“Death of a Salesman” Pre-Reading Assignment

Some of the themes that we will be encountering when we read “Death of a Salesman” include:

· Individual Dignity 

· The American Dream

· The Tragic Hero 

· Identity Crisis

· Fantasizing the Truth 

· Nature vs. The City

· Unrealistic Expectations 

· Mortality vs. Immortality

· Meaning and Importance of Family

The FOCUS of this activity will be Family Relationships

· -how members of one family deal with disappointment in each other,

· -how misunderstanding generates separation,

· -how insights into others generate understanding and acceptance.

Intro:

Describe the kind of relationship you have with one of your parents or a close adult. (2-3 paragraphs)

Exploring Relationships in Poetry:

Read ALL of the following poems, choose two to study.  For the two that you select, respond to the discussion questions that follow.

THE SECRET HEART

by R. Tristam Coffin

Across the years he could recall

His father one way best of all.

In the stillest hour of night

The boy awakened to a light.

Half in dreams, he saw his sire

With his great hands full of fire.

The man had struck a match to see

If his son slept peacefully.

He held his palms each side the spark

His love had kindled in the dark.

His two hands were curved apart

In the semblance of a heart.

He wore, it seemed to his small son,

A bare heart on his hidden one,

A heart that gave out such a glow

No son awake could bear to know.

It showed a look upon a face

Too tender for the day to trace.

One instant, it lit all about,

And then the secret heart went out.

But it shone long enought for one

To know that hands held up the sun .

Discussion Questions: What is your favorite passage? Why? What words does the speaker use to describe the boy? the father? What might be the significance of the incident in the boy's life? ie. why do you think it made a lasting impression?

FIRST LESSON 

by Phyllis McGinley

The thing to remember about fathers is, they're men.

A girl has to keep it in mind.

They are dragon-seekers, bent on improbable rescues.

Scratch any father, you find

Someone chock-ful of qualms and romantic terrors,

Believing change is a threat--

Like your first shoes with heels on, like your first bicycle

It took such months to get.

Walk in strange woods, they warn you about the snakes there.

Climb, and they fear you'll fall.

Books, angular boys, or swimming in deep water--

Fathers mistrust them all.

Men are worriers. It is difficult for them

To learn what they must learn;

How you have a journey to take and very likely,

For a while, will not return.

Discussion Questions: What is your favorite passage? Why? What words does the speaker use to describe her father? men in general? Who has learned the first lesson: father or daughter?

MOTHER TO SON 

by Langston Hughes

Well, son, I'll tell you:

Life for me ain't been no crystal stair.

It's had tacks in it,

And splinters,

And boards torn up,

And places with no carpet on the floor-

Bare.

But all the time

I'se been a-climbin' on,

And reachin' landin's,

And turnin' corners,

And sometimes goin' in the dark

Where there ain't been no light.

So boy, don't you turn back.

Don't you set down on the steps

'Cause you finds it's kinder hard.

Don't you fall now--

For I'se still goin',honey,

I'se still climbin',

And life for me ain't been no crystal stair.

Discussion Questions: What is your favorite passage? Why? Based on what the mother says to her son, what kind of a life has she had? What message is she offering her son?

TAUGHT ME PURPLE 

by Evelyn Tooley Hunt

My mother taught me purple

Although she never wore it.

Wash-gray was her circle,

The tenement her orbit.

My mother taught me golden

And held me up to see it,

Above the broken molding,

Beyond the filthy street.

My mother reached for beauty

And for its lack she died,

Who knew so much of duty

She could not teach me pride.

Discussion Questions: What is your favorite passage? Why? What words does the speaker use to describe her mother? What values does the speaker mention?

MY PAPA'S WALTZ

by Theodore Roethke

The whisky on your breath

Could make a small boy dizzy;

But I hung on like death:

Such waltzing was not easy.

We romped until the pans

Slid from the kitchen shelf;

My mother's countenance

Could not unfrown itself.

The hand that held my wrist

Was battered on one knuckle;

At every step you missed

My right ear scraped a buckle.

You beat time on my head

With a palm caked hard by dirt,

Then waltzed me off to bed

Still clinging to your shirt.

Discussion Questions: What is your favorite passage? Why? What words does the speaker use to describe his father? What do you think the speaker was feeling as a boy? As he retells the incident?

DO NOT GO GENTLE 

by Dylan Thomas

Do not go gentle into that good night,

Old age should burn and rave at close of day,

Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

Though wise men at their end know dark is right,

Because their words had forked no lightening they

Do not go gentle into that good night.

Good men, the last wave by, crying how bright

Their frail deeds might have danced in a green bay,

Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

Wild men who caught and sang the sun in flight,

And learn, too late, they grieved it on its way,

Do not go gentle into that good night.

Grave men, near death, who see with blinding sight,

Blind eyes could blaze like meteors and be gay,

Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

And you, my father, there on the sad height,

Curse, bless, me now with your fierce tears, I pray.

Do not go gentle into that good night.

Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

Group Discussion Questions: What is your favorite passage? Why? What words does the speaker use to describe his father? death? Do you agree with the speaker's advice? Why?

THOSE WINTER SUNDAYS 

by Robert Hayden

Sundays too my father got up early

and put his clothes on in the blueblack cold,

then with cracked hands that ached

from labor in the weekday weather made

banked fires blaze. No one ever thanked him.

I'd wake and hear the cold splintering, breaking.

When the rooms were warm, he'd call,

and slowly I would rise and dress,

fearing the chronic angers of that house,

Speaking indifferently to him,

who had driven out the cold

and polished my good shoes as well.

What did I know, what did I know

of love's austere and lonely offices?

Discussion Questions: What is your favorite passage? Why? What words does the speaker use to describe his father? What is the speaker confessing? What tribute does he pay to his father?

Now that you have discussed the poem, reread your first response about your relationship with a parent. Write how the situation in the poems that you’ve selected is similar to or different from your own life. (2-3 paragraphs)

