compare the two men now, since he continually compared them as children. 



Although Willy is happy for Bernard and certainly does not wish him any ill, it is not easy for 

him to observe Bernard's success. Willy had always predicted that Biff would surpass the 

"anemic" Bernard, due to strength and the fact that he was "well-liked." This is yet another 

example of the failure of Willy's predictions. Not only is Bernard more prosperous than Biff, but 

Willy is forced to borrow money from Bernard's father, a man that he has always envied. 

It is important to note that Willy uses the past to attempt to create order in a present that is no 

longer bearable. However, Willy selectively chooses and arranges his memories and facts in a 

way that is pleasing to him. He does not randomly choose memories, nor does he allow himself 

to remember everything. Instead he tries to carefully edit out anything that could disrupt the 

order he desires. The conversation between Bernard and Willy is unsettling to Willy because it 

awakens unbidden memories that he prefers to deny. 

Up until this point, Willy blames Biff's failures on laziness and lack of motivation, but after 

Howard fires him, Willy begins to consider that perhaps he is responsible in some way: "It keeps 

going around in my mind, maybe I did something to him. I got nothing to give him." Willy has 

muddled this idea around but has not thought of what he might have done wrong. Bernard 

suggests that something else is behind Biff's downward spiral since high school, and he hints that 

Willy is connected to the change in Biff. Once Bernard connects the change in Biff to Biff's 

Boston visit, Willy knows what he did wrong. He becomes defensive toward Bernard as a way of 

denying his own culpability. He refuses to admit anything to Bernard, but Willy suspects that he 

has not only ruined his own life, but his son's as well. 

 

Summary and Analysis Act II: Scene 6  

Summary 

Charley comes in the office as Bernard leaves. Charley tells Willy that Bernard will present a 

case before the Supreme Court. Charley gives Willy $50, but Willy asks for more because of his 

insurance payment. Charley offers Willy a job, but Willy refuses repeatedly. Charley is offended 

and becomes angry; however, he gives Willy the money. Willy reveals that Howard fired him. 

Once again Charley attempts to convince Willy to work for him, but Willy refuses and will not 

explain why. Willy remarks that an individual is "worth more dead than alive." 

Analysis 

Scene 6 represents Willy's last chance to put his life back together. Although Charley freely 

gives Willy the money that he needs, he offers Willy the opportunity to start his life over and end 

the charade he is living. In many ways, Charley's proposition can be paralleled to Ben's. Both 

men present Willy with a job that guarantees a measure of success, along with attractive benefits. 

Ben gave him the chance to work outdoors and possibly become rich, while Charley gives him 

the chance to earn a reasonable income without traveling. 



Pride causes Willy to lose both of his chances. He turned down Ben's job because he wanted to 

prove to his brother that he could do just as well in Brooklyn. He turns Charley down because he 

has always been jealous of the fact that Charley owns his own business. In the past, Willy 

ridiculed Charley, just as he used to ridicule Bernard, so he feels that working for Charley now 

would be a humiliation. It is perfectly fine with Willy to borrow money from Charley secretly, 

but he does not want to be associated with Charley as an employer. 

Charley confronts Willy with the truth about his job: Willy is a salesman, and a salesman is 

defined by what he can sell. Anything that cannot be sold is irrelevant and of no value. If the 

salesman cannot sell anything, then he is worthless. The fact that Charley can adequately 

describe Willy's job, as well as Willy's character, along with the fact that he genuinely wants to 

help him, forces Willy to acknowledge that Charley is his "only friend." 

 

Summary and Analysis Act II: Scene 7  

Summary 

Scene 7 takes place in a local restaurant. Happy chats with Stanley, the waiter, and Stanley is 

impressed because Happy can predict when beautiful women will enter the café. Happy flirts 

with Miss Forsythe, a young woman seated at the next table. Biff enters, and Happy informs him 

that the girl is on duty. Happy instructs her to cancel her appointment and find a friend. Biff is 

upset. He went to Oliver's office and waited six hours to see him, but Oliver did not remember 

him at all. Biff was just a shipping clerk when he worked for Oliver, not a salesman. Biff stole 

Oliver's fountain pen. Happy directs Biff not to reveal to Willy what happened. 

Analysis 

Scene 7 provides the audience with insight into Happy's character. Happy is defined by his 

sexuality and desire for power. He wants everyone to believe he is an assistant buyer when he is 

really the "assistant to the assistant." Happy uses his good looks and sexual prowess as a means 

of gaining power over others, both females and males. For example, he does not care anything 

for Miss Forsythe, and it is later revealed that she is a prostitute, but he tells her to cancel her 

date and find someone to bring along with her. Happy enjoys commanding women. Here he 

gives Miss Forsythe an order simply because he knows she will do it. This gives him satisfaction 

and pleasure. Later, he will gain sexual pleasure from her or her friend. 

Happy also relishes the fact that "respectable" women cannot resist him. He has seduced the 

fiancées of three executives just to gain pleasure and power. He thrives on sexual gratification, 

but even more than that, Happy savors the knowledge that he has ruined women engaged to men 

he works for and also despises. He states, "I hate myself for it. Because I don't want the girl, and, 

still, I take it and — I love it!" Happy is similar to Willy in two ways. Both deny their positions 

and exaggerate details in order to aggrandize themselves, and sexual interludes are the defining 

moments of both of their lives. Willy's life revolves around his attempt to forget his affair with 

the Woman, while Happy's life revolves around an active pursuit of affairs with many women. 



Glossary 

strudel a kind of pastry; here the term refers to a prostitute. 

 

 

Summary and Analysis Act II: Scene 8  

Summary 

Willy joins Happy and Biff in the restaurant. Biff says he wants to have a discussion based on 

facts only. Biff does not know who originally said he was a salesman for Bill Oliver, when he 

was actually just a shipping clerk. Willy tells the boys that Howard fired him. Biff tries to 

explain what happened at Oliver's office, but Willy keeps interrupting him. Biff and Willy argue, 

and Willy accuses Biff of offending Oliver. Biff is exasperated. 

Analysis 

Scene 8 is significant because it is begins to build the tension that erupts in Scene 9, ultimately 

leading to the final confrontation between Willy and Biff in Scene 13. 

For the first time in his life, Biff attempts to address his life as it really is. Waiting for Oliver 

makes Biff realize he has been living a lie. All this time, Biff has directed his anger and 

resentment toward Willy because he considers him a "fake." However, Biff is his father's son, 

just like Happy. He too creates a favorable past for himself — or an unhappy childhood — in 

order to justify the course his life has taken. As a result, Scene 8 is a turning point for Biff. He 

consciously chooses reality over fantasy. He would rather deal with the facts, as strange and 

disturbing as they may be, than reinvent events to suit his purpose. 

Scene 8 is important for Willy because he is also truthful about his situation. For once he does 

not attempt to sugarcoat his job or his success for the boys. However, Willy contradicts his own 

willingness to accept reality as he continues to force Biff into a lie. Willy cannot allow Biff to 

fail because that will only magnify his own breakdown. He constantly interrupts Biff while he is 

talking for two reasons: to prevent Biff from telling the truth and to interpret the events as he 

wants them to be. Happy contributes to Willy's fantasy by contradicting Biff each time Biff tries 

to be honest. So as Biff makes an effort to finally achieve order by admitting the truth, Willy and 

Happy likewise attempt to create order by concealing the truth 

 

 

. 



Summary and Analysis Act II: Scene 9  

Summary 

Scene 9 continues primarily in the restaurant, although the house is lit when Linda appears. 

Willy is still sitting at the table with Biff and Happy. Biff attempts to describe his visit to Oliver, 

but Willy does not hear him. Instead he hears young Bernard inform Linda that Biff failed math 

and will not graduate. Bernard also tells her that Biff took a train to Boston to talk with Willy. 

The exchange between Linda and Bernard ends as Biff finishes explaining why he took Oliver's 

pen; however, Willy did not hear Biff's explanation. 

Willy overhears the operator at a hotel ring his room. Willy answers the operator, telling her he 

is not available. Biff is confused and upset because Willy is behaving irrationally. Willy tells 

Biff that he is "no good for anything," until Biff states that he is supposed to meet with Oliver 

and his partner about the Florida idea. This brings Willy back to the present. Willy becomes 

angry because Biff refuses to meet with Oliver and his partner since he stole the fountain pen. 

Biff then admits that he does not have an appointment with Oliver after all, that he only went to 

Oliver because of Willy. 

Willy slips back into the past. The Woman from Act I, Scene 6 asks if he plans to open the door. 

Willy stumbles off in the restaurant, looking for a door. Biff begs Happy to help Willy, and he 

shows Happy the rubber hose he found. Happy refuses and blames Biff for Willy's condition. 

Happy tells the girls that Willy is not his father and then leaves with the girls without paying the 

tab. 

Analysis 

Willy is mentally collapsing at this point. He had difficulty distinguishing between the past and 

present earlier in the play, but the possibility of things getting better still existed. By Scene 9, 

Willy knows that all is lost — both his job and Biff's chance of success — so he resorts to the 

past to escape the present. Biff's failure with Oliver immediately moves Willy back to his son's 

failure in high school. As Biff tries to explain what happened with Oliver, Willy is caught in the 

past, still trying to understand what it is that caused Biff to "lay down" in high school and how 

that connects to his failure today. Willy is desperately trying to regain order in the present by 

making sense of the past. 

Learning that Biff stole Oliver's pen temporarily brings Willy out of the past. Willy feels 

responsible for Biff's actions, and he immediately moves back into the past to find justification 

for the theft. Biff states, "I didn't exactly steal it [the pen]!" but it is impossible for Willy or the 

audience to believe this based on his previous record that includes stealing the football, as well 

as the building materials. Willy is partially to blame for Biff's actions simply because he 

sanctioned his behavior every time before by not making Biff face the consequences. Therefore, 

because Willy taught Biff that he did not have to follow rules in high school, his behavior in the 

present is a reflection of his previous conditioning. As a result, Willy bears the primary 

responsibility for Biff's present failure. 



Willy loses his grip on reality as the the scene progresses and blends Young Bernard, the hotel 

operator, and the Woman into his conversation with Biff. Once Biff realizes his father is 

hallucinating, he is compelled to lie to Willy in order to restore him to his senses. The only way 

he can effectively regain order for Willy is to deny his own need to accept reality. As a result, 

Biff is forced to contradict his own principles rather than watch his father fall apart before his 

eyes. 

 

Summary and Analysis Act II: Scene 10  

Summary 

Scene 10 begins in a hotel room. The Woman tells Willy that he has "ruined" her and that she 

will send him in to the buyers immediately whenever he is in Boston. They are in the process of 

getting dressed when someone knocks on the door. Willy orders the Woman to remain in the 

bathroom. Biff comes in and tells Willy that he failed math and will not graduate. Willy decides 

to leave immediately so that he can talk with Biff's teacher before the school closes for the 

summer. The Woman comes out of the bathroom. Willy pretends that she is simply borrowing 

his bathroom, and he tells her to leave, but she refuses until he gives her the stockings he 

promised. Willy orders Biff to help him pack, but Biff resists. Biff calls Willy a liar and a "phony 

little fake." The scene shifts back to the restaurant. Stanley helps Willy to the door because he is 

disoriented. Stanley gives him directions to a feed store. 

Analysis 

Scene 10 is the key to the play. Willy is finally forced to confront the point of disorder in his life. 

It is true that Willy has always exaggerated events and details to become "well-liked"; however, 

up until the affair, Willy had not sacrificed his principles or betrayed his family. Willy blames 

his behavior on loneliness, but it is the result of his need for attention. The affair is a betrayal of 

Linda and the boys, who center their lives on him. Once he cheats on Linda, Willy denigrates 

himself, and this diminution of his character is unrecoverable. 

A selective process governs Willy's habit of denying the present in favor of a more satisfactory 

past. Willy does not randomly choose memories, nor does he allow himself to remember 

everything. For example, during Scene 5, Willy becomes defensive when questioned by Bernard. 

He reacts in this manner because Bernard triggers memories of the affair. Willy knows he was 

unfaithful to Linda, but he has successfully pushed that memory to the back of his mind because 

of the guilt associated with it. Bernard's question brings the affair to the front of Willy's mind, 

and he can no longer selectively forget it. 

During Scene 9, Willy desperately sorts through memories of Biff's childhood in order to explain 

to himself why Biff failed with Oliver. He cannot understand why Biff let his last opportunity for 

success pass him by. It is only when Biff reveals his reason for going to see Oliver that Willy 

finally understands: "Why did I go? Why did I go? Look at you! Look at what's become of you!" 

Biff went to see Oliver to please his father and to prevent Willy from suffering a complete 



mental breakdown. Biff fails with Oliver, just as he did in high school, and Willy is to blame for 

failures of both the past and present. Even though Biff still wants to satisfy Willy, he cannot 

because his esteem for his father has been irreparably damaged by knowledge of the affair. 

During Scene 10, once Biff discovers that his father is not perfect, and even worse, that he is a 

traitor to his mother, Biff loses all respect for Willy. He realizes that everything Willy said to 

him means nothing. The affair negates all of Willy's tales of greatness that have motivated Biff 

up to this point. Why should he attend summer school or hold a steady job? Need for his father's 

approval no longer guides his actions. As a result, Willy is responsible for Biff's downward 

spiral. Biff did not attend summer school or graduate because of Willy's perfidy. Now he is 

incapable of achieving success because he possesses no faith in his father or himself. 

Glossary 

self-centered occupied or concerned only with one's own affairs; egocentric; selfish. 

ruin to deprive (a woman) of chastity. 

chippie [Slang] a promiscuous young woman or a prostitute. 

 

 

Summary and Analysis Act II: Scene 11  

Summary 

Scene 11 takes place at home. Linda is furious with the boys because they left Willy at the 

restaurant. She orders them out of the house. Happy attempts to give her flowers, but she knocks 

them to the floor and then orders him to clean it up. Biff insists on talking with Willy, but Linda 

forbids him. Willy is outside planting his garden. 

Analysis 

Scene 11 parallels Act I, Scene 10. Linda is no longer submissive and cowed. Willy intimidates 

and criticizes her into silence throughout much of the play; however, when Willy is absent, 

Linda becomes outspoken, especially when defending Willy to their sons. At this point, Linda 

also realizes that all is lost. Willy is defeated not only because he has lost his job, but also 

because there is no possibility of reconciliation with Biff. Linda knows that any interaction 

between Willy and Biff from this point on will only lead to confrontation, and this may 

ultimately lead to Willy's demise. As a result, she is harsh to Biff for several reasons. First, she is 

acting defensively to prevent further harm to Willy. Second, she feels betrayed by her own sons 

who promised to help her "save" Willy. Third, she is disturbed to see Willy's mental faculties so 



deteriorated that he attempts to plant a garden in the middle of the night. Last, she is desperate 

because she knows Willy's mental condition will not recover from this. All is lost. 

Glossary 

louse [Slang] a person regarded as mean, contemptible, etc. 

babble to make incoherent sounds, as a baby does; to prattle or talk too much or foolishly. 

 

Summary and Analysis Act II: Scene 12  

Summary 

Scene 12 begins in the backyard. Willy is measuring the dimensions of the garden and talking to 

himself. Ben enters and discusses Willy's plan to commit suicide. Ben cautions Willy that the 

insurance company might refuse to pay the life insurance policy. Willy imagines Biff's reaction 

to a grand funeral. Willy wants Biff to realize that his father was "known" and respected 

throughout New England. Ben warns him that Biff will consider him a coward. 

Analysis 

Willy openly discusses his plan to commit suicide in Scene 12. It is only natural that he confers 

with Ben because Ben will not reveal Willy's intentions, and he represents success. This is 

Willy's last opportunity to earn a substantial amount of money and acquire the respect of his 

older brother. In addition, Willy wants to make amends to Linda for betraying her. Leaving her 

financially stable will help alleviate the guilt that he bears, even though he still cannot admit his 

unfaithfulness. As a result, suicide serves as a means for Willy to deny his past, establish order 

and financial stability for his wife, and gain the respect of his idol. 

Willy's only hesitation is his uncertainty regarding Biff. Ben warns Willy that Biff will resent 

him, but Willy wants to believe, and therefore chooses to believe, that Biff will respect him for 

sacrificing his life. He is certain that Biff will finally forgive him for being unfaithful to Linda. 

However, Willy does not stop to consider that Biff resents him not only for the affair, but also for 

his dishonesty. Ben points out that Biff would see committing suicide in order to collect a life 

insurance policy as just another form of dishonesty. Willy fails to acknowledge this and refuses 

to believe that Biff could react negatively to his suicide. 

Willy's plan to commit suicide is ironic because Willy has been governed by his need for 

acceptance from an absent father. His plan will absent him from his own son and cause Biff to 

hate him. 

Glossary 



thunderstruck struck with amazement. 

ruddiness a red or reddish color or complexion. 

 

Summary and Analysis Act II: Scene 13  

Summary 

Biff informs Willy that he is leaving home forever, severing all ties with the family. Willy 

refuses to shake Biff's hand and tells him to "rot in hell if you leave this house!" Willy accuses 

Biff of wasting his life out of spite. Biff confronts Willy with the rubber hose and tells him he 

will not pity him if he commits suicide. Biff blames Willy for his inability to keep a steady job. 

According to Biff, the Lomans have not ever been truthful with one another or themselves. Biff 

is tired of fighting and blaming Willy for his own lack of success. Biff says that he and Willy are 

nothing but ordinary people who could easily be replaced by others. He and his father argue, and, 

when Biff breaks down and cries, holding onto Willy, Willy is amazed and "elevated" at Biff's 

love for him. 

Analysis 

Scene 13 provides the final break between Willy and Biff. Both men struggle with their emotions 

and their inability to reconcile. Biff realizes in Scene 8 that he has been reinventing facts just like 

Willy. His realization is significant because once he verbalizes it to Willy, Linda, and Happy 

during Scene 13 he separates himself from them. Biff refuses to participate in the charade any 

longer. He chooses to accept himself on his own terms, not the way Willy imagines or desires 

him to be. His choice alienates him from Linda and Happy who are committed to maintaining 

Willy's fantasies at all costs. Biff is able to see beyond their shortsightedness because he realizes 

that denying reality is more dangerous and costly in the long run. This is exactly the trap Willy is 

caught in. 

For Willy to admit that he is "a dime a dozen" is too painful. Such an admission would force him 

to openly contradict every grand story he has ever told or is planning to tell. Willy cannot 

deprive himself of his dreams by admitting he is only average. Even though he knows that he has 

failed his family, he cannot acknowledge such failure openly; instead, only Ben can share in this 

revelation. As a result, it is not surprising that Willy responds so dramatically to Biff's claim that 

their lives have been based on deception. To condemn Willy's fantasies is to threaten Willy's 

existence. Biff levels the final blow when he confronts Willy with the rubber hose. Not only does 

Biff force Willy to recognize the hose and his suicidal intention, but in so doing, Biff destroys 

Willy's dream that his suicide will redeem him. 

Glossary 



spite a mean or evil feeling toward another, characterized by the inclination to hurt, humiliate, 

annoy, frustrate, and so on; ill will; malice. 

blow [Informal] to brag; boast. 

contemptuous full of contempt; scornful or disdainful. 

dime a dozen an expression used to imply that something is available in large quantities. The 

fact that the item is not rare suggests that it is not of great value. 

mutt a mixed-breed dog; an insult if applied to an individual. 

 

Summary and Analysis Act II: Scene 14  

Summary 

Willy is overwhelmed by Biff's reaction at the end of Scene 13. He is amazed that Biff cares for 

him. Everyone goes to bed, but Willy lingers because Ben has reappeared. Ben reminds him of 

the $20,000 insurance policy. Willy is convinced that Biff will respect him even more if he 

commits suicide in order to gain the policy. Willy drives away. 

Linda, Biff, Happy, Charley, and Bernard gather together at Willy's grave. 

Analysis 

Willy finally achieves a sense of peace and order in Scene 14 because he knows Biff loves him. 

He is overwhelmed by the fact that his estranged son wept for him. For the first time in the play, 

Willy has received the attention and respect that he desires. But, even though Biff cries to his 

father because he can no longer pretend, Willy still tries to manipulate reality. Biff's reaction 

gives Willy the order he has been seeking, but it also compels him to create an even more 

desirable future. Willy believes he has been given another opportunity to achieve success now 

that he is reconciled to Biff. He can make Biff love him even more by taking charge of the future 

and leaving him the insurance money. 

It is symbolic that Ben convinces Willy to commit suicide. Ben transforms suicide into a final, 

brief opportunity that must be seized. In the immediacy of the situation, fearing he will lose this 

chance and fail yet again, Willy denies his own son's statement, "There'll be no pity for you, you 

hear it? No pity!" 

 

 



Summary and Analysis Act II: Requiem  

Summary 

The requiem takes place at Willy's grave. Linda does not understand why none of the people 

Willy knew bothered to come to the funeral. Happy is angry that Willy committed suicide, while 

Biff says that Willy "didn't know who he was." Charley tells them that a salesman's life depends 

upon dreams. Happy is determined to fulfill Willy's dreams, but Biff plans to leave Brooklyn. 

Linda tells Willy that she keeps waiting for him to come home. She does not understand why he 

killed himself because of money. According to Linda, they are finally debt-free. 

Analysis 

It is important to note that Miller begins and ends the play with Linda. The nervous anxiety that 

Linda feels when calling out for Willy in Act I, Scene 1 parallels the disquieting grief 

demonstrated at the end when she calls out to him again. 

Willy has contradicted his own intentions. Rather than illustrate the fact that he was "well-liked," 

his unimpressive funeral demonstrates his mediocrity. It is significant that Charley defends 

Willy's suicide since Willy always felt jealous and threatened by Charley. Charley is Willy's only 

true friend in the play, and he recognizes Willy's need for acknowledgment and appreciation. Just 

as he bailed Willy out when he needed money, so Charley bails him out when no one else 

understands his suicide. 

with Charley's assistance, Willy's suicide cannot be justified because it defies his own intentions. 

Willy believes his suicide will resolve the disorder in his life by assuaging any pain he caused 

Linda, winning Biff's respect, and demonstrating his popularity as a salesman and individual. In 

reality, he denies Linda a debt-free husband, Biff a reconciled father, and Happy an improved 

role model. Thus Willy's refusal to accept life on its own terms results in nothing but disorder 

and fragmentation for those he loves most. 

Glossary 

requiem a Mass for one or more deceased persons; any musical service, hymn, or dirge for the 

dead. 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 


