UNIT 2

The Characters 

Willy Loman

An ageing Salesman. As his career dwindles, he suffers from anxiety and depression due to the deterioration of his relationship with Biff, his eldest son, and due to the fact that he had an extra marital affair with another woman. As the play proceeds, Willy fails to differentiate between the present and the memories of his past. 
Linda Loman
Willy's wife. She is Willy's rock and has accepted the challenge of unifying the family. She defends Willy to the hilt, even if this means that she effectively justifies his fantasies and ignores his suicidal behavior .     

Biff Loman
Willy and Linda's eldest son. Estranged from Willy for 15 years, and in the meantime, he has not held down a regular job. He is the only member of the family who knows about Willy's relationship with his mistress.  Because of this he hates his father deeply. 
Happy Loman
The family's youngest son and a philandering womaniser. He has work, but overstates his status and rank. 
Uncle Ben
Willy's elder brother. He earned a fortune in the jungles of Africa when he was 21 years of age. Once, he offered work for Willy in Alaska. In the play, Ben only ever appears in Willy's dreams and fantasies.

Charley
A life long friend of the Loman family. Charley loans money on a weekly basis to Willy and frequently offers him a job. Even though Charley is a genuine friend, Willy is jealous of him. Within the play, he appears in the present as well as in some of Willy's fantasies and dreams. 
Bernard
Charley's son. He is responsible for helping Biff with his school work by giving him answers ; he also assisted him with his revision work so that Biff would get good grades in his examinations, even though Willy a Biff would chastise him. By this time, he's a very successful lawyer. He also appears in the present as well as in some of Willy's fantasies and dreams.
The Woman
Willy's mistress who had a relationship with him in Boston some years earlier. Biff saw her coming out of the bathroom while he was visiting Willy. She appears only in Willy's dreams and fantasies, but as the play develops, Willy finds it increasingly difficult to differentiate between his memories of the other woman and his memories of Linda.

Howard Wagner
Willy's current boss. He was responsible for ending Willy's regular income salary and put him on a commission only salary. Later in the play, he is also responsible for making Willy redundant. A hardhearted businessman, Howard has no special treatment for Willy even though Willy worked for his father and named him as a child. 
Jenny
Charley's secretary.

Stanley
A waiter.

Miss Forsythe and Letta
Two young prostitutes.

When Miller began to write “Death of a Salesman”, his intention was to produce a play that broke new boundaries : a play where one could see the present and the past hand in hand together. He set his play inside the head of a person to see how events would develop. The original title for the play that Miller choose was “The Inside of his Head” - this explains the structure of the play, because Miller's intentions were to present the present and the past running concurrently. 
Task 1  

It is important to realise and comprehend the scenes that appear in the past and those scenes that appear inside Willy's head. 

As you read these scenes, make a note of what happens in the play

           before the flashback. What prompts Willy to behave in this way? It

           might be a name or an image that causes him to react in this way. 

How does his behaviour effect the remaining characters?

How does Miller return to the present?


What kind of effect does this have on Willy?

As you research the above questions, it becomes obvious that Willy is acting out what he himself wants to hear and remember rather than the actual truth. 
Look again at the following scene – Page 144 Arthur Miller : Plays One.

 “ Where’d you go this time Dad?” (Biff)  as far as the bottom of page 145.

Look at Willy's character. How would an actor use his voice effectively to portray this scene? 

Consider the following ; 


The tone of his voice

Emphasis of specific phrases

The strength of his voice

The pauses

The highlights

The tempo of his voice
You could experiment a little by using these two long pieces if you choose. On Page 145 “He said ‘Morning!....'”  where Willy is obviously enjoying telling everyone about his business trip with the boys, and Page 145 “You and Hap and I….”. 

(SEE PUPIL LEAFLET 9 FOR EXAMPLE)

Indicate where you would add pauses, emphasize certain words, change tempo, change tone and add climaxes within these sections. 
Then proceed (in groups of 3) to play the scene, remembering to emphasize the following :

The voices of the characters

Tempo – the timing of the piece

The interaction between the characters – distance and closeness

            of proximity / focus of eyes 

The movement – gestures, posture, gait, facial expressions. 
(SEE PUPIL LEAFLET 10)

After you have rehearsed and played the piece, discuss the following : 


In your estimation, what happens to Willy?


What are Willy's fears ?


Why does he behave like this?

Task 2
Now take a look at another scene where the mood is totally different. Page 214 – “Did you plant, dear?”  to the end of Page 216 – “And I’m through with it !”.
How would an actor portraying Willy be able to vary his voice in this scene?

Consider the following  : 


The tone of his voice

The pitch and intonation of his voice

The tempo of his voice

The pauses

Any climaxes
(SEE PUPIL LEAFLET 9 AGAIN) 

Remember that the mood of this scene is completely different to the previous scene. Willy is full of frustration, unable to make sense of the truth let alone face up to reality when Biff confronts him with the rubber tube. 
You could play this scene (in groups) remembering that Biff, Willy and Linda are central to the action of the scene. The tensions are high and the mood and atmosphere is electric.

Try to experiment with : 


Space

The interaction

The distance and intimacy between the characters

The relationship of the characters with the set, the props and

            Stage furniture. 
As you rehearse this scene, try to consider where and when the tensions would be at their highest.
You could also exchange roles so that you may portray different characters. If you are evaluating each other’s work, then consider the following ;


The actor's interpretation of the scene 

The actor's voice

The actor's movement

The interaction

The strength to grasp the audiences' attention 
 You could also set yourselves some targets. 

(SEE PUPIL LEAFLET 11)

Individual Characters   

Miller gives to each character in his play a depth of background, even Stanley the waiter. They each have their motivation, their aims and their obstacles in each scene. 
Task 3
Look at a specific scene, for example the first scene between Linda and Willy, and ask the following questions : 


What does Willy want from Linda?


What is he hoping to achieve in this scene?


What prevents Willy from achieving these things? 

How would the above affect your portrayal of the character, keeping this information in mind? In order to enrich your portrayal, you may refer to a period in your personal life when you had a strong motivation. 
(YOU COULD USE PUPIL LEAFLET 12)
For example, you are returning home after receiving some poor results in a test or an important examination. You have failed this test or examination several times previously and this restricts you from moving ahead in your career (you may be studying to be a surgeon, a dentist or a vet).  You are very disappointed, extremely tired and depressed. A member of your family attempts to lift your spirits, but this proves unsuccessful. You can use the Hot Seat exercise to develop your character. 
In pairs :- 

Consider how you would like the audience to feel as they view the scene?


What kind of mood is there in this scene?


What is their motivation?


Creating some improvisational situations would aid your

            appreciation of the characters. 

For example, improvise a scene between Biff (present) and Willy (present) discussing the father's desire to improve his son's future prospects. Can you think of a job that would be similar to Willy's in today's terms? What would a father aspire for his son in order for him to become affluent and rich? Also to be successful? And popular? And happy?

Willy's dreams are shattered, but he tries to live his dreams through his son's life.
Linda 

Linda is a complex. She appears to be under Willy's thumb and completely dominated by her husband. She refuses to even broach the subject of the rubber pipe that was hidden by Willy - a sign that her husband was contemplating suicide. In the dream sequences, she appears to be a careful, loving housewife, washing and darning stockings (although Willy buys his mistress stockings).  There are no indications at any point in the play that Linda is aware of any infidelity by her husband. She defends him vigorously in the face of her sons' criticism and she blames them because they do not admire and respect him as she does. Miller says of Linda..... 

“Of course she’s a woman of that particular era….. She sees her function as serving as a silent, behind-the-scenes controller. It’s very important to understand that Linda is aware of the real story from the moment the curtain goes up. She knows Willy is suicidal, and when you’re living with a suicidal person, you tread very carefully…….On the other hand, when Linda’s alone with her sons, we can see the power of her feelings……. I regard Linda as very admirable”
When Willy returns home from work, Linda pulls off his shoes, and when he leaves the house, she reminds him to take his handkerchief, his spectacles and reminds him to be careful on the subway.
Look at the scene where Linda talks to Biff on Page 161 -  “ you can’t just come to see me………” down to  “but…”.

What advice would you give to the actor that portrays Linda in this scene? To begin with, take note of her voice, then her movement, her gestures and finally her posture. You could also consider and study Linda's scene on Page 165 of the play. 

Happy a Biff
The names imply that they are nicknames - these were names of heroic characters in strip cartoons that would have appeared in the newspapers of 1930s America. The names symbolize heroic attitudes and lofty values in a person, but they are cartoon values. Happy attempts to hoodwink his father and gain his attention by repeatedly stating how popular and successful he is, but deep down he is a womanizer. Like his father, he is a liar and a cheat. He doesn’t understand his father's shame and sorrow, neither does he want to help him. Biff, like his brother, is also unstable and uses women on his terms. As a young boy, he was a football idol, the captain of the team and an extremely popular figure. He blindly expected that success would follow quite easily, but he was to be disappointed. However, the biggest disappointment he endured was realising his father's infidelity. Biff loves and respects his mother, therefore he can never forgive Willy for deceiving her. 

But he too is a cheat. He cheats in his examinations, he steals a football and Willy encourages Biff to steal some materials from a nearby building store. He is jailed for stealing a suit and for stealing Bill Oliver's pen.

(SEE PUPIL LEAFLET 12A)

He left home to work on a farm, but the real reason behind him leaving was his desire to disassociate himself from his father. An actor who portrays Biff should understand his character development throughout the play. Biff changes from being lost to being far more responsible. Both brothers are drifters, lost figures  - but Biff has lost far more self-esteem than his brother and is far more uncertain. 

Make a list of the differences and similarities between both characters. You could study the first scene between them (in Act 1 in the bedroom) in order to comprehend their relationship somewhat and to understand the nature of the brothers' characters. 
         Biff                                                                                      Happy
Make a list of quotations that underline their fears and insecurities : 

Task 1
Look now at the scene from the past on pages 143 to 145, and note how their gestures, their posture and their voices are different to the elder Biff and Happy.

You could use exercises such as the Hot Seat in order to interview the younger and elder Biff and Happy and then build up a greater understanding of their characters. 
Improvisational Task
You could create a scene in an office between Biff or Happy and a psychologist asking questions such as :

1)
What is the first recollection you have of your childhood?

2)
Were you happy when you were growing up? Why? 
3)
What were your fears while growing up? Why?
4)
Do you recall a funny occasion sometime in your childhood?
5)
Did you love your father?

6)
What is the nature of your relationship with your father today?

7)
Do you admire your father?

8)
Do you have any dreams?

9)
What kind of relationship do you have with your brother?

10)
Why does your father want to commit suicide and how does this

            make you feel?

You could also add some of your own questions.

Willy Loman

A common everyday man - (Loman) - and that is his appeal. We can all empathise with him.  He makes a series of mistakes and wrong decisions and can be cruel to those who love him most. 
On other occasions, he is heroic and fearless and a martyr to his family. This multi-faceted combination makes him a most interesting and appealing character. He is able to touch us with his emotions – on occasions he can also make us furious, but subsequently he can bring a tear to our eye. He is an uneven figure - an amalgam of ideals and virtues like any other human being. In fact, he is a microcosm of human nature.
Task 1 (SEE PUPIL LEAFLETS 13 AND 14)
Look at the scene when Willy confesses his fears to Linda, his wife. He realises that his co-workers make fun of him. Notice how Linda tries to encourage and support him : 

Page 148 – Willy “Oh! I’ll knock ‘em dead next week….”
Page 149 – Linda “ The handsomest….”
What advice would you give to both actors in this scene? Consider the blocking, the movement of the characters, their gestures and posture. The voice is also fundamental in capturing the emotion and tension within the scene. You will need to experiment with the piece before deciding on levels, tone, pitch and intonation and the tempo of the voice at different times. Also you should consider any pauses and emphasis given to specific words.
However, even though Linda is extremely supportive of her husband,  he has affairs with other women.  His justification for behaving this way is his loneliness - but the simple truth is he cannot communicate with his family. It is difficult to empathise with Willy in these scenes. 
Page 150  “Me? You didn’t make me Willy………….”  to “Oh…….Willy”. 
Task 2 (SEE PUPIL LEAFLETS 15 AND 16)
You can experiment with your own ideas on staging these scenes. Discuss your ideas regarding : 

a)
the characters' costumes
b)
the onstage location of the scene and the kind of set used,

            remembering that there should be slick scene changes from one

            location to another 
c)
lighting the scene

ch)     the use of props
Task 3
Willy searches and searches for success and implores Bernard and Ben as to how to achieve it. Look at Page 184 and read Willy's monologue
“Look at this boy…” until “but it’s there…..”  

(SEE PUPIL LEAFLET 17)

Divide the scene into four parts, and then work your way through each part - giving careful consideration to the use of the voice - and add any necessary pauses. Then, underline any words that you would emphasise and experiment with different voice levels. 

Present the scene quietly and slowly, in a dreamy style

Present the scene loudly and quickly, full of energy and

            excitement

Present the scene using a combination of both the above elements

Which interpretation do you think was the most successful?
            You may ask a member of the class to listen to your rendition and

            to give their advice on your interpretations. 
Task 4  (SEE PUPIL LEAFLETS 18 AND 19)
Make a list of all Willy's aspirations : the things he longs for and the things he wants to achieve. Choose some quotations to support your decision. Once you have completed your list, can you empathise with these ideals and aspirations? 


What are your dreams and aspirations?


What kind of family life do you hope to have in the future?


Is money important in your life? You may discuss this in groups.
Study Pupil Leaflet 20 and proceed with your research.

(SEE PUPIL LEAFLET 20)

