Miller Activity: Key Words in Death of a Salesman?

Introduction.

Thanks to Iowa State University (=ISU), there is a concordance to Death of A Salesman (as well as to two other plays studied on this unit). Concordances were originally laboriously compiled paper listings of word frequency and word distribution in texts. See, for example, the Analytical Concordance to the Holy Bible, ed. Robert Young, dating from 1939, which you can find an online version of at http://www.archive.org/details/analyticalconcor00younuoft
This is now somewhat dated and is 1090 pages in length. It is therefore not very easy to use - though it can still be useful for checking biblical references in literary works - and is much more efficient than flicking theough the Old and New Testaments. In recent years, computerised concordance tools have been developed – an obvious application of this kind of technology and a clear improvement over the paper versions in terms of ease of use and the flexibility to design your own searches. These digital concordances not only give you the word distribution and frequency, but allow you to go with ease to the context in which the words were used for each occurrence.

Generally, this kind of automatic searching technique has not been adopted widely by most literary critics (either in training as you are or professionals), though some specialised kinds of critics, linguists and stylisticians do make extensive use of this kind of tool. For some critics, computerised concordances are tools to prove hypotheses about texts in an almost scientific manner - enabling them to produce ‘empirical’ data to see if their case is correct. You might not want to use these tools in quite that spirit - but they are a powerful and ready way of testing further whether an idea you have about how language is used in a play is supported. This is something which critics anyway have to do (if you have an idea that brand names are important in Death of A Salesman, then you need to locate examples in the text to see how and how often they are in fact used). A computerised way of doing this is likely to be quicker and more systematic.

At its best, such a method may reveal things about the text which would be difficult to discover simply by flicking though the pages . . . At worst, it is likely to give you a range of interesting examples in a text of a particular topic or use of language (unless you draw a complete blank in which case your hypothesis is probably less promising than you thought). Having gathered the examples / data, you can still carry out interpretation in a more usual literary critical manner. 

Now go to the The Iowa State University site concordances site:

http://www.public.iastate.edu/~spires/concord.html
The concordance for Norma Marshall’s play ‘night, Mother has sample searches and then the critical essays resulting from them written by a postgraduate student called Maria Bernardy as her M.A. dissertation. To look at this material click on ‘night, Mother and then on Sample uses of this database. The ‘food words’ search and the resulting essay are an interesting model of how to frame a relevant question of your own and then of how this might help you to  develop an original critical argument.

We will take you through a sample search of Death of a Salesman so that you can see how the method might work. We suggest that you then frame your own search and see if you can come up with significant results.

SAMPLE SEARCH. We’ve decided to follow up our brand name hunch. First we click on the ISU Concordances link provided above. Then on the Death of A Salesman link. Now we can scroll down the alphabetical list of words looking for brand names. There are certainly a number of occurences: CHEVROLET (2), CHEVVY (4), HASTINGS (1), GENERAL ELECTRIC (1) SIMONIZE 
(1), SIMONIZING? (4)??, STUDEBAKER (2). We might, perhaps, have expected more. Nevertheless, it is now worth looking at how these words are used to see if there is any pattern - to see, in short, if we can develop our hunch about brand names into a critical idea. By clicking on the complete word, speaker and phrase list (under Searching the Play), we enter a complete text of the play which can be searched for specific words using the FIND command under the browser’s EDIT menu. Having completed these searches, we can also click on VIEW COMPLETE ACTING DIALOGUE, which gives us a more readable version of the texts surrounding our search words (This is more complicated to describe than to use: I would recommend playing around with the buttons - all quite quickly becomes clear!). We can now see who uses these brand names and how. A search for CHEVROLET / CHEVVY gives us six uses, all by Willy. In each case he uses the brand name to assert the absolute dependability of this kind of car:

‘the dealer refused to believe there was eighty thousand miles on it’

‘Chevrolet, Linda, is the greatest car ever built’

When we get to the references to STUDEBAKER and the HASTINGS fridge, we find that these names are used very differently - but are still strongly associated with Willy. These brands indicate products which Willy sees as utter disasters: the very names seem to guarantee failure, just as the magic word CHEVROLET or the affectionate nickname CHEVVY guarantee success:

‘That Goddam Studebaker!’

‘Whoever heard of a Hastings refrigerator? . . . the refrigerator consumes belts like a goddam maniac!’

Opposed to these names of ill-omen is another ‘magic’ name which bestows eternal life on machines (at least!):

‘I told you we should’ve bought a well-advertised machine. Charley bought a General Electric and it’s twenty years old and it’s still good’.

FROM THE EXAMPLES / DATA COMES A CRITICAL IDEA
Even from this small sample of the data collected through the concordance, we can begin to construct a critical interpretation and argument. This use of brand names tells us much about Willy’s view of the world: a name is everything, that is to say a good name. If machines - or men? - have that, then it will always act as their guarantee: its power can never wear out. What Willy seems to have no sense of is exhaustion, of time having inevitable effects, of names which once had one meaing changing their meaning over time and losing their value. Just after the conversation about the General Electric and the Hastings, Willy asserts the permanence of the Loman house: ‘there ain’t a crack to be found in it anymore’. Against his sense of absolute permanency, Linda, however, sets a context of adequacy for a limited period: ‘Well, it seved its purpose’. Under the conditions of American capitalism (or, and perhaps quite differently, given the inherent mutablity of life itself), which sense of the relationship between time and value is likely to be more realistic? Perhaps Willy’s implicit theory of language is entirely and inappropriately based on an advertiser’s notion of brand names? Brand names function to convince consumers that a name (proper noun) itself provides an absolute promise that their needs will be satisfied (no Chevvy has ever broken down, in Willy’s mind). How reliable an idea of language in general is this, we might ask. Do words always deliver their meaning so absolutely?
This initial idea suggested to us some further ideas which we might pursue either through the usual kind of textual analysis or through making use of the concordance again. For example, perhaps it would be worth looking at the play’s (or Willy’s) sense of TIME. Or perhaps we could explore further Willy’s sense of the absolute trustworthiness of language and names. Just a quick search of the alphabetical word list in the play lists 13 uses of the word NAME and 3 of the verb form NAMED; there are 5 uses of the word WORD and 2 of WORDS. Is this perhaps significant? Is the nature of LANGUAGE itself (or language as used in American consumer culture?) something the play is interested in? You can explore this if you are interested . . .

Equally, you may have your own starting point: something you have observed about the play’s language or thematic obsessions. Try searching and see what you find and what you can make out of your findings . . .

More Follow Up Activities

ISU also offers concordances for:

Ibsen’s A Doll’s House

and

Sean O’Casey’s Juno and the Paycock.

If you have found using a concordance a fruitful approach you could see what it might help you to discover about these plays.

� I happened to remember reading in a note to an edition of the play that this verb was derived from a brand name! The OED gives the following definition, citing 1934 as the first use. All the examples it gives (which include the use of the verb in Death of a Salesman) are from the US.


Definition:


simonize, v.


trans. To polish by the application of Simoniz. Also transf. and fig. So � INCLUDEPICTURE "http://dictionary.oed.com/graphics/parser/gifs/mbb/sm.gif" \* MERGEFORMATINET ���simonizing vbl. n.; hence � INCLUDEPICTURE "http://dictionary.oed.com/graphics/parser/gifs/mbb/sm.gif" \* MERGEFORMATINET ���simonized ppl. a.


1934 Amer. Speech IX. 114/1 The work on the car may include..vulcanizing tire cuts, and simonizing.
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