


Emily Dickinson

Emily Elizabeth Dickinson (December 10, 1830 –May
15, 1886) was an American poet. Dickinson was born
in Amherst, Massachusetts. Although part of a promi-
nent family with strong ties to its community, Dickinson
lived much of her life highly introverted. After studying
at the Amherst Academy for seven years in her youth,
she briefly attended the Mount Holyoke Female Semi-
nary before returning to her family’s house in Amherst.
Considered an eccentric by locals, she developed a noted
penchant for white clothing and became known for her
reluctance to greet guests or, later in life, to even leave
her bedroom. Dickinson never married, and most friend-
ships between her and others depended entirely upon cor-
respondence.
While Dickinson was a prolific private poet, fewer than a
dozen of her nearly 1,800 poems were published during
her lifetime.[2] The work that was published during her
lifetime was usually altered significantly by the publish-
ers to fit the conventional poetic rules of the time. Dick-
inson’s poems are unique for the era in which she wrote;
they contain short lines, typically lack titles, and often use
slant rhyme as well as unconventional capitalization and
punctuation.[3] Many of her poems deal with themes of
death and immortality, two recurring topics in letters to
her friends.
Although Dickinson’s acquaintances were most likely
aware of her writing, it was not until after her death in
1886 — when Lavinia, Dickinson’s younger sister, dis-
covered her cache of poems — that the breadth of her
work became apparent to the public. Her first collec-
tion of poetry was published in 1890 by personal acquain-
tances Thomas Wentworth Higginson and Mabel Loomis
Todd, though both heavily edited the content. A com-
plete, and mostly unaltered, collection of her poetry be-
came available for the first time when scholar Thomas
H. Johnson published The Poems of Emily Dickinson in
1955. Despite some unfavorable reception and skepti-
cism over the late 19th and early 20th centuries regarding
her literary prowess, Dickinson is now almost universally
considered to be one of the most significant of all Amer-
ican poets.[4][5]

1 Life

1.1 Family and early childhood

Emily Elizabeth Dickinson was born at the family’s
homestead in Amherst, Massachusetts, on December 10,

The Dickinson children (Emily on the left), ca. 1840. From the
Dickinson Room at Houghton Library, Harvard University.

1830, into a prominent, but not wealthy, family.[6] Two
hundred years earlier, her patrilineal ancestors had ar-
rived in the New World—in the Puritan Great Migra-
tion—where they prospered.[7] Emily Dickinson’s pater-
nal grandfather, Samuel Dickinson, had almost single-
handedly founded Amherst College.[8] In 1813, he built
the homestead, a largemansion on the town’sMain Street,
that became the focus of Dickinson family life for the bet-
ter part of a century.[9] Samuel Dickinson’s eldest son,
Edward, was treasurer of Amherst College for nearly
forty years, served numerous terms as a State Legisla-
tor, and represented the Hampshire district in the United
States Congress. OnMay 6, 1828, hemarried Emily Nor-
cross from Monson. They had three children:

• William Austin (1829–1895), known as Austin,
Aust or Awe

• Emily Elizabeth

• Lavinia Norcross (1833–1899), known as Lavinia or
Vinnie[10]

By all accounts, young Emily was a well-behaved girl.
On an extended visit to Monson when she was two,
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Emily’s Aunt Lavinia described Emily as “perfectly well
& contented—She is a very good child & but little
trouble.”[11] Emily’s aunt also noted the girl’s affinity for
music and her particular talent for the piano, which she
called “the moosic".[12]

Dickinson attended primary school in a two-story build-
ing on Pleasant Street.[13] Her education was “ambitiously
classical for a Victorian girl”.[14] Her father wanted his
children well-educated and he followed their progress
even while away on business. When Emily was seven, he
wrote home, reminding his children to “keep school, and
learn, so as to tell me, when I come home, how many new
things you have learned”.[15]While Emily consistently de-
scribed her father in a warm manner, her correspondence
suggests that her mother was regularly cold and aloof.
In a letter to a confidante, Emily wrote she “always ran
Home to Awe [Austin] when a child, if anything befell
me. He was an awful Mother, but I liked him better than
none.”[16]

On September 7, 1840, Dickinson and her sister Lavinia
started together at Amherst Academy, a former boys’
school that had opened to female students just two years
earlier.[13] At about the same time, her father purchased a
house onNorth Pleasant Street.[17] Emily’s brother Austin
later described this large new home as the “mansion”
over which he and Emily presided as “lord and lady”
while their parents were absent.[18] The house overlooked
Amherst’s burial ground, described by one local minister
as treeless and “forbidding”.[17]

1.2 Teenage years

Dickinson spent seven years at the Academy, taking
classes in English and classical literature, Latin, botany,
geology, history, “mental philosophy,” and arithmetic.[20]
Daniel Taggart Fiske, the school’s principal at the time,
would later recall that Dickinson was “very bright” and
“an excellent scholar, of exemplary deportment, faithful
in all school duties”.[21] Although she had a few terms off
due to illness—the longest of which was in 1845–1846,
when she was enrolled for only eleven weeks[22]—she en-
joyed her strenuous studies, writing to a friend that the
Academy was “a very fine school”.[23]

Dickinson was troubled from a young age by the “deep-
ening menace” of death, especially the deaths of those
who were close to her. When Sophia Holland, her sec-
ond cousin and a close friend, grew ill from typhus and
died in April 1844, Emily was traumatized.[24] Recalling
the incident two years later, Emily wrote that “it seemed
to me I should die too if I could not be permitted to watch
over her or even look at her face.”[25] She became so
melancholic that her parents sent her to stay with fam-
ily in Boston to recover.[23] With her health and spirits
restored, she soon returned to Amherst Academy to con-
tinue her studies.[26] During this period, she first met peo-
ple who were to become lifelong friends and correspon-

dents, such as Abiah Root, Abby Wood, Jane Humphrey,
and Susan Huntington Gilbert (who later married Emily’s
brother Austin).
In 1845, a religious revival took place in Amherst, re-
sulting in 46 confessions of faith among Dickinson’s
peers.[27] Dickinson wrote to a friend the following year:
“I never enjoyed such perfect peace and happiness as the
short time in which I felt I had found my savior.”[28] She
went on to say that it was her “greatest pleasure to com-
mune alone with the great God& to feel that he would lis-
ten to my prayers.”[28] The experience did not last: Dick-
inson never made a formal declaration of faith and at-
tended services regularly for only a few years.[29] After
her church-going ended, about 1852, she wrote a poem
opening: “Some keep the Sabbath going to Church – / I
keep it, staying at Home”.[30]

During the last year of her stay at the Academy, Emily
became friendly with Leonard Humphrey, its popular
new young principal. After finishing her final term at
the Academy on August 10, 1847, Dickinson began at-
tending Mary Lyon's Mount Holyoke Female Seminary
(which later became Mount Holyoke College) in South
Hadley, about ten miles (16 km) from Amherst.[31] She
was at the seminary for only ten months. Although she
liked the girls at Holyoke, Dickinson made no lasting
friendships there.[32] The explanations for her brief stay
at Holyoke differ considerably: either she was in poor
health, her father wanted to have her at home, she rebelled
against the evangelical fervor present at the school, she
disliked the discipline-minded teachers, or she was sim-
ply homesick.[33] Whatever the specific reason for leav-
ing Holyoke, her brother Austin appeared on March 25,
1848, to “bring [her] home at all events”.[34] Back in
Amherst, Dickinson occupied her time with household
activities.[35] She took up baking for the family and en-
joyed attending local events and activities in the budding
college town.[36]

1.3 Early influences and writing

When she was eighteen, Dickinson’s family befriended a
young attorney by the name of Benjamin Franklin New-
ton. According to a letter written by Dickinson after
Newton’s death, he had been “with my Father two years,
before going to Worcester – in pursuing his studies, and
was much in our family.”[37] Although their relationship
was probably not romantic, Newton was a formative in-
fluence and would become the second in a series of older
men (after Humphrey) that Dickinson referred to, vari-
ously, as her tutor, preceptor or master.[38]

Newton likely introduced her to the writings of William
Wordsworth, and his gift to her of Ralph Waldo Emer-
son's first book of collected poems had a liberating effect.
She wrote later that he, “whose name my Father’s Law
Student taught me, has touched the secret Spring”.[39]
Newton held her in high regard, believing in and recog-
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1.4 Adulthood and seclusion 3

nizing her as a poet. When he was dying of tuberculosis,
he wrote to her, saying that he would like to live until
she achieved the greatness he foresaw.[39] Biographers be-
lieve that Dickinson’s statement of 1862—"When a little
Girl, I had a friend, who taught me Immortality – but ven-
turing too near, himself – he never returned”—refers to
Newton.[40]

Dickinson was familiar not only with the Bible but also
with contemporary popular literature.[41] She was proba-
bly influenced by Lydia Maria Child's Letters from New
York, another gift from Newton[24] (after reading it, she
gushed “This then is a book! And there are more of
them!"[24]). Her brother smuggled a copy of Henry
Wadsworth Longfellow's Kavanagh into the house for her
(because her father might disapprove)[42] and a friend lent
her Charlotte Brontë's Jane Eyre in late 1849.[43] Jane
Eyre's influence cannot be measured, but when Dickin-
son acquired her first and only dog, a Newfoundland, she
named him “Carlo” after the character St. John Rivers’
dog.[43] William Shakespeare was also a potent influence
in her life. Referring to his plays, she wrote to one friend
“Why clasp any hand but this?" and to another, “Why is
any other book needed?"[44]

1.4 Adulthood and seclusion

In early 1850, Dickinson wrote that “Amherst is alive
with fun this winter ... Oh, a very great town this is!"[35]
Her high spirits soon turned to melancholy after an-
other death. The Amherst Academy principal, Leonard
Humphrey, died suddenly of “brain congestion” at age
25.[45] Two years after his death, she revealed to her
friend Abiah Root the extent of her depression:

some of my friends are gone, and some of
my friends are sleeping – sleeping the church-
yard sleep – the hour of evening is sad – it was
once my study hour – my master has gone to
rest, and the open leaf of the book, and the
scholar at school alone, make the tears come,
and I cannot brush them away; I would not if
I could, for they are the only tribute I can pay
the departed Humphrey.[46]

During the 1850s, Emily’s strongest and most affection-
ate relationship was with her sister-in-law, Susan Gilbert.
Emily eventually sent her over three hundred letters, more
than to any other correspondent, over the course of their
friendship. Susan was supportive of the poet, playing the
role of “most beloved friend, influence, muse, and ad-
viser” whose editorial suggestions Dickinson sometimes
followed, Sue played a primary role in Emily’s creative
processes.”[47] Sue married Austin in 1856 after a four-
year courtship, though their marriage was not a happy
one. Edward Dickinson built a house for Austin and Sue
naming it the Evergreens, a stand of which was located on
the west side of the Homestead.[48] There is controversy

The Evergreens, built by Edward Dickinson, was the home of
Austin and Susan’s family

over how to view Emily’s friendship with Susan; accord-
ing to a point of view first promoted by Mabel Loomis
Todd, Austin’s longtime mistress, Emily’s missives typi-
cally dealt with demands for Sue’s affection and the fear
of unrequited admiration. Todd believed that because
Sue was often aloof and disagreeable, Emily was continu-
ally hurt by what was mostly a tempestuous friendship.[49]
However, the notion of a “cruel” Susan—as promoted by
her romantic rival—has been questioned, most especially
by Sue and Austin’s surviving children, with whom Emily
was close.[50]

Until 1855, Dickinson had not strayed far from Amherst.
That spring, accompanied by her mother and sister, she
took one of her longest and farthest trips away from
home.[51] First, they spent three weeks in Washington,
where her father was representing Massachusetts in
Congress. Then they went to Philadelphia for two
weeks to visit family. In Philadelphia, she met Charles
Wadsworth, a famous minister of the Arch Street Presby-
terian Church, with whom she forged a strong friendship
which lasted until his death in 1882.[52] Despite seeing
him only twice after 1855 (he moved to San Francisco
in 1862), she variously referred to him as “my Philadel-
phia”, “my Clergyman”, “my dearest earthly friend” and
“my Shepherd from 'Little Girl'hood”.[53]

From the mid-1850s, Emily’s mother became effectively
bedridden with various chronic illnesses until her death
in 1882.[55] Writing to a friend in summer 1858, Emily
said that she would visit if she could leave “home, or
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4 1 LIFE

In September 2012, the Amherst College Archives and Special
Collections unveiled this daguerreotype, proposing it to be Dick-
inson and her friend Kate Scott Turner (ca. 1859); it has not
been authenticated.[54]

mother. I do not go out at all, lest father will come and
miss me, or miss some little act, which I might forget,
should I run away – Mother is much as usual. I Know
not what to hope of her”.[56] As her mother continued
to decline, Dickinson’s domestic responsibilities weighed
more heavily upon her and she confined herself within the
Homestead. Forty years later, Lavinia stated that because
their mother was chronically ill, one of the daughters had
to remain always with her.[56] Emily took this role as her
own, and “finding the life with her books and nature so
congenial, continued to live it”.[56]

Withdrawing more and more from the outside world,
Emily began in the summer of 1858 what would be her
lasting legacy. Reviewing poems she had written previ-
ously, she began making clean copies of her work, as-
sembling carefully pieced-together manuscript books.[57]
The forty fascicles she created from 1858 through 1865
eventually held nearly eight hundred poems.[57] No one
was aware of the existence of these books until after her
death.
In the late 1850s, the Dickinsons befriended Samuel
Bowles, the owner and editor-in-chief of the Springfield
Republican, and his wife, Mary.[58] They visited the Dick-
insons regularly for years to come. During this time
Emily sent him over three dozen letters and nearly fifty
poems.[59] Their friendship brought out some of her most
intense writing and Bowles published a few of her poems
in his journal.[60] It was from 1858 to 1861 that Dickin-
son is believed to have written a trio of letters that have
been called “The Master Letters”. These three letters,

drafted to an unknown man simply referred to as “Mas-
ter”, continue to be the subject of speculation and con-
tention amongst scholars.[61]

The first half of the 1860s, after she had largely with-
drawn from social life,[62] proved to be Dickinson’s most
productive writing period.[63] Modern scholars and re-
searchers are divided as to the cause for Dickinson’s
withdrawal and extreme seclusion. While she was di-
agnosed as having “nervous prostration” by a physician
during her lifetime,[64] some today believe she may have
suffered from illnesses as various as agoraphobia[65] and
epilepsy.[66]

1.5 Is “my Verse ... alive?"

In April 1862, Thomas Wentworth Higginson, a liter-
ary critic, radical abolitionist, and ex-minister, wrote a
lead piece for The Atlantic Monthly entitled, “Letter to
a Young Contributor”. Higginson’s essay, in which he
urged aspiring writers to “charge your style with life”,
contained practical advice for those wishing to break into
print.[67] Dickinson’s decision to contact Higginson sug-
gests that by 1862 she was contemplating publication and
that it may have become increasingly difficult to write
poetry without an audience.[68] Seeking literary guidance
that no one close to her could provide, Dickinson sent him
a letter which read in full:[69]

Thomas Wentworth Higginson in uniform; he was colonel of the
First South Carolina Volunteers from 1862 to 1864.

Mr Higginson,
Are you too deeply occupied to say if my Verse
is alive?
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1.7 Posies and poesies 5

The Mind is so near itself – it cannot see, dis-
tinctly – and I have none to ask –
Should you think it breathed – and had you the
leisure to tell me, I should feel quick gratitude
–
If I make the mistake – that you dared to tell
me – would give me sincerer honor – toward
you –
I enclose my name – asking you, if you please
– Sir – to tell me what is true?
That you will not betray me – it is needless to
ask – since Honor is it’s [sic] own pawn –

This highly nuanced and largely theatrical letter was un-
signed, but she had included her name on a card and en-
closed it in an envelope, along with four of her poems.[70]
He praised her work but suggested that she delay pub-
lishing until she had written longer, being unaware that
she had already appeared in print. She assured him
that publishing was as foreign to her “as Firmament to
Fin”, but also proposed that “If fame belonged to me,
I could not escape her”.[71] Dickinson delighted in dra-
matic self-characterization and mystery in her letters to
Higginson.[72] She said of herself, “I am small, like the
wren, and my hair is bold, like the chestnut bur, and my
eyes like the sherry in the glass that the guest leaves.”[73]
She stressed her solitary nature, stating that her only real
companions were the hills, the sundown, and her dog,
Carlo. She also mentioned that whereas her mother did
not “care for Thought”, her father bought her books, but
begged her “not to read them – because he fears they jog-
gle the Mind”.[74]

Dickinson valued his advice, going from calling him “Mr.
Higginson” to “Dear friend” as well as signing her letters,
“Your Gnome” and “Your Scholar”.[75] His interest in her
work certainly provided great moral support; many years
later, Dickinson told Higginson that he had saved her life
in 1862.[76] They corresponded until her death, but her
difficulty in expressing her literary needs and a reluc-
tance to enter into a cooperative exchange left Higginson
nonplussed; he did not press her to publish in subsequent
correspondence.[77] Dickinson’s own ambivalence on the
matter militated against the likelihood of publication.[78]
Literary critic EdmundWilson, in his review of CivilWar
literature, surmised that “with encouragement, she would
certainly have published”.[79]

1.6 The woman in white

In direct opposition to the immense productivity that she
displayed in the early 1860s, Dickinson wrote fewer po-
ems in 1866.[80] Beset with personal loss as well as loss of
domestic help, Dickinson may have been too overcome to
keep up her previous level of writing.[81] Carlo died dur-
ing this time after providing sixteen years of companion-
ship; Dickinson never owned another dog. Although the
household servant of nine years, Margaret O Brien, had

married and left the Homestead that same year, it was not
until 1869 that her family brought in a permanent house-
hold servant, Margaret Maher, to replace the old one.[82]
Emily once again was responsible for chores, including
the baking, at which she excelled.
Around this time, Dickinson’s behavior began to change.
She did not leave the Homestead unless it was absolutely
necessary and as early as 1867, she began to talk to vis-
itors from the other side of a door rather than speak-
ing to them face to face.[84] She acquired local notori-
ety; she was rarely seen, and when she was, she was usu-
ally clothed in white. Dickinson’s one surviving article
of clothing is a white cotton dress, possibly sewn circa
1878–1882.[85] Few of the locals who exchanged mes-
sages with Dickinson during her last fifteen years ever saw
her in person.[86] Austin and his family began to protect
Emily’s privacy, deciding that she was not to be a sub-
ject of discussion with outsiders.[87] Despite her physical
seclusion, however, Dickinson was socially active and ex-
pressive through what makes up two-thirds of her surviv-
ing notes and letters. When visitors came to either the
Homestead or the Evergreens, she would often leave or
send over small gifts of poems or flowers.[88] Dickinson
also had a good rapport with the children in her life. Mat-
tie Dickinson, the second child of Austin and Sue, later
said that “Aunt Emily stood for indulgence."[89] MacGre-
gor (Mac) Jenkins, the son of family friends who later
wrote a short article in 1891 called “A Child’s Recollec-
tion of Emily Dickinson”, thought of her as always offer-
ing support to the neighborhood children.[89]

When Higginson urged her to come to Boston in 1868
so that they could formally meet for the first time, she
declined, writing: “Could it please your convenience to
come so far as Amherst I should be very glad, but I do
not cross my Father’s ground to any House or town”.[90]
It was not until he came to Amherst in 1870 that they
met. Later he referred to her, in the most detailed and
vivid physical account of her on record, as “a little plain
woman with two smooth bands of reddish hair ... in a
very plain & exquisitely clean white pique & a blue net
worsted shawl.”[91] He also felt that he never was “with
any one who drained my nerve power so much. Without
touching her, she drew from me. I am glad not to live
near her.”[92]

1.7 Posies and poesies

Scholar Judith Farr notes that Dickinson, during her life-
time, “was known more widely as a gardener, perhaps,
than as a poet”.[93] Dickinson studied botany from the
age of nine and, along with her sister, tended the gar-
den at Homestead.[93] During her lifetime, she assembled
a collection of pressed plants in a sixty-six page leather-
bound herbarium. It contained 424 pressed flower speci-
mens that she collected, classified, and labeled using the
Linnaean system.[94] The Homestead garden was well-
known and admired locally in its time. It has not sur-
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6 1 LIFE

vived but efforts to revive it have begun.[95] Dickinson
kept no garden notebooks or plant lists, but a clear im-
pression can be formed from the letters and recollec-
tions of friends and family. Her niece, Martha Dickinson
Bianchi, remembered “carpets of lily-of-the-valley and
pansies, platoons of sweetpeas, hyacinths, enough in May
to give all the bees of summer dyspepsia. There were
ribbons of peony hedges and drifts of daffodils in season,
marigolds to distraction—a butterfly utopia”.[96] In par-
ticular, Dickinson cultivated scented exotic flowers, writ-
ing that she “could inhabit the Spice Isles merely by cross-
ing the dining room to the conservatory, where the plants
hang in baskets”. Dickinson would often send her friends
bunches of flowers with verses attached, but “they valued
the posy more than the poetry”.[96]

1.8 Later life

On June 16, 1874, while in Boston, Edward Dickinson
suffered a stroke and died. When the simple funeral was
held in the Homestead’s entrance hall, Emily stayed in
her room with the door cracked open. Neither did she
attend the memorial service on June 28.[97] She wrote
to Higginson that her father’s “Heart was pure and ter-
rible and I think no other like it exists.”[98] A year later,
on June 15, 1875, Emily’s mother also suffered a stroke,
which produced a partial lateral paralysis and impaired
memory. Lamenting her mother’s increasing physical as
well as mental demands, Emily wrote that “Home is so
far from Home”.[99]

Otis Phillips Lord, an elderly judge on the Massachusetts
Supreme Judicial Court from Salem, in 1872 or 1873 be-
came an acquaintance of Dickinson’s. After the death of
Lord’s wife in 1877, his friendship with Dickinson prob-
ably became a late-life romance, though as their letters
were destroyed, this is surmised.[101] Dickinson found a
kindred soul in Lord, especially in terms of shared liter-
ary interests; the few letters which survived contain multi-
ple quotations of Shakespeare's work, including the plays
Othello, Antony and Cleopatra, Hamlet and King Lear.
In 1880 he gave her Cowden Clarke’s Complete Concor-
dance to Shakespeare (1877).[102] Dickinson wrote that
“While others go to Church, I go to mine, for are you
not my Church, and have we not a Hymn that no one
knows but us?"[103] She referred to him as “My lovely
Salem”[104] and they wrote to each other religiously every
Sunday. Dickinson looked forward to this day greatly; a
surviving fragment of a letter written by her states that
“Tuesday is a deeply depressed Day”.[105]

After being critically ill for several years, Judge Lord died
in March 1884. Dickinson referred to him as “our lat-
est Lost”.[106] Two years before this, on April 1, 1882,
Dickinson’s “Shepherd from 'Little Girl'hood”, Charles
Wadsworth, also had died after a long illness.

1.9 Decline and death

Although she continued to write in her last years, Dickin-
son stopped editing and organizing her poems. She also
exacted a promise from her sister Lavinia to burn her
papers.[107] Lavinia, who also never married, remained
at the Homestead until her own death in 1899.

Emily Dickinson’s tombstone in the family plot

The 1880s were a difficult time for the remaining Dick-
insons. Irreconcilably alienated from his wife, Austin fell
in love in 1882 with Mabel Loomis Todd, an Amherst
College faculty wife who had recently moved to the area.
Todd nevermet Dickinson but was intrigued by her, refer-
ring to her as “a lady whom the people call theMyth".[108]
Austin distanced himself from his family as his affair con-
tinued and his wife became sick with grief.[109] Dickin-
son’s mother died on November 14, 1882. Five weeks
later, Dickinson wrote “We were never intimate ... while
she was ourMother – butMines in the sameGroundmeet
by tunneling and when she became our Child, the Af-
fection came.”[110] The next year, Austin and Sue’s third
and youngest child, Gilbert—Emily’s favorite—died of
typhoid fever.[111]

As death succeeded death, Dickinson found her world
upended. In the fall of 1884, she wrote that “The Dy-
ings have been too deep for me, and before I could raise
my Heart from one, another has come.”[112] That summer
she had seen “a great darkness coming” and fainted while
baking in the kitchen. She remained unconscious late into
the night and weeks of ill health followed. On Novem-
ber 30, 1885, her feebleness and other symptoms were
so worrying that Austin canceled a trip to Boston.[113]
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2.2 Posthumous 7

She was confined to her bed for a few months, but man-
aged to send a final burst of letters in the spring. What is
thought to be her last letter was sent to her cousins, Louise
and Frances Norcross, and simply read: “Little Cousins,
Called Back. Emily”.[114] OnMay 15, 1886, after several
days of worsening symptoms, Emily Dickinson died at
the age of 55. Austin wrote in his diary that “the day was
awful ... she ceased to breathe that terrible breathing just
before the [afternoon] whistle sounded for six.”[115] Dick-
inson’s chief physician gave the cause of death as Bright’s
disease and its duration as two and a half years.[116]

Dickinson was buried, laid in a white coffin with vanilla-
scented heliotrope, a Lady’s Slipper orchid, and a “knot
of blue field violets" placed about it.[96][117] The funeral
service, held in the Homestead’s library, was simple and
short; Higginson, who had met her only twice, read “No
Coward Soul Is Mine”, a poem by Emily Brontë that had
been a favorite of Dickinson’s.[115] At Dickinson’s re-
quest, her “coffin [was] not driven but carried through
fields of buttercups” for burial in the family plot at West
Cemetery on Triangle Street.[93]

2 Publication

Despite Dickinson’s prolific writing, fewer than a dozen
of her poems were published during her lifetime. Af-
ter her younger sister Lavinia discovered the collection
of nearly 1800 poems, Dickinson’s first volume was pub-
lished four years after her death. Until Thomas H.
Johnson published Dickinson’s Complete Poems in 1955,
Dickinson’s poems were considerably edited and altered
from their manuscript versions. Since 1890 Dickinson
has remained continuously in print.

2.1 Contemporary

A few of Dickinson’s poems appeared in Samuel Bowles’
Springfield Republican between 1858 and 1868. They
were published anonymously and heavily edited, with
conventionalized punctuation and formal titles.[118] The
first poem, “Nobody knows this little rose”, may have
been published without Dickinson’s permission.[119] The
Republican also published “A narrow Fellow in the Grass”
as “The Snake”, “Safe in their Alabaster Chambers –" as
“The Sleeping”, and “Blazing in the Gold and quench-
ing in Purple” as “Sunset”.[120][121] The poem "I taste a
liquor never brewed –" is an example of the edited ver-
sions; the last two lines in the first stanza were completely
rewritten.[120]

In 1864, several poems were altered and published in
Drum Beat, to raise funds for medical care for Union sol-
diers in the war.[122] Another appeared in April 1864 in
the Brooklyn Daily Union.[123]

“Safe in their Alabaster Chambers –,” entitled “The Sleeping,” as
it was published in the Springfield Republican in 1862.

In the 1870s, Higginson showed Dickinson’s poems to
Helen Hunt Jackson, who had coincidentally been at the
Academy with Dickinson when they were girls.[124] Jack-
sonwas deeply involved in the publishing world, andman-
aged to convince Dickinson to publish her poem "Success
is counted sweetest" anonymously in a volume called A
Masque of Poets.[124] The poem, however, was altered to
agree with contemporary taste. It was the last poem pub-
lished during Dickinson’s lifetime.

2.2 Posthumous

After Dickinson’s death, Lavinia Dickinson kept her
promise and burned most of the poet’s correspondence.
Significantly though, Dickinson had left no instructions
about the 40 notebooks and loose sheets gathered in a
locked chest.[125] Lavinia recognized the poems’ worth
and became obsessed with seeing them published.[126]
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8 3 POETRY

She turned first to her brother’s wife and then to Mabel
Loomis Todd, her brother’s mistress, for assistance.[117]
A feud ensued, with the manuscripts divided between
the Todd and Dickinson houses, preventing complete
publication of Dickinson’s poetry for more than half a
century.[127]

Cover of the first edition of Poems, published in 1890

The first volume of Dickinson’s Poems, edited jointly by
Mabel Loomis Todd and T. W. Higginson, appeared in
November 1890.[128] Although Todd claimed that only
essential changes were made, the poems were extensively
edited to match punctuation and capitalization to late
19th-century standards, with occasional rewordings to re-
duce Dickinson’s obliquity.[129] The first 115-poem vol-
ume was a critical and financial success, going through
eleven printings in two years.[128] Poems: Second Series
followed in 1891, running to five editions by 1893; a
third series appeared in 1896. One reviewer, in 1892,
wrote: “The world will not rest satisfied till every scrap
of her writings, letters as well as literature, has been
published”.[130]

Nearly a dozen new editions of Dickinson’s poetry,
whether containing previously unpublished or newly
edited poems, were published between 1914 and
1945.[131] Martha Dickinson Bianchi, the daughter of Su-
san and Edward Dickinson, published collections of her
aunt’s poetry based on themanuscripts held by her family,
whereas Mabel Loomis Todd’s daughter, Millicent Todd

Bingham, published collections based on the manuscripts
held by her mother. These competing editions of Dick-
inson’s poetry, often differing in order and structure, en-
sured that the poet’s work was in the public’s eye.[132]

The first scholarly publication came in 1955 with a com-
plete new three-volume set edited by Thomas H. John-
son. Forming the basis of later Dickinson scholarship,
Johnson’s variorum brought all of Dickinson’s known po-
ems together for the first time.[133] Johnson’s goal was
to present the poems very nearly as Dickinson had left
them in her manuscripts.[134] They were untitled, only
numbered in an approximate chronological sequence,
strewn with dashes and irregularly capitalized, and of-
ten extremely elliptical in their language.[135] Three years
later, Johnson edited and published, along with Theodora
Ward, a complete collection of Dickinson’s letters, also
presented in three volumes.
In 1981, The Manuscript Books of Emily Dickinson was
published. Using the physical evidence of the original
papers, the poems were intended to be published in their
original order for the first time. Editor RalphW. Franklin
relied on smudge marks, needle punctures and other clues
to reassemble the poet’s packets.[134] Since then, many
critics have argued for thematic unity in these small col-
lections, believing the ordering of the poems to be more
than chronological or convenient.
Dickinson biographer Alfred Habegger wrote inMyWars
Are Laid Away in Books: The Life of Emily Dickinson
(2001) that “The consequences of the poet’s failure to dis-
seminate her work in a faithful and orderly manner are
still very much with us”.[136]

3 Poetry
See: Emily Dickinson at Wikisource for com-
plete poetic works

Dickinson’s poems generally fall into three distinct peri-
ods, the works in each period having certain general char-
acters in common.

• Pre-1861. These are often conventional and
sentimental in nature.[137] Thomas H. Johnson, who
later published The Poems of Emily Dickinson, was
able to date only five of Dickinson’s poems before
1858.[138] Two of these are mock valentines done
in an ornate and humorous style, and two others are
conventional lyrics, one of which is about missing
her brother Austin. The fifth poem, which begins
“I have a Bird in spring”, conveys her grief over the
feared loss of friendship and was sent to her friend
Sue Gilbert.[138]

• 1861–1865. This was her most creative period—
these poems are more vigorous and emotional.
Johnson estimated that she composed 86 poems in
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1861, 366 in 1862, 141 in 1863, and 174 in 1864.
He also believed that this is when she fully developed
her themes of life and death.[139]

• Post-1866. It is estimated that two-thirds of the
entire body of her poetry was written before this
year.[139]

3.1 Structure and syntax

Dickinson’s handwritten manuscript of her poem “Wild Nights –
Wild Nights!"

The extensive use of dashes and unconventional
capitalization in Dickinson’s manuscripts, and the
idiosyncratic vocabulary and imagery, combine to create
a body of work that is “far more various in its styles and
forms than is commonly supposed”.[3][140] Dickinson
avoids pentameter, opting more generally for trimeter,
tetrameter and, less often, dimeter. Sometimes her use
of these meters is regular, but oftentimes it is irregular.
The regular form that she most often employs is the
ballad stanza, a traditional form that is divided into
quatrains, using tetrameter for the first and third lines
and trimeter for the second and fourth, while rhyming
the second and fourth lines (ABCB). Though Dickinson
often uses perfect rhymes for lines two and four, she also
makes frequent use of slant rhyme.[141] In some of her
poems, she varies the meter from the traditional ballad
stanza by using trimeter for lines one, two and four,
while only using tetrameter for line three.

Since many of her poems were written in traditional bal-
lad stanzas with ABCB rhyme schemes, some of these
poems can be sung to fit the melodies of popular folk
songs and hymns that also use the common meter, em-
ploying alternating lines of iambic tetrameter and iambic
trimeter.[142] Familiar examples of such songs are "O Lit-
tle Town of Bethlehem" and "Amazing Grace'".
Dickinson scholar and poet Anthony Hecht finds reso-
nances in Dickinson’s poetry not only with hymns and
song-forms but also with psalms and riddles, citing the
following example: “Who is the East? / The Yellow Man
/ Who may be Purple if he can / That carries the Sun. /
Who is the West? / The Purple Man / Who may be Yel-
low if He can / That lets Him out again.”[140]

Late 20th-century scholars are “deeply interested” by
Dickinson’s highly individual use of punctuation and lin-
eation (line lengths and line breaks).[125] Following the
publication of one of the few poems that appeared in her
lifetime – “A narrow Fellow in the Grass”, published as
“The Snake” in the Republican – Dickinson complained
that the edited punctuation (an added comma and a full
stop substitution for the original dash) altered the mean-
ing of the entire poem.[120]

As Farr points out, “snakes instantly notice you"; Dick-
inson’s version captures the “breathless immediacy” of
the encounter; and The Republican's punctuation renders
“her lines more commonplace”.[125] With the increas-
ingly close focus on Dickinson’s structures and syntax has
come a growing appreciation that they are “aesthetically
based”.[125] Although Johnson’s landmark 1955 edition
of poems was relatively unaltered from the original, later
scholars critiqued it for deviating from the style and lay-
out of Dickinson’s manuscripts. Meaningful distinctions,
these scholars assert, can be drawn from varying lengths
and angles of dash, and differing arrangements of text on
the page.[143] Several volumes have attempted to render
Dickinson’s handwritten dashes using many typographic
symbols of varying length and angle. R. W. Franklin’s
1998 variorum edition of the poems provided alternate
wordings to those chosen by Johnson, in a more limited
editorial intervention. Franklin also used typeset dashes
of varying length to approximate the manuscripts’ dashes
more closely.[134]

3.2 Major themes

Dickinson left no formal statement of her aesthetic in-
tentions and, because of the variety of her themes, her
work does not fit conveniently into any one genre. She has
been regarded, alongside Emerson (whose poemsDickin-
son admired), as a Transcendentalist.[144] However, Farr
disagrees with this analysis, saying that Dickinson’s “re-
lentlessly measuring mind ... deflates the airy elevation
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of the Transcendental”.[145] Apart from the major themes
discussed below, Dickinson’s poetry frequently uses hu-
mor, puns, irony and satire.[146]

Flowers and gardens: Farr notes that Dickinson’s “po-
ems and letters almost wholly concern flowers” and that
allusions to gardens often refer to an “imaginative realm
... wherein flowers [are] often emblems for actions and
emotions”.[147] She associates some flowers, like gentians
and anemones, with youth and humility; others with
prudence and insight.[147] Her poems were often sent
to friends with accompanying letters and nosegays.[147]
Farr notes that one of Dickinson’s earlier poems, written
about 1859, appears to “conflate her poetry itself with the
posies": “My nosegays are for Captives – / Dim – long ex-
pectant eyes – / Fingers denied the plucking, / Patient till
Paradise – / To such, if they sh'd whisper / Of morning
and the moor – / They bear no other errand, / And I, no
other prayer”.[147]

The Master poems: Dickinson left a large number of
poems addressed to “Signor”, “Sir” and “Master”, who is
characterized as Dickinson’s “lover for all eternity”.[148]
These confessional poems are often “searing in their self-
inquiry” and “harrowing to the reader” and typically take
their metaphors from texts and paintings of Dickinson’s
day.[148] The Dickinson family themselves believed these
poems were addressed to actual individuals but this view
is frequently rejected by scholars. Farr, for example, con-
tends that the Master is an unattainable composite fig-
ure, “human, with specific characteristics, but godlike”
and speculates that Master may be a “kind of Christian
muse”.[148]

Morbidity: Dickinson’s poems reflect her “early and life-
long fascination” with illness, dying and death.[149] Per-
haps surprisingly for a New England spinster, her poems
allude to death by many methods: “crucifixion, drown-
ing, hanging, suffocation, freezing, premature burial,
shooting, stabbing and guillotinage”.[149] She reserved her
sharpest insights into the “death blow aimed by God” and
the “funeral in the brain”, often reinforced by images
of thirst and starvation. Dickinson scholar Vivian Pol-
lak considers these references an autobiographical reflec-
tion of Dickinson’s “thirsting-starving persona”, an out-
ward expression of her needy self-image as small, thin
and frail.[149] Dickinson’s most psychologically complex
poems explore the theme that the loss of hunger for life
causes the death of self and place this at “the interface of
murder and suicide”.[149]

Gospel poems: Throughout her life, Dickinsonwrote po-
ems reflecting a preoccupation with the teachings of Je-
sus Christ and, indeed, many are addressed to him.[150]
She stresses the Gospels’ contemporary pertinence and
recreates them, often with “wit and American colloquial
language”.[150] Scholar Dorothy Oberhaus finds that the
“salient feature uniting Christian poets ... is their rever-
ential attention to the life of Jesus Christ” and contends
that Dickinson’s deep structures place her in the “poetic

tradition of Christian devotion” alongside Hopkins, Eliot
and Auden.[150] In a Nativity poem, Dickinson combines
lightness and wit to revisit an ancient theme: “The Savior
must have been / A docile Gentleman – / To come so far
so cold a Day / For little Fellowmen / The Road to Beth-
lehem / Since He and I were Boys / Was leveled, but for
that twould be / A rugged billion Miles –".[150]

The Undiscovered Continent: Academic Suzanne
Juhasz considers that Dickinson saw the mind and spirit
as tangible visitable places and that for much of her life
she lived within them.[151] Often, this intensely private
place is referred to as the “undiscovered continent” and
the “landscape of the spirit” and embellished with na-
ture imagery. At other times, the imagery is darker and
forbidding—castles or prisons, complete with corridors
and rooms—to create a dwelling place of “oneself” where
one resides with one’s other selves.[151] An example that
brings together many of these ideas is: “Me from Myself
– to banish – / Had I Art – / Impregnable my Fortress /
Unto All Heart – / But since myself—assault Me – / How
have I peace / Except by subjugating / Consciousness. /
And since We're mutual Monarch / How this be / Except
by Abdication – / Me – of Me?".[151]

3.3 Reception

The surge of posthumous publication gave Dickinson’s
poetry its first public exposure. Backed by Higginson and
with a favorable notice from William Dean Howells, an
editor of Harper’s Magazine, the poetry received mixed
reviews after it was first published in 1890. Higginson
himself stated in his preface to the first edition of Dick-
inson’s published work that the poetry’s quality “is that
of extraordinary grasp and insight”,[152] albeit “without
the proper control and chastening” that the experience of
publishing during her lifetime might have conferred.[153]
His judgment that her opus was “incomplete and unsatis-
factory” would be echoed in the essays of the New Critics
in the 1930s.
Maurice Thompson, who was literary editor of The In-
dependent for twelve years, noted in 1891 that her po-
etry had “a strange mixture of rare individuality and
originality”.[154] Some critics hailed Dickinson’s effort,
but disapproved of her unusual non-traditional style.
Andrew Lang, a British writer, dismissed Dickinson’s
work, stating that “if poetry is to exist at all, it really must
have form and grammar, and must rhyme when it pro-
fesses to rhyme. The wisdom of the ages and the nature
of man insist on so much”.[155] Thomas Bailey Aldrich,
a poet and novelist, equally dismissed Dickinson’s poetic
technique in The Atlantic Monthly in January 1892: “It
is plain that Miss Dickinson possessed an extremely un-
conventional and grotesque fancy. She was deeply tinged
by the mysticism of Blake, and strongly influenced by
the mannerism of Emerson ... But the incoherence and
formlessness of her — versicles are fatal ... an eccentric,
dreamy, half-educated recluse in an out-of-the-way New
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Dickinson wrote and sent this poem (“A Route to Evanescence”)
to Thomas Higginson in 1880.

England village (or anywhere else) cannot with impunity
set at defiance the laws of gravitation and grammar”.[156]

Critical attention to Dickinson’s poetry was meager from
1897 to the early 1920s.[157] By the start of the 20th cen-
tury, interest in her poetry became broader in scope and
some critics began to consider Dickinson as essentially
modern. Rather than seeing Dickinson’s poetic styling as
a result of lack of knowledge or skill, modern critics be-
lieved the irregularities were consciously artistic.[158] In a
1915 essay, Elizabeth Shepley Sergeant called the poet’s
inspiration “daring” and named her “one of the rarest
flowers the sterner New England land ever bore”.[159]
With the growing popularity of modernist poetry in the
1920s, Dickinson’s failure to conform to 19th-century
poetic form was no longer surprising nor distasteful to
new generations of readers. Dickinson was suddenly re-
ferred to by various critics as a great woman poet, and a
cult following began to form.[160]

In the 1930s, a number of the New Critics – among them
R. P. Blackmur, Allen Tate, Cleanth Brooks and Yvor
Winters – appraised the significance of Dickinson’s po-
etry. As critic RolandHagenbüchle pointed out, their “af-
firmative and prohibitive tenets turned out to be of spe-
cial relevance to Dickinson scholarship”.[161] Blackmur,
in an attempt to focus and clarify the major claims for and

against the poet’s greatness, wrote in a landmark 1937
critical essay: "... she was a private poet who wrote as
indefatigably as some women cook or knit. Her gift for
words and the cultural predicament of her time drove her
to poetry instead of antimacassars ... She came... at the
right time for one kind of poetry: the poetry of sophisti-
cated, eccentric vision.”[162]

The second wave of feminism created greater cultural
sympathy for her as a female poet. In the first collec-
tion of critical essays on Dickinson from a feminist per-
spective, she is heralded as the greatest woman poet in
the English language.[163] Biographers and theorists of
the past tended to separate Dickinson’s roles as a woman
and a poet. For example, George Whicher wrote in his
1952 book This Was a Poet: A Critical Biography of
Emily Dickinson, “Perhaps as a poet [Dickinson] could
find the fulfillment she had missed as a woman.” Fem-
inist criticism, on the other hand, declares that there is
a necessary and powerful conjunction between Dickin-
son being a woman and a poet.[164] Adrienne Rich the-
orized in Vesuvius at Home: The Power of Emily Dick-
inson (1976) that Dickinson’s identity as a woman poet
brought her power: "[she] chose her seclusion, knowing
she was exceptional and knowing what she needed...She
carefully selected her society and controlled the disposal
of her time...neither eccentric nor quaint; she was deter-
mined to survive, to use her powers, to practice necessary
economics.”[165]

Some scholars question the poet’s sexuality, theorizing
that the numerous letters and poems that were dedicated
to Susan Gilbert Dickinson indicate a lesbian romance,
and speculating about how this may have influenced her
poetry.[166] Critics such as John Cody, Lillian Faderman,
Vivian R. Pollak, Paula Bennett, Judith Farr, Ellen Louise
Hart, and Martha Nell Smith have argued that Susan was
the central erotic relationship in Dickinson’s life.[167]

3.4 Legacy

In the early 20th century, Dickinson’s legacy was pro-
moted in particular by Martha Dickinson Bianchi and
Millicent Todd Bingham. Bianchi, who had inherited The
Evergreens as well as the copyright for her aunt’s poetry
from her parents, published works such as Emily Dickin-
son Face to Face and Letters of Emily Dickinson, which
stoked public curiosity about her aunt. Her books perpe-
trated the myths surrounding her aunt, while combining
family tradition, personal recollections, and pieces of cor-
respondence. In comparison, Millicent Todd Bingham’s
works provided a more distant and realistic perspective
of the poet.[168]

Emily Dickinson is now considered a powerful and per-
sistent figure in American culture.[169] Although much of
the early reception concentrated on Dickinson’s eccen-
tric and secluded nature, she has become widely acknowl-
edged as an innovative, pre-modernist poet.[170] As early
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The Dickinson Homestead today, now the Emily Dickinson Mu-
seum

as 1891, William Dean Howells wrote that “If nothing
else had come out of our life but this strange poetry, we
should feel that in the work of Emily Dickinson, America,
or New England rather, had made a distinctive addition
to the literature of the world, and could not be left out
of any record of it.”[171] Twentieth-century critic Harold
Bloom has placed her alongside Walt Whitman, Wallace
Stevens, Robert Frost, T. S. Eliot, and Hart Crane as a
major American poet,[4] and in 1994 listed her among
the 26 central writers of Western civilization.[172]

Dickinson is taught in American literature and poetry
classes in the United States from middle school to col-
lege. Her poetry is frequently anthologized and has
been used as texts for art songs by composers such as
Aaron Copland, Nick Peros, John Adams and Michael
Tilson Thomas.[173] Several schools have been established
in her name; for example, two Emily Dickinson Ele-
mentary Schools exist in Bozeman, Montana,[174] and
Redmond, Washington.[175] A few literary journals—
including The Emily Dickinson Journal, the official pub-
lication of the Emily Dickinson International Society—
have been founded to examine her work.[176] An 8-cent
commemorative stamp in honor of Dickinson was issued
by the United States Postal Service on August 28, 1971
as the second stamp in the “American Poet” series.[177]
A one-woman play entitled The Belle of Amherst first ap-
peared on Broadway in 1976, winning several awards; it
was later adapted for television.[178]

Dickinson’s herbarium, which is now held in the
Houghton Library at Harvard University, was published
in 2006 as Emily Dickinson’s Herbarium by Harvard Uni-
versity Press.[179] The original work was compiled by
Dickinson during her years at Amherst Academy, and
consists of 424 pressed specimens of plants arranged on
66 pages of a bound album. A digital facsimile of the
herbarium is available online.[180] The town of Amherst
Jones Library's Special Collections department has an
Emily Dickinson Collection consisting of approximately
seven thousand items, including original manuscript po-
ems and letters, family correspondence, scholarly arti-

Emily Dickinson commemorative stamp, 1971

cles and books, newspaper clippings, theses, plays, pho-
tographs and contemporary artwork and prints.[181] The
Archives and Special Collections at Amherst College has
substantial holdings of Dickinson’s manuscripts and let-
ters as well as a lock of Dickinson’s hair and the orig-
inal of the only positively identified image of the poet.
In 1965, in recognition of Dickinson’s growing stature as
a poet, the Homestead was purchased by Amherst Col-
lege. It opened to the public for tours, and also served as
a faculty residence for many years. The Emily Dickinson
Museum was created in 2003 when ownership of the Ev-
ergreens, which had been occupied by Dickinson family
heirs until 1988, was transferred to the college.[182]

4 Modern influence and inspira-
tion

Emily Dickinson’s life and works have been the source
of inspiration to artists, particularly to feminist orientated
artists, of a variety of mediums. A few notable examples
are as follows:

• The feminist artwork The Dinner Party, by Judy
Chicago, first exhibited in 1979, features a place set-
ting for Dickinson.[183][184]
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• Jane Campion's film The Piano and its novelization
(co-authored by Kate Pullinger) were inspired by the
poetry of Emily Dickinson as well as the novels by
the Bronte Sisters.[185] The soundtrack to the film,
written and composed byMichael Nyman contained
songs with titles directly extracted from Dickinson’s
poetry such as Big My Secret and most famously The
Heart Asks Pleasure First. The former is one of Ny-
man’s most notable works to date and a signature
piece of his repertoire.

• The cello rock band Rasputina drew inspiration
from Dickinson for their 2010 album Sister Kinder-
hook. The songs Sweet Sister Temperance and My
Porcelain Life are based specifically on the life of
Dickinson.[186][187][188] Dickinson has also played
a role of personal inspiration for Rasputina’s front
woman Melora Creager[189] for a number of years.

5 See also
• List of Emily Dickinson poems
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American literature

For other uses, see American literature (disambiguation).

American literature is the literature written or produced
in the area of the United States and its preceding colonies.
For more specific discussions of poetry and theater, see
Poetry of the United States and Theater in the United
States. During its early history, America was a series of
British colonies on the eastern coast of the present-day
United States. Therefore, its literary tradition begins as
linked to the broader tradition of English literature. How-
ever, unique American characteristics and the breadth of
its production usually now cause it to be considered a sep-
arate path and tradition.
The New England colonies were the center of early
American literature. The revolutionary period contained
political writings by Samuel Adams, Benjamin Franklin
and Thomas Paine. In the post-war period, Thomas Jef-
ferson's United States Declaration of Independence solid-
ified his status as a key American writer. It was in the late
18th and early 19th centuries that the nation’s first novels
were published. With the War of 1812 and an increas-
ing desire to produce uniquely American literature and
culture, a number of key new literary figures emerged,
perhaps most prominently Washington Irving and Edgar
Allan Poe. In 1836, Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803–1882)
started a movement known as Transcendentalism. Henry
David Thoreau (1817–1862) wroteWalden, which urges
resistance to the dictates of organized society. The politi-
cal conflict surrounding abolitionism inspired the writings
of William Lloyd Garrison and Harriet Beecher Stowe in
her world-famous Uncle Tom’s Cabin. These efforts were
supported by the continuation of the slave narrative au-
tobiography, of which the best known example from this
period was Frederick Douglass's Narrative of the Life of
Frederick Douglass, an American Slave.
Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804–1864) is notable for his
masterpiece, The Scarlet Letter, a novel about adul-
tery. Hawthorne influenced Herman Melville (1819–
1891) who is notable for the books Moby-Dick and
Billy Budd. America’s two greatest 19th-century poets
were Walt Whitman (1819–1892) and Emily Dickinson
(1830–1886). American poetry reached a peak in the
early-to-mid-20th century, with such noted writers as
Wallace Stevens, T. S. Eliot, Robert Frost, Ezra Pound,
Hart Crane, and E. E. Cummings. Mark Twain (the
pen name used by Samuel Langhorne Clemens, 1835–
1910) was the first major American writer to be born
away from the East Coast. Henry James (1843–1916)
was notable for novels like The Turn of the Screw. At

the beginning of the 20th century, American novelists
included Edith Wharton (1862–1937), Stephen Crane
(1871–1900), Theodore Dreiser (1871–1945), and Jack
London (1876–1916). Experimentation in style and form
is seen in the works of Gertrude Stein (1874–1946).
American writers expressed disillusionment following
WW I. The stories and novels of F. Scott Fitzgerald
(1896–1940) capture the mood of the 1920s, and John
Dos Passos wrote about the war. Ernest Hemingway
(1899–1961) became notable for The Sun Also Rises and
A Farewell to Arms; in 1954, he won the Nobel Prize in
Literature. William Faulkner (1897–1962) is notable for
novels like The Sound and the Fury. American drama at-
tained international status only in the 1920s and 1930s,
with the works of Eugene O'Neill, who won four Pulitzer
Prizes and the Nobel Prize. In the middle of the 20th
century, American drama was dominated by the work
of playwrights Tennessee Williams and Arthur Miller, as
well as by the maturation of the American musical.
Depression era writers included John Steinbeck (1902–
1968), notable for his novel The Grapes of Wrath. Henry
Miller assumed a unique place in American Literature
in the 1930s when his semi-autobiographical novels were
banned from the US. From the end of World War II up
until, roughly, the late 1960s and early 1970s saw the
publication of some of the most popular works in Amer-
ican history such as To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper
Lee. America’s involvement in World War II influ-
enced the creation of works such as Norman Mailer's
The Naked and the Dead (1948), Joseph Heller's Catch-
22 (1961) and Kurt Vonnegut Jr.'s Slaughterhouse-Five
(1969). John Updike was notable for his novel Rabbit,
Run (1960). Philip Roth explores Jewish identity in
American society. From the early 1970s to the present
day the most important literary movement has been
postmodernism and the flowering of literature by ethnic
minority writers.

1 Colonial literature

Owing to the large immigration to Boston in the 1630s,
the high articulation of Puritan cultural ideals, and the
early establishment of a college and a printing press in
Cambridge, the New England colonies have often been
regarded as the center of early American literature. How-
ever, the first European settlements in North America had
been founded elsewhere many years earlier. Towns older
than Boston include the Spanish settlements at Saint Au-
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2 1 COLONIAL LITERATURE

gustine and Santa Fe, the Dutch settlements at Albany
and New Amsterdam, as well as the English colony of
Jamestown in present-day Virginia. During the colonial
period, the printing press was active in many areas, from
Cambridge and Boston to New York, Philadelphia, and
Annapolis.
The dominance of the English language was hardly
inevitable.[1] The first item printed in Pennsylvania was
in German and was the largest book printed in any of the
colonies before the American Revolution.[1] Spanish and
French had two of the strongest colonial literary traditions
in the areas that now comprise the United States, and dis-
cussions of early American literature commonly include
texts by Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca and Samuel de
Champlain alongside English language texts by Thomas
Harriot and John Smith. Moreover, we are now aware
of the wealth of oral literary traditions already existing
on the continent among the numerous different Native
American groups. Political events, however, would even-
tually make English the lingua franca for the colonies at
large as well as the literary language of choice. For in-
stance, when the English conquered New Amsterdam in
1664, they renamed it New York and changed the admin-
istrative language from Dutch to English.
From 1696 to 1700, only about 250 separate items were
issued from the major printing presses in the American
colonies. This is a small number compared to the output
of the printers in London at the time. London printers
published materials written by New England authors, so
the body of American literature was larger than what was
published in North America. However, printing was es-
tablished in the American colonies before it was allowed
in most of England. In England, restrictive laws had long
confined printing to four locations, where the government
could monitor what was published: London, York, Ox-
ford, and Cambridge. Because of this, the colonies ven-
tured into the modern world earlier than their provincial
English counterparts.[1]

Back then, some of the American literature were pam-
phlets and writings extolling the benefits of the colonies
to both a European and colonist audience. Captain John
Smith could be considered the first American author with
his works: A True Relation of Such Occurrences and Ac-
cidents of Noate as Hath Happened in Virginia... (1608)
and The Generall Historie of Virginia, New England, and
the Summer Isles (1624). Other writers of this manner
included Daniel Denton, Thomas Ash, William Penn,
George Percy, William Strachey, Daniel Coxe, Gabriel
Thomas, and John Lawson.

1.1 Topics of early writing

The religious disputes that prompted settlement in Amer-
ica were also topics of early writing. A journal writ-
ten by John Winthrop, The History of New England, dis-
cussed the religious foundations of theMassachusetts Bay

Colony. Edward Winslow also recorded a diary of the
first years after the Mayflower's arrival. "A modell of
Christian Charity" by John Winthrop, the first governor
of Massachusetts, was a Sermon preached on the Arbella
(the flagship of the Winthrop Fleet) in 1630. This work
outlined the ideal society he and his followers of sepa-
ratists were about to build in an attempt to realize the
“Puritan utopia”. Other religiously influenced writers in-
cluded Increase Mather and William Bradford, author of
the journal published as a History of Plymouth Planta-
tion, 1620–47. Others like RogerWilliams and Nathaniel
Ward more fiercely argued state and church separation.
And still others, like Thomas Morton, cared little for the
church; Morton’s The New English Canaan mocked the
religious settlers and declared that the Native Americans
were actually better people than the British.[2]

Puritan poetry was highly religious in nature, and one of
the earliest books of poetry published was the Bay Psalm
Book, a set of translations of the biblical Psalms; how-
ever, the translators’ intention was not to create great liter-
ature but to create hymns that could be used in worship.[2]
Among lyric poets, the most important figures are Anne
Bradstreet, who wrote personal poems about her family
and homelife; pastor Edward Taylor, whose best poems,
the Preparatory Meditations, were written to help him
prepare for leading worship; and Michael Wigglesworth,
whose best-selling poem, The Day of Doom (1660), de-
scribes the time of judgment. It was published in the
same year that anti-Puritan Charles II was restored to the
British throne. He followed it two years later with God’s
Controversy With New England. Nicholas Noyes was also
known for his doggerel verse.
Other late writings described conflicts and interaction
with the Indians, as seen in writings by Daniel Gookin,
AlexanderWhitaker, JohnMason, Benjamin Church, and
Mary Rowlandson. John Eliot translated the Bible into
the Algonquin language.
Of the second generation of NewEngland settlers, Cotton
Mather stands out as a theologian and historian, who
wrote the history of the colonies with a view to God’s
activity in their midst and to connecting the Puritan lead-
ers with the great heroes of the Christian faith. His best-
known works include the Magnalia Christi Americana,
theWonders of the Invisible World and The Biblia Amer-
icana.
Jonathan Edwards and GeorgeWhitefield represented the
Great Awakening, a religious revival in the early 18th
century that asserted strict Calvinism. Other Puritan and
religious writers include Thomas Hooker, Thomas Shep-
ard, John Wise, and Samuel Willard. Less strict and se-
rious writers included Samuel Sewall (who wrote a diary
revealing the daily life of the late 17th century),[2] and
Sarah Kemble Knight.
New England was not the only area in the colonies; south-
ern literature is represented by the diary of William Byrd
of Virginia, as well as by The History of the Dividing Line,
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which detailed the expedition to survey the swamp be-
tween Virginia and North Carolina but which also com-
ments on the different lifestyles of the Native Ameri-
cans and the white settlers in the area.[2] In a similar
book, Travels through North and South Carolina, Geor-
gia, East and West, William Bartram described in great
detail the Southern landscape and the Native American
peoples whom he encountered; Bartram’s book was very
popular in Europe, being translated into German, French
and Dutch.[2]

As the colonies moved towards their break with England,
perhaps one of the most important discussions of Ameri-
can culture and identity came from the French immigrant
J. Hector St. John de Crèvecœur, whose Letters from
an American Farmer addresses the question “What is an
American?" by moving between praise for the opportuni-
ties and peace offered in the new society and recognition
that the solid life of the farmer must rest uneasily between
the oppressive aspects of the urban life (with its luxuries
built on slavery) and the lawless aspects of the frontier,
where the lack of social structures leads to the loss of
civilized living.[2]

This same period saw the birth of African American liter-
ature, through the poetry of Phillis Wheatley and, shortly
after the Revolution, the slave narrative of Olaudah
Equiano, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah
Equiano. This era also saw the birth of Native American
literature, through the two published works of Samson
Occom: A Sermon Preached at the Execution of Moses
Paul and a popular hymnbook, Collection of Hymns and
Spiritual Songs, “the first Indian best-seller”.[3]

1.2 Revolutionary period

The revolutionary period also contained political writ-
ings, including those by colonists Samuel Adams, Josiah
Quincy, John Dickinson, and Joseph Galloway, the last
being a loyalist to the crown. Two key figures were
Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Paine. Franklin’s Poor
Richard’s Almanac and The Autobiography of Benjamin
Franklin are esteemed works with their wit and influence
toward the formation of a budding American identity.
Paine’s pamphlet Common Sense and The American Crisis
writings are seen as playing a key role in influencing the
political tone of the time.
During the revolution itself, poems and songs such as
"Yankee Doodle" and "Nathan Hale" were popular. Ma-
jor satirists included John Trumbull and Francis Hopkin-
son. Philip Morin Freneau also wrote poems about the
war’s course.
During the 18th century, writing shifted focus from the
Puritanical ideals of Winthrop and Bradford to the power
of the human mind and rational thought. The belief that
human and natural occurrences were messages from God
no longer fit with the new human centered world. Many
intellectuals believed that the human mind could compre-

hend the universe through the laws of physics as described
by Isaac Newton. One of these was Cotton Mather. The
first book published in North America that promoted
Newton and natural theology was Mather’s The Christian
Philosopher (1721). The enormous scientific, economic,
social, and philosophical, changes of the 18th century,
called the Enlightenment, impacted the authority of cler-
gyman and scripture, making way for democratic princi-
ples. The increase in population helped account for the
greater diversity of opinion in religious and political life
as seen in the literature of this time. In 1670, the popu-
lation of the colonies numbered approximately 111,000.
Thirty years later it was more than 250,000. By 1760,
it reached 1,600,000.[1] The growth of communities and
therefore social life led people to become more interested
in the progress of individuals and their shared experience
in the colonies. These new ideals are accounted for in the
widespread popularity of Benjamin Franklin's Autobiog-
raphy.
Even earlier than Franklin was Cadwallader Colden
(1689 - 1776), whose book The History of the Five In-
dian Nations, published in 1727 was one of the first
texts critical of the treatment of the Iroquois in upstate
New York by the English. Colden also wrote a book on
botany, which attracted the attention of Linnaeus, and he
maintained a long term correspondence with Benjamin
Franklin.

2 Post-independence

In the post-war period, Thomas Jefferson's United States
Declaration of Independence, his influence on the United
States Constitution, his autobiography, the Notes on the
State of Virginia, and his many letters solidify his spot
as one of the most talented early American writers. The
Federalist essays by Alexander Hamilton, James Madi-
son, and John Jay presented a significant historical dis-
cussion of American government organization and repub-
lican values. Fisher Ames, James Otis, and Patrick Henry
are also valued for their political writings and orations.
Much of the early literature of the new nation struggled to
find a uniquely American voice in existing literary genre,
and this tendency was also reflected in novels. European
forms and styles were often transferred to new locales and
critics often saw them as inferior.

3 First American novels

It was in the late 18th and early 19th centuries that the
nation’s first novels were published. These fictions were
too lengthy to be printed as manuscript or public reading.
Publishers took a chance on these works in hopes they
would become steady sellers and need to be reprinted.
This was a good bet as literacy rates soared in this period
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among both men and women. Among the first Ameri-
can novels are Thomas Attwood Digges' “Adventures of
Alonso”, published in London in 1775 and William Hill
Brown's The Power of Sympathy published in 1791.[1]
Brown’s novel depicts a tragic love story between siblings
who fell in love without knowing they were related. This
epistolary novel belongs to the Sentimental novel tradi-
tion, as do the two following.
In the next decade important women writers also pub-
lished novels. Susanna Rowson is best known for her
novel, Charlotte: A Tale of Truth, published in London
in 1791.[4] In 1794 the novel was reissued in Philadelphia
under the title, Charlotte Temple. Charlotte Temple is a
seduction tale, written in the third person, which warns
against listening to the voice of love and counsels resis-
tance. In addition to this best selling novel, she wrote nine
novels, six theatrical works, two collections of poetry, six
textbooks, and countless songs.[4] Reaching more than a
million and a half readers over a century and a half, Char-
lotte Temple was the biggest seller of the 19th century be-
fore Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Although Rowson was
extremely popular in her time and is often acknowledged
in accounts of the development of the early American
novel, Charlotte Temple is often criticized as a sentimen-
tal novel of seduction.
Hannah Webster Foster's The Coquette: Or, the History
of Eliza Wharton was published in 1797 and was also ex-
tremely popular.[5] Told from Foster’s point of view and
based on the real life of Eliza Whitman, this epistolary
novel is about a woman who is seduced and abandoned.
Eliza is a “coquette” who is courted by two very different
men: a clergyman who offers her the comfort and regu-
larity of domestic life, and a noted libertine. She fails to
choose between them and finds herself single when both
men get married. She eventually yields to the artful liber-
tine and gives birth to an illegitimate stillborn child at an
inn. The Coquette is praised for its demonstration of this
era’s contradictory ideals of womanhood.[6]

Washington Irving and his friends at Sunnyside

Both The Coquette and Charlotte Temple are novels that
treat the right of women to live as equals as the new demo-
cratic experiment. These novels are of the Sentimental
genre, characterized by overindulgence in emotion, an in-

vitation to listen to the voice of reason against misleading
passions, as well as an optimistic overemphasis on the es-
sential goodness of humanity. Sentimentalism is often
thought to be a reaction against the Calvinistic belief in
the depravity of human nature.[7] While many of these
novels were popular, the economic infrastructure of the
time did not allow these writers to make a living through
their writing alone.[8]

Charles Brockden Brown is the earliest American novel-
ist whose works are still commonly read. He published
Wieland in 1798, and in 1799 published Ormond, Edgar
Huntly, and Arthur Mervyn. These novels are of the
Gothic genre.
The first author to be able to support himself through
the income generated by his publications alone was
Washington Irving. He completed his first major book
in 1809 entitled A History of New-York from the Begin-
ning of the World to the End of the Dutch Dynasty.[9]

Of the picaresque genre, Hugh Henry Brackenridge pub-
lished Modern Chivalry in 1792-1815; Tabitha Gilman
Tenney wrote Female Quixotism: Exhibited in the Ro-
mantic Opinions and Extravagant Adventure of Dorcasina
Sheldon in 1801; Royall Tyler wrote The Algerine Captive
in 1797.[7]

Other notable authors include William Gilmore Simms,
who wrote Martin Faber in 1833, Guy Rivers in 1834,
and The Yemassee in 1835. Lydia Maria Child wrote
Hobomok in 1824 and The Rebels in 1825. John Neal
wrote Logan, A Family History in 1822, Rachel Dyer in
1828, and The Down-Easters in 1833. Catherine Maria
Sedgwick wrote A New England Tale in 1822, Redwood
in 1824, Hope Leslie in 1827, and The Linwoods in 1835.
James Kirke Paulding wroteThe Lion of theWest in 1830,
The Dutchman’s Fireside in 1831, and Westward Ho! in
1832. Robert Montgomery Bird wrote Calavar in 1834
and Nick of the Woods in 1837. James Fenimore Cooper
was also a notable author best known for his novel, The
Last of the Mohicans written in 1826.[7] George Tucker
produced in 1824 the first fiction of Virginia colonial life
with The Valley of Shenandoah. He followed in 1827
with one of the country’s first science fictions, A Voyage
to the Moon: With Some Account of the Manners and Cus-
toms, Science and Philosophy, of the People of Morosofia,
and Other Lunarians.

4 Unique American style

With the War of 1812 and an increasing desire to pro-
duce uniquely American literature and culture, a num-
ber of key new literary figures emerged, perhaps most
prominently Washington Irving, William Cullen Bryant,
and James Fenimore Cooper. Irving, often considered
the first writer to develop a unique American style (al-
though this has been debated) wrote humorous works in
Salmagundi and the satire A History of New York, by
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Edgar Allan Poe

Diedrich Knickerbocker (1809). Bryant wrote early ro-
mantic and nature-inspired poetry, which evolved away
from their European origins.
Cooper’s Leatherstocking Tales about Natty Bumppo
(which includes The Last of the Mohicans) were popu-
lar both in the new country and abroad. In 1832, Edgar
Allan Poe began writing short stories – including "The
Masque of the Red Death", "The Pit and the Pendulum",
"The Fall of the House of Usher", and "The Murders in
the Rue Morgue" – that explore previously hidden levels
of human psychology and push the boundaries of fiction
toward mystery and fantasy.
Humorous writers were also popular and included Seba
Smith and Benjamin Penhallow Shillaber in New Eng-
land and Davy Crockett, Augustus Baldwin Longstreet,
Johnson J. Hooper, Thomas Bangs Thorpe, and George
Washington Harris writing about the American frontier.
The New England Brahmins were a group of writers con-
nected to Harvard University and its seat in Cambridge,
Massachusetts. The core included James Russell Low-
ell, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, and Oliver Wendell
Holmes, Sr.
In 1836, Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803–1882), an ex-
minister, published a startling nonfiction work called Na-
ture, in which he claimed it was possible to dispense
with organized religion and reach a lofty spiritual state by
studying and responding to the natural world. His work
influenced not only the writers who gathered around him,
forming a movement known as Transcendentalism, but
also the public, who heard him lecture.
Emerson’s most gifted fellow-thinker was perhaps Henry

Ralph Waldo Emerson

David Thoreau (1817–1862), a resolute nonconformist.
After living mostly by himself for two years in a cabin by
a wooded pond, Thoreau wrote Walden, a book-length
memoir that urges resistance to the meddlesome dictates
of organized society. His radical writings express a deep-
rooted tendency toward individualism in the American
character. Other writers influenced by Transcendental-
ism were Bronson Alcott, Margaret Fuller, George Rip-
ley, Orestes Brownson, and Jones Very.[10]

Just as one of the great works of the Revolutionary period
was written by a Frenchman, so too was one of the great
works about America from this generation, viz., Alexis de
Tocqueville's two-volume Democracy in America, which
(like the colonial explorers) described his travels through
the young country, making observations about the rela-
tions between democracy, liberty, equality, individualism
and community.
The political conflict surrounding abolitionism inspired
the writings ofWilliam Lloyd Garrison and his paper The
Liberator, along with poet John Greenleaf Whittier and
Harriet Beecher Stowe in her world-famous Uncle Tom’s
Cabin. These efforts were supported by the continua-
tion of the slave narrative autobiography, of which the
best known examples from this period include Frederick
Douglass'sNarrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an
American Slave, Harriet Jacobs's Incidents in the Life of
a Slave Girl.
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At the same time, Native American autobiography devel-
ops, most notably in William Apess's A Son of the Forest
and George Copway's The Life, History and Travels of
Kah-ge-ga-gah-bowh. Moreover, minority authors were
beginning to publish fiction, as in William Wells Brown's
Clotel; or, The President’s Daughter, Frank J. Webb's The
Garies and Their Friends, Martin Delany's Blake; or, The
Huts of America and Harriet E. Wilson's Our Nig as early
African American novels, and John Rollin Ridge's The
Life and Adventures of Joaquin Murieta: The Celebrated
California Bandit, which is considered the first Native
American novel but which also is an early story about
Mexican American issues.

Nathaniel Hawthorne

In 1837, the young Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804–1864)
collected some of his stories as Twice-Told Tales, a vol-
ume rich in symbolism and occult incidents. Hawthorne
went on to write full-length “romances”, quasi-allegorical
novels that explore such themes as guilt, pride, and emo-
tional repression in his native New England. His master-
piece, The Scarlet Letter, is the stark drama of a woman
cast out of her community for committing adultery.
Hawthorne’s fiction had a profound impact on his friend
Herman Melville (1819–1891), who first made a name
for himself by turning material from his seafaring days
into exotic and sensational sea narrative novels. Inspired
by Hawthorne’s focus on allegories and dark psychol-
ogy, Melville went on to write romances replete with
philosophical speculation. In Moby-Dick, an adventur-
ous whaling voyage becomes the vehicle for examining
such themes as obsession, the nature of evil, and human
struggle against the elements.

In another fine work, the short novel Billy Budd, Melville
dramatizes the conflicting claims of duty and compassion
on board a ship in time of war. His more profound books
sold poorly, and he had been long forgotten by the time
of his death. He was rediscovered in the early decades of
the 20th century.
Anti-transcendental works from Melville, Hawthorne,
and Poe all comprise the Dark Romanticism subgenre of
literature popular during this time.
American dramatic literature, by contrast, remained de-
pendent on European models, although many playwrights
did attempt to apply these forms to American topics and
themes, such as immigrants, westward expansion, tem-
perance, etc. At the same time, American playwrights
created several long-lasting American character types,
especially the “Yankee”, the “Negro” and the “Indian”,
exemplified by the characters of Jonathan, Sambo and
Metamora. In addition, new dramatic forms were created
in the Tom Shows, the showboat theater and the minstrel
show. Among the best plays of the period are James Nel-
son Barker's Superstition; or, the Fanatic Father, Anna
Cora Mowatt's Fashion; or, Life in New York, Nathaniel
Bannister's Putnam, the Iron Son of '76, Dion Boucicault's
The Octoroon; or, Life in Louisiana, and Cornelius Math-
ews'sWitchcraft; or, the Martyrs of Salem.

5 Early American poetry

See also: American poetry
The Fireside Poets (also known as the Schoolroom or
Household Poets) were some of America’s first major po-
ets domestically and internationally. They were known
for their poems being easy to memorize due to their gen-
eral adherence to poetic form (standard forms, regular
meter, and rhymed stanzas) and were often recited in
the home (hence the name) as well as in school (such as
"Paul Revere’s Ride"), as well as working with distinctly
American themes, including some political issues such
as abolition. They included Henry Wadsworth Longfel-
low, William Cullen Bryant, John Greenleaf Whittier,
James Russell Lowell, and Oliver Wendell Holmes, Sr..
Longfellow achieved the highest level of acclaim and
is often considered the first internationally acclaimed
American poet, being the first American poet given a bust
in Westminster Abbey’s Poets’ Corner.[11]

Walt Whitman(1819–1892) and Emily Dickinson
(1830–1886), two of America’s greatest 19th-century
poets could hardly have been more different in temper-
ament and style. Walt Whitman was a working man,
a traveler, a self-appointed nurse during the American
Civil War (1861–1865), and a poetic innovator. His
magnum opus was Leaves of Grass, in which he uses a
free-flowing verse and lines of irregular length to depict
the all-inclusiveness of American democracy. Taking
that motif one step further, the poet equates the vast
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Walt Whitman, 1856

range of American experience with himself without
being egotistical. For example, in Song of Myself, the
long, central poem in Leaves of Grass, Whitman writes:
“These are really the thoughts of all men in all ages and
lands, they are not original with me ...”
Whitman was also a poet of the body – “the body elec-
tric,” as he called it. In Studies in Classic American Lit-
erature, the English novelist D. H. Lawrence wrote that
Whitman “was the first to smash the old moral conception
that the soul ofman is something 'superior' and 'above' the
flesh.”
Emily Dickinson , on the other hand, lived the shel-
tered life of a genteel unmarried woman in small-town
Amherst, Massachusetts. Within its formal structure, her
poetry is ingenious, witty, exquisitely wrought, and psy-
chologically penetrating. Her work was unconventional
for its day, and little of it was published during her life-
time.
Many of her poems dwell on death, often with a mis-
chievous twist. One, "Because I could not stop for
Death", begins, “He kindly stopped for me.” The open-
ing of another Dickinson poem toys with her position as a
woman in a male-dominated society and an unrecognized
poet: “I'm nobody! Who are you? / Are you nobody
too?"
American poetry arguably reached its peak in the early-
to-mid-20th century, with such noted writers as Wallace
Stevens and his Harmonium (1923) and The Auroras of

Autumn (1950), T. S. Eliot and his The Waste Land
(1922), Robert Frost and his North of Boston (1914) and
New Hampshire (1923), Hart Crane and hisWhite Build-
ings (1926) and the epic cycle, The Bridge (1930), Ezra
Pound, William CarlosWilliams and his epic poem about
his New Jersey hometown, Paterson, Marianne Moore,
E. E. Cummings, Edna St. Vincent Millay and Langston
Hughes, in addition to many others.

6 Realism, Twain and James

Mark Twain, 1907

Mark Twain (the pen name used by Samuel Langhorne
Clemens, 1835–1910) was the first major American
writer to be born away from the East Coast – in the bor-
der state of Missouri. His regional masterpieces were the
memoir Life on the Mississippi and the novels Adventures
of Tom Sawyer and Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.
Twain’s style – influenced by journalism, wedded to the
vernacular, direct and unadorned but also highly evoca-
tive and irreverently humorous – changed the way Amer-
icans write their language. His characters speak like real
people and sound distinctively American, using local di-
alects, newly invented words, and regional accents.
Other writers interested in regional differences and di-
alect were George W. Cable, Thomas Nelson Page, Joel
Chandler Harris, Mary Noailles Murfree (Charles Egbert
Craddock), Sarah Orne Jewett, Mary E. Wilkins Free-
man, Henry Cuyler Bunner, and William Sydney Porter
(O. Henry). A version of local color regionalism that fo-
cused on minority experiences can be seen in the works
of Charles W. Chesnutt (African American), of María
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Ruiz de Burton, one of the earliest Mexican American
novelists to write in English, and in the Yiddish-inflected
works of Abraham Cahan.
William Dean Howells also represented the realist tra-
dition through his novels, including The Rise of Silas
Lapham and his work as editor of the Atlantic Monthly.
Henry James (1843–1916) confronted the Old World-
New World dilemma by writing directly about it. Al-
though born in New York City, he spent most of his adult
years in England. Many of his novels center on Amer-
icans who live in or travel to Europe. With its intricate,
highly qualified sentences and dissection of emotional and
psychological nuance, James’s fiction can be daunting.
Among his more accessible works are the novellas Daisy
Miller, about an enchanting American girl in Europe, and
The Turn of the Screw, an enigmatic ghost story.
Realism also influenced American drama of the period,
in part through the works of Howells but also through the
works of such Europeans as Ibsen and Zola. Although
realism was most influential in terms of set design and
staging—audiences loved the special effects offered up
by the popular melodramas—and in the growth of local
color plays, it also showed up in the more subdued, less
romantic tone that reflected the effects of the Civil War
and continued social turmoil on the American psyche.
The most ambitious attempt at bringing modern real-
ism into the drama was James Herne'sMargaret Fleming,
which addressed issues of social determinism through re-
alistic dialogue, psychological insight and symbolism; the
play was not a success, as critics and audiences alike felt
it dwelt too much on unseemly topics and included im-
proper scenes, such as themain character nursing her hus-
band’s illegitimate child onstage.

7 Beginning of the 20th century

At the beginning of the 20th century, American novel-
ists were expanding fiction’s social spectrum to encom-
pass both high and low life and sometimes connected to
the naturalist school of realism. In her stories and novels,
Edith Wharton (1862–1937) scrutinized the upper-class,
Eastern-seaboard society in which she had grown up. One
of her finest books, The Age of Innocence, centers on a
man who chooses to marry a conventional, socially ac-
ceptable woman rather than a fascinating outsider.
At about the same time, Stephen Crane (1871–1900),
best known for his Civil War novel The Red Badge of
Courage, depicted the life of New York City prostitutes
in Maggie: A Girl of the Streets. And in Sister Car-
rie, Theodore Dreiser (1871–1945) portrayed a country
girl who moves to Chicago and becomes a kept woman.
Hamlin Garland and Frank Norris wrote about the prob-
lems of American farmers and other social issues from a
naturalist perspective.

Ernest Hemingway in World War I uniform

More directly political writings discussed social issues
and power of corporations. Some like Edward Bel-
lamy in Looking Backward outlined other possible po-
litical and social frameworks. Upton Sinclair, most fa-
mous for his muck-raking novel The Jungle, advocated
socialism. Other political writers of the period included
Edwin Markham, William Vaughn Moody. Journalis-
tic critics, including Ida M. Tarbell and Lincoln Steffens
were labeled The Muckrakers. Henry Brooks Adams' lit-
erate autobiography, The Education of Henry Adams also
depicted a stinging description of the education system
and modern life.
Race was a common issue as well, as seen in the work
of Pauline Hopkins, an African-American woman who
published five influential works from 1900 to 1903 dis-
cussing racial and sexual inequalities. Similarly, Sui Sin
Far wrote about Chinese-American experiences, Maria
Cristina Mena wrote about Mexican-American experi-
ences, and Zitkala-Sa wrote about Native American ex-
periences.
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7.1 1920s

The 1920s brought in effervescence of American liter-
ature, both in the states and in Paris and London. Many
writers had direct experience of theWorldWar, and used
it to frame their writings.[12]

Experimentation in style and form soon joined the new
freedom in subject matter. In 1909, Gertrude Stein
(1874–1946), by then an expatriate in Paris, published
Three Lives, an innovative work of fiction influenced by
her familiarity with cubism, jazz, and other movements
in contemporary art and music. Stein labeled a group of
American literary notables who lived in Paris in the 1920s
and 1930s as the "Lost Generation".
The poet Ezra Pound (1885–1972) was born in Idaho
but spent much of his adult life in Europe. His work
is complex, sometimes obscure, with multiple references
to other art forms and to a vast range of literature, both
Western and Eastern.[13] He influenced many other po-
ets, notably T. S. Eliot (1888–1965), another expatriate.
Eliot wrote spare, cerebral poetry, carried by a dense
structure of symbols. In The Waste Land, he embod-
ied a jaundiced vision of post–World War I society in
fragmented, haunted images. Like Pound’s, Eliot’s po-
etry could be highly allusive, and some editions of The
Waste Land come with footnotes supplied by the poet. In
1948, Eliot won the Nobel Prize in Literature.[14]

Stein, Pound and Eliot, along with Henry James before
them, demonstrate the growth of an international per-
spective in American literature, and not simply because
they spend long periods of time overseas. American writ-
ers had long looked to European models for inspiration,
but whereas the literary breakthroughs of the mid-19th
century came from finding distinctly American styles and
themes, writers from this period were finding ways of
contributing to a flourishing international literary scene,
not as imitators but as equals. Something similar was
happening back in the States, as Jewish writers (such as
Abraham Cahan) used the English language to reach an
international Jewish audience.
American writers also expressed the disillusionment fol-
lowing upon the war. The stories and novels of F. Scott
Fitzgerald (1896–1940) capture the restless, pleasure-
hungry, defiant mood of the 1920s. Fitzgerald’s charac-
teristic theme, expressed poignantly in The Great Gatsby,
is the tendency of youth’s golden dreams to dissolve in
failure and disappointment. Fitzgerald also elucidates
the collapse of some key American Ideals, such as lib-
erty, social unity, good governance and peace, features
which were severely threatened by the pressures of mod-
ern early 20th century society.[15] Sinclair Lewis and
Sherwood Anderson also wrote novels with critical de-
pictions of American life. John Dos Passos wrote about
the war and also the U.S.A. trilogy which extended into
the Depression.[16]

Ernest Hemingway (1899–1961) saw violence and death

F. Scott Fitzgerald, photographed by Carl van Vechten, 1937

first-hand as an ambulance driver in WorldWar I, and the
carnage persuaded him that abstract language was mostly
empty and misleading. He cut out unnecessary words
from his writing, simplified the sentence structure, and
concentrated on concrete objects and actions. He ad-
hered to a moral code that emphasized grace under pres-
sure, and his protagonists were strong, silent men who
often dealt awkwardly with women. The Sun Also Rises
and A Farewell to Arms are generally considered his best
novels; in 1954, he won the Nobel Prize in Literature.[17]

William Faulkner (1897–1962) won the Nobel Prize in
1949: . Faulkner encompassed an enormous range of
humanity in Yoknapatawpha County, a Mississippian re-
gion of his own invention. He recorded his characters’
seemingly unedited ramblings in order to represent their
inner states, a technique called "stream of consciousness".
(In fact, these passages are carefully crafted, and their
seemingly chaotic structure conceals multiple layers of
meaning.) He also jumbled time sequences to show how
the past – especially the slave-holding era of the Deep
South – endures in the present. Among his great works
are Absalom, Absalom!, As I Lay Dying, The Sound and
the Fury, and Light in August.[18]

8 The rise of American drama

See also: Theater of the United States
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Although the United States’ theatrical tradition can be
traced back to the arrival of Lewis Hallam's troupe in the
mid-18th century and was very active in the 19th cen-
tury, as seen by the popularity of minstrel shows and of
adaptations of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, American drama at-
tained international status only in the 1920s and 1930s,
with the works of Eugene O'Neill, who won four Pulitzer
Prizes and the Nobel Prize.
In the middle of the 20th century, American drama
was dominated by the work of playwrights Tennessee
Williams and Arthur Miller, as well as by the matura-
tion of the American musical, which had found a way
to integrate script, music and dance in such works as
Oklahoma! and West Side Story. Later American play-
wrights of importance include Edward Albee, Sam Shep-
ard, David Mamet, August Wilson and Tony Kushner.

9 Depression-era literature

Further information: List of writers of the Lost Genera-
tion

Depression era literature was blunt and direct in its so-
cial criticism. John Steinbeck (1902–1968) was born
in Salinas, California, where he set many of his stories.
His style was simple and evocative, winning him the fa-
vor of the readers but not of the critics. Steinbeck often
wrote about poor, working-class people and their strug-
gle to lead a decent and honest life. The Grapes of Wrath,
considered his masterpiece, is a strong, socially-oriented
novel that tells the story of the Joads, a poor family from
Oklahoma and their journey to California in search of a
better life.
Other popular novels include Tortilla Flat, Of Mice and
Men, Cannery Row, and East of Eden. He was awarded
the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1962. Steinbeck’s con-
temporary, Nathanael West's two most famous short nov-
els,Miss Lonelyhearts,which plumbs the life of its epony-
mous antihero, a reluctant (and, to comic effect, male)
advice columnist, and the effects the tragic letters exert
on it, and The Day of the Locust, which introduces a cast
of Hollywood stereotypes and explores the ironies of the
movies, have come to be avowed classics of American
literature.
In non-fiction, James Agee's Let Us Now Praise Famous
Men observes and depicts the lives of three struggling
tenant-farming families in Alabama in 1936. Combin-
ing factual reportage with passages of literary complexity
and poetic beauty, Agee presented a complete picture,
an accurate, minutely detailed report of what he had seen
coupled with insight into his feelings about the experience
and the difficulties of capturing it for a broad audience.
In doing so, he created an enduring portrait of a nearly
invisible segment of the American population.
Henry Miller assumed a unique place in American Liter-

ature in the 1930s when his semi-autobiographical nov-
els, written and published in Paris, were banned from the
US. Although his major works, including Tropic of Can-
cer and Black Spring, would not be free of the label of
obscenity until 1962, their themes and stylistic innova-
tions had already exerted a major influence on succeed-
ing generations of American writers, and paved the way
for sexually frank 1960s novels by John Updike, Philip
Roth, Gore Vidal, John Rechy and William Styron.

10 Post–World War II

10.1 The postwar novel

Norman Mailer, photographed by Carl Van Vechten, 1948

The period in time from the end ofWorldWar II up until,
roughly, the late 1960s and early 1970s saw the publica-
tion of some of the most popular works in American his-
tory such as To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee. The
last few of the more realistic modernists along with the
wildly Romantic beatniks largely dominated the period,
while the direct respondents to America’s involvement in
World War II contributed in their notable influence.
Though born in Canada, Chicago-raised Saul Bellow
would become one of the most influential novelists in
America in the decades directly following World War II.
In works like The Adventures of Augie March andHerzog,
Bellow painted vivid portraits of the American city and
the distinctive characters that peopled it. Bellow went on
to win the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1976.
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From J.D. Salinger's Nine Stories and The Catcher in the
Rye to Sylvia Plath's The Bell Jar, the perceived madness
of the state of affairs in America was brought to the fore-
front of the nation’s literary expression. Immigrant au-
thors such as Vladimir Nabokov, with Lolita, forged on
with the theme, and, at almost the same time, the beatniks
took a concerted step away from their Lost Generation
predecessors, developing a style and tone of their own
by drawing on Eastern theology and experimenting with
recreational drugs.
The poetry and fiction of the "Beat Generation", largely
born of a circle of intellects formed in New York City
around Columbia University and established more offi-
cially some time later in San Francisco, came of age. The
term Beat referred, all at the same time, to the counter-
cultural rhythm of the Jazz scene, to a sense of rebellion
regarding the conservative stress of post-war society, and
to an interest in new forms of spiritual experience through
drugs, alcohol, philosophy, and religion, and specifically
through Zen Buddhism.
Allen Ginsberg set the tone of the movement in his poem
Howl, a Whitmanesque work that began: “I saw the best
minds of my generation destroyed by madness...” Among
the most representative achievements of the Beats in the
novel are Jack Kerouac's On the Road (1957), the chron-
icle of a soul-searching travel through the continent, and
William S. Burroughs's Naked Lunch (1959), a more ex-
perimental work structured as a series of vignettes relat-
ing, among other things, the narrator’s travels and exper-
iments with hard drugs.
Regarding the war novel specifically, there was a liter-
ary explosion in America during the post–World War II
era. Some of the best known of the works produced in-
cluded NormanMailer's The Naked and the Dead (1948),
Joseph Heller's Catch-22 (1961) and Kurt Vonnegut Jr.'s
Slaughterhouse-Five (1969). The Moviegoer (1962), by
Southern author Walker Percy, winner of the National
Book Award, was his attempt at exploring “the disloca-
tion of man in the modern age.”[19]

In contrast, John Updike approached American life from
a more reflective but no less subversive perspective. His
1960 novel Rabbit, Run, the first of four chronicling the
rising and falling fortunes of Harry “Rabbit” Angstrom
over the course of four decades against the backdrop of
the major events of the second half of the 20th century,
broke new ground on its release in its characterization and
detail of the American middle class and frank discussion
of taboo topics such as adultery. Notable among Up-
dike’s characteristic innovations was his use of present-
tense narration, his rich, stylized language, and his atten-
tion to sensual detail. His work is also deeply imbued with
Christian themes. The two final installments of the Rab-
bit series, Rabbit is Rich (1981) and Rabbit at Rest (1990),
were both awarded the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction. Other
notable works include the Henry Bech novels (1970–98),
The Witches of Eastwick (1984), Roger’s Version (1986)

John Updike

and In the Beauty of the Lilies (1996), which literary critic
Michiko Kakutani called “arguably his finest.”[20]

Frequently linked with Updike is the novelist Philip Roth.
Roth vigorously explores Jewish identity in American so-
ciety, especially in the postwar era and the early 21st
century. Frequently set in Newark, New Jersey, Roth’s
work is known to be highly autobiographical, andmany of
Roth’s main characters, most famously the Jewish novelist
Nathan Zuckerman, are thought to be alter egos of Roth.
With these techniques, and armed with his articulate and
fast-paced style, Roth explores the distinction between re-
ality and fiction in literature while provocatively examin-
ing American culture. His most famous work includes
the Zuckerman novels, the controversial Portnoy’s Com-
plaint (1969), and Goodbye, Columbus (1959). Among
the most decorated American writers of his generation,
he has won every major American literary award, includ-
ing the Pulitzer Prize for his major novel American Pas-
toral (1997).
In the realm of African-American literature, Ralph Elli-
son's 1952 novel Invisible Man was instantly recognized
as among the most powerful and important works of
the immediate post-war years. The story of a black
Underground Man in the urban north, the novel laid bare
the often repressed racial tension that still prevailed while
also succeeding as an existential character study. Richard
Wright was catapulted to fame by the publication in sub-
sequent years of his now widely studied short story, "The
Man Who Was Almost a Man" (1939), and his contro-
versial second novel, Native Son (1940), and his legacy
was cemented by the 1945 publication of Black Boy, a
work in which Wright drew on his childhood and mostly
autodidactic education in the segregated South, fictional-
izing and exaggerating some elements as he saw fit. Be-
cause of its polemical themes and Wright’s involvement
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with the Communist Party, the novel’s final part, “Amer-
ican Hunger,” was not published until 1977.
Perhaps the most ambitious and challenging post-war
American novelist was William Gaddis, whose uncom-
promising, satiric, and gargantuan novels, such as The
Recognitions (1955) and J R (1975) are presented largely
in terms of unattributed dialog that requires almost un-
exampled reader participation. Gaddis’s primary themes
include forgery, capitalism, religious zealotry, and the le-
gal system, constituting a sustained polyphonic critique
of the chaos and chicanery of modern American life.
Gaddis’s work, though largely ignored for years, antici-
pated and influenced the development of such ambitious
“postmodern” fiction writers as Thomas Pynchon, Joseph
McElroy, and Don DeLillo. Another neglected and chal-
lenging postwar American novelist, albeit one who wrote
much shorter works, was John Hawkes, whose often
surreal, visionary fiction addresses themes of violence
and eroticism and experiments audaciously with narra-
tive voice and style. Among his most important works is
the short nightmarish novel The Lime Twig (1961).

10.2 Short fiction and poetry

In the postwar period, the art of the short story again
flourished. Among its most respected practitioners was
Flannery O'Connor (b. March 25, 1925 in Georgia – d.
August 3, 1964 in Georgia), who renewed the fascination
of such giants as Faulkner and Twain with the American
south, developing a distinctive Southern gothic esthetic
wherein characters acted at one level as people and at an-
other as symbols. A devout Catholic, O'Connor often
imbued her stories, among them the widely studied "A
Good Man is Hard to Find" and "Everything That Rises
Must Converge", and two novels, Wise Blood (1952);
The Violent Bear It Away (1960), with deeply religious
themes, focusing particularly on the search for truth and
religious skepticism against the backdrop of the nuclear
age. Other important practitioners of the form include
Katherine Anne Porter, Eudora Welty, John Cheever,
Raymond Carver, Tobias Wolff, and the more experi-
mental Donald Barthelme.
Among the most respected of the postwar American po-
ets are John Ashbery, the key figure of the surrealis-
tic New York School of poetry, and his celebrated Self-
portrait in a Convex Mirror (Pulitzer Prize for Poetry,
1976); Elizabeth Bishop and her North & South (Pulitzer
Prize for Poetry, 1956) and “Geography III” (National
Book Award, 1970); Richard Wilbur and his Things of
This World, winner of both the Pulitzer Prize and the
National Book Award for Poetry in 1957; John Berry-
man and his The Dream Songs, (Pulitzer Prize for Po-
etry, 1964, National Book Award, 1968); A.R. Ammons,
whose Collected Poems 1951-1971 won a National Book
Award in 1973 andwhose long poemGarbage earned him
another in 1993; Theodore Roethke and his The Waking
(Pulitzer Prize for Poetry, 1954); James Merrill and his

epic poem of communication with the dead, The Chang-
ing Light at Sandover (Pulitzer Prize for Poetry, 1977);
Louise Glück for her The Wild Iris (Pulitzer Prize for Po-
etry, 1993); W.S. Merwin for his The Carrier of Lad-
ders (Pulitzer Prize for Poetry, 1971) and The Shadow
of Sirius (Pulitzer Prize for Poetry, 2009); Mark Strand
for Blizzard of One (Pulitzer Prize for Poetry, 1999);
Robert Hass for his Time and Materials, which won both
the Pulitzer Prize and National Book Award for Poetry
in 2008 and 2007 respectively; and Rita Dove for her
Thomas and Beulah (Pulitzer Prize for Poetry, 1987).
In addition, in this same period the confessional, whose
origin is often traced to the publication in 1959 of Robert
Lowell's Life Studies,[21] and beat schools of poetry en-
joyed popular and academic success, producing such
widely anthologized voices as Allen Ginsberg, Charles
Bukowski, Gary Snyder, Anne Sexton, and Sylvia Plath,
among many others.

11 Contemporary American litera-
ture

Though its exact parameters remain debatable, from
the early 1970s to the present day the most salient
literary movement has been postmodernism. Thomas
Pynchon, a seminal practitioner of the form, drew in
his work on modernist fixtures such as temporal dis-
tortion, unreliable narrators, and internal monologue
and coupled them with distinctly postmodern techniques
such as metafiction, ideogrammatic characterization, un-
realistic names (Oedipa Maas, Benny Profane, etc.),
absurdist plot elements and hyperbolic humor, deliber-
ate use of anachronisms and archaisms, a strong focus
on postcolonial themes, and a subversive commingling
of high and low culture. In 1973, he published Gravity’s
Rainbow, a leading work in this genre, which won the
National Book Award and was unanimously nominated
for the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction that year. His other ma-
jor works include his debut, V. (1963), The Crying of Lot
49 (1966), Mason & Dixon (1997), and Against the Day
(2006).
ToniMorrison, the most recent American recipient of the
Nobel Prize for Literature, writing in a distinctive lyri-
cal prose style, published her controversial debut novel,
The Bluest Eye, to widespread critical acclaim in 1970.
Coming on the heels of the signing of the Civil Rights
Act of 1965, the novel, widely studied in American
schools, includes an elaborate description of incestuous
rape and explores the conventions of beauty established
by a historically racist society, painting a portrait of
a self-immolating black family in search of beauty in
whiteness. Since then, Morrison has experimented with
lyric fantasy, as in her two best-known later works, Song
of Solomon (1977) and Beloved (1987), for which she
was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction; along these
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lines, critic Harold Bloom has drawn favorable compar-
isons to Virginia Woolf,[22] and the Nobel committee
to “Faulkner and to the Latin American tradition [of
magical realism].”[23] Beloved was chosen in a 2006 sur-
vey conducted by the New York Times as the most impor-
tant work of fiction of the last 25 years.[24]

Writing in a lyrical, flowing style that eschews ex-
cessive use of the comma and semicolon, recalling
William Faulkner and Ernest Hemingway in equal mea-
sure, Cormac McCarthy's body of work seizes on the lit-
erary traditions of several regions of the United States
and spans multiple genres. He writes in the Southern
Gothic aesthetic in his distinctly Faulknerian 1965 de-
but, The Orchard Keeper, and Suttree (1979); in the Epic
Western tradition, with grotesquely drawn characters
and symbolic narrative turns reminiscent of Melville, in
Blood Meridian (1985), which Harold Bloom styled “the
greatest single book since Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying,”
calling the character of Judge Holden “short of Moby
Dick, the most monstrous apparition in all of Ameri-
can literature";[25] in a much more pastoral tone in his
celebrated Border Trilogy (1992–98) of bildungsromans,
including All the Pretty Horses (1992), winner of the
National Book Award; and in the post-apocalyptic genre
in the Pulitzer Prize-winning The Road (2007). His nov-
els are noted for achieving both commercial and critical
success, several of his works having been adapted to film.
Don DeLillo, who rose to literary prominence with the
publication of his 1985 novel, White Noise, a work
broaching the subjects of death and consumerism and
doubling as a piece of comic social criticism, began his
writing career in 1971 with Americana. He is listed by
Harold Bloom as being among the preeminent contem-
porary American writers, in the company of such fig-
ures as Philip Roth, Cormac McCarthy, and Thomas
Pynchon.[26] His 1997 novel Underworld, a gargantuan
work chronicling American life through and immedi-
ately after the Cold War and examining with equal depth
subjects as various as baseball and nuclear weapons, is
generally agreed upon to be his masterpiece and was
the runner-up in a survey asking writers to identify the
most important work of fiction of the last 25 years.[24]
Among his other important novels are Libra (1988),Mao
II (1991) and Falling Man (2007).
Seizing on the distinctly postmodern techniques of
digression, narrative fragmentation and elaborate
symbolism, and strongly influenced by the works of
Thomas Pynchon, David Foster Wallace began his
writing career with The Broom of the System, published
to moderate acclaim in 1987. His second novel, Infinite
Jest (1997), a futuristic portrait of America and a playful
critique of the media-saturated nature of American
life, has been consistently ranked among the most
important works of the 20th century,[27] and his final
novel, unfinished at the time of his death, The Pale
King (2011), has garnered much praise and attention. In
addition to his novels, he also authored three acclaimed

Jonathan Franzen at the 2008 Brooklyn Book Festival

short story collections: Girl with Curious Hair (1989),
Brief Interviews with Hideous Men (1999) and Oblivion:
Stories (2004).
Jonathan Franzen, Wallace’s friend and contemporary,
rose to prominence after the 2001 publication of his
National Book Award-winning third novel, The Correc-
tions. He began his writing career in 1988 with the well-
received The Twenty-Seventh City, a novel centering on
his native St. Louis, but did not gain national attention
until the publication of his essay, “Perchance to Dream,”
in Harper’s Magazine, discussing the cultural role of the
writer in the newmillennium through the prism of his own
frustrations. The Corrections, a tragicomedy about the
disintegrating Lambert family, has been called “the lit-
erary phenomenon of [its] decade”[28] and was ranked as
one of the greatest novels of the past century.[27] In 2010,
he published Freedom to great critical acclaim.[28][29][30]

Other notable writers at the turn of the century in-
cludeMichael Chabon, whose Pulitzer Prize-winningThe
Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay (2000) tells the
story of two friends, Joe Kavalier and Sam Clay, as they
rise through the ranks of the comics industry in its hey-
day; Denis Johnson, whose 2007 novel Tree of Smoke
about falsified intelligence during Vietnam both won the
National Book Award and was a finalist for the Pulitzer
Prize for Fiction and was called by critic Michiko Kaku-
tani “one of the classic works of literature produced by
[the VietnamWar]";[31] and Louise Erdrich, whose 2008
novel The Plague of Doves, a distinctly Faulknerian, poly-
phonic examination of the tribal experience set against
the backdrop of murder in the fictional town of Pluto,
North Dakota, was nominated for the Pulitzer Prize,
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and her 2012 novel The Round House, which builds on
the same themes, was awarded the 2012 National Book
Award.[32]

12 Minority literatures

Sandra Cisneros best known for her first novel The House on
Mango Street (1984) and her subsequent short story collection
WomanHollering Creek and Other Stories (1991). She is the re-
cipient of numerous awards including a National Endowment for
the Arts Fellowship, and is regarded as a key figure in Chicana
literature.[33]

One of the key developments in late-20th-century Amer-
ican literature was the rise to prominence of literature
written by and about ethnic minorities beyond African
Americans and Jewish Americans, who had already es-
tablished their literary inheritances. This development
came alongside the growth of the Civil Rights move-
ments and its corollary, the Ethnic Pride movement,
which led to the creation of Ethnic Studies programs in
most major universities. These programs helped estab-
lish the new ethnic literature as worthy objects of aca-
demic study, alongside such other new areas of literary
study as women’s literature, gay and lesbian literature,
working-class literature, postcolonial literature, and the
rise of literary theory as a key component of academic
literary study.
After being relegated to cookbooks and autobiographies
for most of the 20th century, Asian American litera-
ture achieved widespread notice through Maxine Hong
Kingston's fictional memoir, TheWomanWarrior (1976),
and her novels China Men (1980) and Tripmaster Mon-
key: His Fake Book. Chinese-American author Ha Jin in
1999 won the National Book Award for his second novel,
Waiting, about a Chinese soldier in the Revolutionary
Army who has to wait 18 years to divorce his wife for
another woman, all the while having to worry about per-

secution for his protracted affair, and twice won the
PEN/Faulkner Award, in 2000 for Waiting and in 2005
forWar Trash.
Indian-American author Jhumpa Lahiri won the Pulitzer
Prize for Fiction for her debut collection of short stories,
Interpreter of Maladies (1999), and went on to write a
well-received novel, The Namesake (2003), which was
shortly adapted to film in 2007. In her second collection
of stories, Unaccustomed Earth, released to widespread
commercial and critical success, Lahiri shifts focus and
treats the experiences of the second and third generation.
Other notable Asian-American (but not immigrant) nov-
elists include Amy Tan, best known for her novel, The
Joy Luck Club (1989), tracing the lives of four immigrant
families brought together by the game of Mahjong, and
Korean American novelist Chang-Rae Lee, who has pub-
lishedNative Speaker, AGesture Life, and Aloft. Such po-
ets asMarilyn Chin and Li-Young Lee, Kimiko Hahn and
Janice Mirikitani have also achieved prominence, as has
playwright David Henry Hwang. Equally important has
been the effort to recover earlier Asian American authors,
started by Frank Chin and his colleagues; this effort has
brought Sui Sin Far, Toshio Mori, Carlos Bulosan, John
Okada, Hisaye Yamamoto and others to prominence.
Latina/o literature also became important during this pe-
riod, starting with acclaimed novels by Tomás Rivera
(...y no se lo tragó la tierra) and Rudolfo Anaya (Bless
Me, Ultima), and the emergence of Chicano theater
with Luis Valdez and Teatro Campesino. Latina writ-
ing became important thanks to authors such as Sandra
Cisneros, an icon of an emerging Chicano literature
whose 1984 bildungsroman The House on Mango Street
is taught in schools across the United States, Denise
Chavez's The Last of the Menu Girls and Gloria An-
zaldúa's Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza.
Dominican-American author Junot Díaz, received the
Pulitzer Prize for Fiction for his 2007 novel The Brief
Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao, which tells the story of an
overweight Dominican boy growing up as a social out-
cast in Paterson, New Jersey. Another Dominican author,
Julia Alvarez, is well known forHow the García Girls Lost
Their Accents and In the Time of the Butterflies. Cuban
American author Oscar Hijuelos won a Pulitzer for The
Mambo Kings Play Songs of Love, and Cristina García
received acclaim for Dreaming in Cuban.
Celebrated Puerto Rican novelists who write in English
and Spanish include Giannina Braschi, author of the
Spanglish classic Yo-Yo Boing! and Rosario Ferré, best
known for “Eccentric Neighborhoods”[34][35] Puerto Rico
has also produced important playwrights such as René
Marqués, Luis Rafael Sánchez, and José Rivera and New
York based poets such as Julia de Burgos, Giannina
Braschi and Pedro Pietri, as well as various members of
the Nuyorican Poets Café.[35]

Spurred by the success of N. Scott Momaday's Pulitzer
Prize–winning House Made of Dawn, Native American
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literature showed explosive growth during this period,
known as the Native American Renaissance, through
such novelists as Leslie Marmon Silko (e.g., Ceremony),
Gerald Vizenor (e.g., Bearheart: The Heirship Chroni-
cles and numerous essays on Native American literature),
Louise Erdrich (Love Medicine and several other nov-
els that use a recurring set of characters and locations
in the manner of William Faulkner), James Welch (e.g.,
Winter in the Blood), Sherman Alexie (e.g., The Lone
Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven), and poets Simon
Ortiz and Joy Harjo. The success of these authors has
brought renewed attention to earlier generations, includ-
ing Zitkala-Sa, John Joseph Mathews, D'Arcy McNickle
and Mourning Dove.
More recently, Arab American literature, largely unno-
ticed since the New York Pen League of the 1920s, has
become more prominent through the work of Diana Abu-
Jaber, whose novels include Arabian Jazz and Crescent
and the memoir The Language of Baklava. Other impor-
tant authors include Etel Adnan, Rabih Alameddine and
poet Naomi Shihab Nye.

13 Nobel Prize in Literature win-
ners (American authors)

Further information: Nobel Prize in Literature

• 1930: Sinclair Lewis (novelist)

• 1936: Eugene O'Neill (playwright)

• 1938: Pearl S. Buck (biographer and novelist)

• 1948: T. S. Eliot (poet and playwright)

• 1949: William Faulkner (novelist)

• 1954: Ernest Hemingway (novelist)

• 1962: John Steinbeck (novelist)

• 1976: Saul Bellow (novelist)

• 1978: Isaac Bashevis Singer (novelist, wrote in Yid-
dish)

• 1987: Joseph Brodsky (poet and essayist, wrote in
English and Russian)

• 1993: Toni Morrison (novelist)

• 2016: Bob Dylan (songwriter)

14 American literary awards

See also: Category:American literary awards

• American Academy of Arts and Letters

• Pulitzer Prize (Fiction, Drama and Poetry, as well
as various non-fiction and journalist categories)

• National Book Award (Fiction, Non-Fiction, Poetry
and Young-Adult Fiction)

• American Book Awards

• PEN literary awards (multiple awards)

• United States Poet Laureate

• Bollingen Prize

• Pushcart Prize

• O. Henry Award

15 Literary theory and criticism

See also: Category:American literary critics

• Edgar Allan Poe: Dark Romanticism, Short-Story
Theory

• T. S. Eliot: Modernism

• Harold Bloom: Aestheticism

• Susan Sontag: Against Interpretation, On Photogra-
phy

• John Updike: Literary realism/modernism and aes-
theticist critic

• M. H. Abrams: The Mirror and the Lamp (study of
Romanticism)

• F. O. Matthiessen: originated the concept
"American Renaissance"

• Perry Miller: Puritan studies

• Henry Nash Smith: founder of the “Myth and Sym-
bol School” of American criticism

• Leo Marx: The Machine in the Garden (study of
technology and culture)

• Leslie Fiedler: Love and Death in the American
Novel

• Stanley Fish: Pragmatism

• Henry Louis Gates: African American literary the-
ory

• Gerald Vizenor: Native American literary theory

• William Dean Howells: Literary realism

• Stephen Greenblatt: New Historicism
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• Geoffrey Hartman: Yale school of deconstruction

• John Crowe Ransom: New Criticism

• Cleanth Brooks: New Criticism

• Kenneth Burke: Rhetoric studies

• Elaine Showalter: Feminist criticism

• Sandra M. Gilbert: Feminist criticism

• Susan Gubar: Feminist criticism

• J. Hillis Miller: Deconstruction

• Edward Said: Postcolonial criticism

• Jonathan Culler: Critical theory, deconstruction

• Judith Butler: Post-structuralist feminism

• Gloria E. Anzaldúa: Latina literary theory

• Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick: Queer theory

• Fredric Jameson: Marxist criticism

16 See also

• American Literature (academic discipline)

• Short story

• Benet’s Reader’s Encyclopedia of American Litera-
ture

• Highlighter

16.1 Additional genres

• Detective fiction

• Horror fiction

• Nature writing

• Romance novel

• Science fiction and fantasy

• Western fiction

16.2 Regional and minority focuses in
American literature

• Literature of New England

• Chicago literature

• Southern literature

• Literature of Southern states: Alabama;
Arkansas; Florida; Georgia; Kentucky;
Louisiana; Maryland; Mississippi, North
Carolina; South Carolina; Tennessee; Texas;
Virginia; West Virginia

• New Orleans in fiction

• Literature in Hawaii

• Boston in fiction

• LGBT literature

• Deaf American literature

• American Catholic literature

• American literature in Spanish

Ethnic minority literature articles and lists

• Armenian American literature

• African American literature

• List of African American writers

• Jewish American literature

• List of Jewish American writers

• List of Arab American writers

• List of writers from peoples indigenous to theAmer-
icas

• Native American Renaissance

• Asian American literature

• Chinese American literature
• Korean American writers
• List of Asian American writers

• Hispanic American writers

• Chicano literature
• Chicano poetry
• Puerto Rican literature
• List of Puerto Rican writers
• List of Cuban American writers
• List of Mexican American writers
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The Old Man And The Sea
Ernest Hemingway

He was an old man who fished alone in a skiff in the Gulf Stream and he 
had gone eighty-four days now without taking a fish. In the first forty 
days a boy had been with him. But after forty days without a fish the 
boy's parents had told him that the old man was now definitely and 
finally salao, which is the worst form of unlucky, and the boy had gone 
at their orders in another boat which caught three good fish the first 
week. It made the boy sad to see the old man come in each day with his 
skiff empty and he always went down to help him carry either the coiled 
lines or the gaff and harpoon and the sail that was furled around the 
mast. The sail was patched with flour sacks and, furled, it looked like the 
flag of permanent defeat.

The old man was thin and gaunt with deep wrinkles in the back of his 
neck. The brown blotches of the benevolent skin cancer the sun brings 
from its reflection on the tropic sea were on his cheeks. The blotches ran 
well down the sides of his face and his hands had the deep-creased 
scars from handling heavy fish on the cords. But none of these scars 
were fresh. They were as old as erosions in a fishless desert.

Everything about him was old except his eyes and they were the same 
color as the sea and were cheerful and undefeated.

"Santiago," the boy said to him as they climbed the bank from where 
the skiff was hauled up. "I could go with you again. We've made some 
money.

The old man had taught the boy to fish and the boy loved him.

"No," the old man said. "You're with a lucky boat. Stay with them."

"Rut remember how you went eighty-seven days without fish and then 
we caught big ones every day for three weeks."

"I remember," the old man said. "I know you did not leave me because 
you doubted."

"It was papa made me leave. I am a boy and I must obey him."

"I know," the old man said. "It is quite normal."

"He hasn't much faith."



"No," the old man said. "But we have. Haven't we?""Yes," the boy said. 
"Can I offer you a beer on the Terrace and then we'll take the stuff 
home."

"Why not?" the old man said. "Between fishermen." They sat on the 
Terrace and many of the fishermen made fun of the old man and he was 
not angry. Others, of the older fishermen, looked at him and were sad. 
But they did not show it and they spoke politely about the current and 
the depths they had drifted their lines at and the steady good weather 
and of what they had seen. The successful fishermen of that day were 
already in and had butchered their marlin out and carried them laid full 
length across two planks, with two men staggering at the end of each 
plank, to the fish house where they waited for the ice truck to carry 
them to the market in Havana. Those who had caught sharks had taken 
them to the shark factory on the other side of the cove where they were 
hoisted on a block and tackle, their livers removed, their fins cut off and 
their hides skinned out and their flesh cut into strips for salting.

When the wind was in the east a smell came across the harbour from 
the shark factory; but today there was only the faint edge of the odour 
because the wind had backed into the north and then dropped off and it 
was pleasant and sunny on the Terrace.

"Santiago," the boy said.

"Yes," the old man said. He was holding his glass and thinking of many 
years ago.

"Can I go out to get sardines for you for tomorrow?"

"No. Go and play baseball. I can still row and Rogelio will throw the net."

"I would like to go. If I cannot fish with you. I would like to serve in 
some way."

"You bought me a beer," the old man said. "You are already a man."

"How old was I when you first took me in a boat?"

"Five and you nearly were killed when I brought the fish in too green 
and he nearly tore the boat to pieces. Can you remember?"

"I can remember the tail slapping and banging and the thwart breaking 
and the noise of the clubbing. I can remember you throwing me into the 
bow where the wet coiled lines were and feeling the whole boat shiver 
and the noise of you clubbing him like chopping a tree down and the 



sweet blood smell all over me."

"Can you really remember that or did I just tell it to you?"

"I remember everything from when we first went together."

The old man looked at him with his sun-burned, confident loving eyes.

"If you were my boy I'd take you out and gamble," he said. "But you are 
your father's and your mother's and you are in a lucky boat."

"May I get the sardines? I know where I can get four baits too."

"I have mine left from today. I put them in salt in the box."

"Let me get four fresh ones."

"One," the old man said. His hope and his confidence had never gone. 
But now they were freshening as when the breeze rises.

"Two," the boy said.

"Two," the old man agreed. "You didn't steal them?"

"I would," the boy said. "But I bought these."

"Thank you," the old man said. He was too simple to wonder when he 
had attained humility. But he knew he had attained it and he knew it 
was not disgraceful and it carried no loss of true pride."Tomorrow is 
going to be a good day with this current," he said.

"Where are you going?" the boy asked.

"Far out to come in when the wind shifts. I want to be out before it is 
light."

"I'll try to get him to work far out," the boy said. "Then if you hook 
something truly big we can come to your aid."

"He does not like to work too far out."

"No," the boy said. "Rut I will see something that he cannot see such as 
a bird working and get him to come out after dolphin."

"Are his eyes that bad?"



"He is almost blind."

"It is strange," the old man said. "He never went turtle-ing. That is what 
kills the eyes."

"But you went turtle-ing for years off the Mosquito Coast and your eyes 
are good."

"I am a strange old main"

"Rut are you strong enough now for a truly big fish?"

"I think so. And there are many tricks."

"Let us take the stuff home," the boy said. "So I can get the cast net 
and go after the sardines."

They picked up the gear from the boat. The old man carried the mast on 
his shoulder and the boy carried the wooden bo,4 with the coiled, hard-
braided brown lines, the gaff and the harpoon with its shaft. The box 
with the baits was under the stern of the skiff along with the club that 
was used to subdue the big fish when they were brought alongside. No 
one would steal from the old man but it was better to take the sail and 
the heavy lines home as the dew was bad for them and, though he was 
quite sure no local people would steal from him, the old man thought 
that a gaff and a harpoon were needless temptations to leave in a boat.

They walked up the road together to the old man's shack and went in 
through its open door. The old man leaned the mast with its wrapped 
sail against the wall and the boy put the box and the other gear beside 
it. The mast was nearly as long as the one room of the shack. The shack 
was made of the tough budshields of the royal palm which are called 
guano and in it there was a bed, a table, one chair, and a place on the 
dirt floor to cook with charcoal. On the brown walls of the flattened, 
overlapping leaves of the sturdy fibered guano there was a picture in 
color of the Sacred Heart of Jesus and another of the Virgin of Cobre. 
These were relics of his wife. Once there had been a tinted photograph 
of his wife on the wall but he had taken it down because it made him too 
lonely to see it and it was on the shelf in the corner under his clean 
shirt.

"What do you have to eat?" the boy asked.

"A pot of yellow rice with fish. Do you want some?"

"No. I will eat at home. Do you want me to make the fire?"



"No. I will make it later on. Or I may eat the rice cold."

"May I take the cast net?"

"Of course."

There was no cast net and the boy remembered when they had sold it. 
But they went through this fiction every day. There was no pot of yellow 
rice and fish and the boy knew this too.

"Eighty-five is a lucky number," the old man said. "How would you like 
to see me bring one in that dressed out over a thousand pounds?"

"I'll get the cast net and go for sardines. Will you sit in the sun in the 
doorway?"

"Yes. I have yesterday's paper and I will read the baseball."

The boy did not know whether yesterday's paper was a fiction too. But 
the old man brought it out from under the bed.

"Perico gave it to me at the bodega," he explained. "I'll be back when I 
have the sardines. I'll keep yours and mine together on ice and we can 
share them in the morning. When I come back you can tell me about the 
baseball."

"The Yankees cannot lose."

"But I fear the Indians of Cleveland."

"Have faith in the Yankees my son. Think of the great DiMaggio."

"I fear both the Tigers of Detroit and the Indians of Cleveland."

"Be careful or you will fear even the Reds of Cincinnati and the White 
Sax of Chicago."

"You study it and tell me when I come back."

"Do you think we should buy a terminal of the lottery with an eighty-
five? Tomorrow is the eighty-fifth day."

"We can do that," the boy said. "But what about the eighty-seven of 
your great record?"



"It could not happen twice. Do you think you can find an eighty-five?"

"I can order one.

"One sheet. That's two dollars and a half. Who can we borrow that 
from?""That's easy. I can always borrow two dollars and a half."

"I think perhaps I can too. But I try not to borrow. First you borrow. 
Then you beg."

"Keep warm old man," the boy said. "Remember we are in September."

"The month when the great fish come," the old man said. "Anyone can 
be a fisherman in May."

"I go now for the sardines," the boy said.

When the boy came back the old man was asleep in the chair and the 
sun was down. The boy took the old army blanket off the bed and 
spread it over the back of the chair and over the old man's shoulders. 
They were strange shoulders, still powerful although very old, and the 
neck was still strong too and the creases did not show so much when 
the old man was asleep and his head fallen forward. His shirt had been 
patched so many times that it was like the sail and the patches were 
faded to many different shades by the sun. The old man's head was very 
old though and with his eyes closed there was no life in his face. The 
newspaper lay across his knees and the weight of his arm held it there 
in the evening breeze. He was barefooted.

The boy left him there and when he came back the old man was still 
asleep.

"Wake up old man," the boy said and put his hand on one of the old 
man's knees.

The old man opened his eyes and for a moment he was coming back 
from a long way away. Then he smiled.

"What have you got?" he asked.

"Supper," said the boy. "We're going to have supper."

"I'm not very hungry."

"Come on and eat. You can't fish and not eat."



"I have," the old man said getting up and taking the newspaper and 
folding it. Then he started to fold the blanket.

"Keep the blanket around you," the boy said. "You'll not fish without 
eating while I'm alive.""Then live a long time and take care of yourself," 
the old man said. "What are we eating?"

"Black beans and rice, fried bananas, and some stew.

The boy had brought them in a two-decker metal container from the 
Terrace. The two sets of knives and forks and spoons were in his pocket 
with a paper napkin wrapped around each set.

"Who gave this to you?"

"Martin. The owner.

"I must thank him."

"I thanked him already," the boy said. "You don't need to thank him."

"I'll give him the belly meat of a big fish," the old man said. "Has he 
done this for us more than once?"

"I think so."

"I must give him something more than the belly meat then. He is very 
thoughtful for us."

"He sent two beers."

"I like the beer in cans best."

"I know. But this is in bottles, Hatuey beer, and I take back the bottles."

"That's very kind of you," the old man said. "Should we eat?"

"I've been asking you to," the boy told him gently. "I have not wished to 
open the container until you were ready."

"I'm ready now," the old man said. "I only needed time to wash."

Where did you wash? the boy thought. The village water supply was two 
streets down the road. I must have water here for him, the boy thought, 
and soap and a good towel. Why am I so thoughtless? I must get him 
another shirt and a jacket for the winter and some sort of shoes and 



another blanket.

"Your stew is excellent," the old man said.

"Tell me about the baseball," the boy asked him.

"In the American League it is the Yankees as I said," the old man said 
happily."

"They lost today," the boy told him.

"That means nothing. The great DiMaggio is himself again."

"They have other men on the team."

"Naturally. But he makes the difference. In the other league, between 
Brooklyn and Philadelphia I must take Brooklyn. But then I think of Dick 
Sisler and those great drives In the old park."

"There was nothing ever like them. He hits the longest ball I have ever 
seen."

"Do you remember when he used to come to the Terrace?"

I wanted to take him fishing but I was too timid to ask him. Then I 
asked you to ask him and you were too timid."

"I know. It was a great mistake. He might have gone with us. Then we 
would have that for all of our lives."

"I would like to take the great DiMaggio fishing," the old man said. 
"They say his father was a fisherman. Maybe he was as poor as we are 
and would understand."

"The great Sisler's father was never poor and he, the father, was playing 
in the Big Leagues when he was my age.

"When I was your age I was before the mast on a square rigged ship 
that ran to Africa and I have seen lions on the beaches in the evening."

"I know. You told me."

"Should we talk about Africa or about baseball?"

"Baseball I think," the boy said. "Tell me about the great John J. 
McGraw." He said Jota for J.



"He used to come to the Terrace sometimes too in the older days. But 
he was rough and harsh-spoken and difficult when he was drinking. His 
mind was on horses as well as baseball. At least he carried lists of 
horses at all times in his pocket and frequently spoke the names of 
horses on the telephone."

"He was a great manager," the boy said. "My father thinks he was the 
greatest."

"Because he came here the most times," the old man said. "If Durocher 
had continued to come here each year your father would think him the 
greatest manager.

"Who is the greatest manager, really, Luque or Mike Gonzalez?"

"I think they are equal."

"And the best fisherman is you."

"No. I know others better."

"Que Va," the boy said. "There are many good fishermen and some 
great ones. But there is only you."

"Thank you. You make me happy. I hope no fish will come along so 
great that he will prove us wrong."

"There is no such fish if you are still strong as you say."

"I may not be as strong as I think," the old man said. "But I know many 
tricks and I have resolution."

"You ought to go to bed now so that you will be fresh in the morning. I 
will take the things back to the Terrace."

"Good night then. I will wake you in the morning."

"You're my alarm clock," the boy said.

"Age is my alarm clock," the old man said. "Why do old men wake so 
early? Is it to have one longer day?"

"I don't know," the boy said. "All I know is that young boys sleep late 
and hard."



"I can remember it," the old man said. "I'll waken you in time.

"I do not like for him to waken me. It is as though I were inferior."

"I know."

"Sleep well old man."

The boy went out. They had eaten with no light on the table and the old 
man took off his trousers and went to bed in the dark. He rolled his 
trousers up to make a pillow, putting the newspaper inside them. He 
rolled himself in the blanket and slept on the other old newspapers that 
covered the springs of the bed.

He was asleep in a short time and he dreamed of Africa when he was a 
boy and the long golden beaches and the white beaches, so white they 
hurt your eyes, and the high capes and the great brown mountains. He 
lived along that coast now every night and in his dreams he heard the 
surf roar and saw the native boats come riding through it. He smelled 
the tar and oakum of the deck as he slept and he smelled the smell of 
Africa that the land breeze brought at morning.

Usually when he smelled the land breeze he woke up and dressed to go 
and wake the boy. But tonight the smell of the land breeze came very 
early and he knew it was too early in his dream and went on dreaming 
to see the white peaks of the Islands rising from the sea and then he 
dreamed of the different harbours and roadsteads of the Canary Islands.

He no longer dreamed of storms, nor of women, nor of great 
occurrences, nor of great fish, nor fights, nor contests of strength, nor of 
his wife. He only dreamed of places now and of the lions on the beach. 
They played like young cats in the dusk and he loved them as he loved 
the boy. He never dreamed about the boy. He simply woke, looked out 
the open door at the moon and unrolled his trousers and put them on. 
He urinated outside the shack and then went up the road to wake the 
boy. He was shivering with the morning cold. But he knew he would 
shiver himself warm and that soon he would be rowing.

The door of the house where the boy lived was unlocked and he opened 
it and walked in quietly with his bare feet. The boy was asleep on a cot 
in the first room and the old man could see him clearly with the light 
that came in from the dying moon. He took hold of one foot gently and 
held it until the boy woke and turned and looked at him. The old man 
nodded and the boy took his trousers from the chair by the bed and, 
sitting on the bed, pulled them on.



The old man went out the door and the boy came after him. He was 
sleepy and the old man put his arm across his shoulders and said, "I am 
sorry."

"Qua Va," the boy said. "It is what a man must do."

They walked down the road to the old man's shack and all along the 
road, in the dark, barefoot men were moving, carrying the masts of 
their boats.

When they reached the old man's shack the boy took the rolls of line in 
the basket and the harpoon and gaff and the old man carried the mast 
with the furled sail on his shoulder.

"Do you want coffee?" the boy asked.

"We'll put the gear in the boat and then get some.

They had coffee from condensed milk cans at an early morning place 
that served fishermen.

"How did you sleep old man?" the boy asked. He was waking up now 
although it was still hard for him to leave his sleep.

"Very well, Manolin," the old man said. "I feel confident today."

"So do I," the boy said. "Now I must get your sardines and mine and 
your fresh baits. He brings our gear himself. He never wants anyone to 
carry anything."

"We're different," the old man said. "I let you carry things when you 
were five years old."

"I know it," the boy said. "I'll be right back. Have another coffee. We 
have credit here."

He walked off, bare-footed on the coral rocks, to the ice house where 
the baits were stored.

The old man drank his coffee slowly. It was all he would have all day 
and he knew that he should take it. For a long time now eating had 
bored him and he never carried a lunch. He had a bottle of water in the 
bow of the skiff and that was all he needed for the day.

The boy was back now with the sardines and the two baits wrapped in a 
newspaper and they went down the trail to the skiff, feeling the pebbled 



sand under their feet, and lifted the skiff and slid her into the water.

"Good luck old man."

"Good luck," the old man said. He fitted the rope lashings of the oars 
onto the thole pins and, leaning forward against the thrust of the blades 
in the water, he began to row out of the harbour in the dark. There were 
other boats from the other beaches going out to sea and the old man 
heard the dip and push of their oars even though he could not see them 
now the moon was below the hills.

Sometimes someone would speak in a boat. But most of the boats were 
silent except for the dip of the oars. They spread apart after they were 
out of the mouth of the harbour and each one headed for the part of the 
ocean where he hoped to find fish. The old man knew he was going far 
out and he left the smell of the land behind and rowed out into the clean 
early morning smell of the ocean. He saw the phosphorescence of the 
Gulf weed in the water as he rowed over the part of the ocean that the 
fishermen called the great well be-cause there was a sudden deep of 
seven hundred fathoms where all sorts of fish congregated because of 
the swirl the current made against the steep walls of the floor of the 
ocean. Here there were concentrations of shrimp and bait fish and 
sometimes schools of squid in the deepest holes and these rose close to 
the surface at night where all the wandering fish fed on them.

In the dark the old man could feel the morning coming and as he rowed 
he heard the trembling sound as flying fish left the water and the hissing 
that their stiff set wings made as they soared away in the darkness. He 
was very fond of flying fish as they were his principal friends on the 
ocean. He was sorry for the birds, especially the small delicate dark 
terns that were always flying and looking and almost never finding, and 
he thought, the birds have a harder life than we do except for the 
robber birds and the heavy strong ones. Why did they make birds so 
delicate and fine as those sea swallows when the ocean can be so cruel? 
She is kind and very beautiful. But she can be so cruel and it comes so 
suddenly and such birds that fly, dipping and hunting, with their small 
sad voices are made too delicately for the sea.

He always thought of the sea as la mar which is what people call her in 
Spanish when they love her. Sometimes those who love her say bad 
things of her but they are always said as though she were a woman. 
Some of the younger fishermen, those who used buoys as floats for 
their lines and had motorboats, bought when the shark livers had 
brought much money, spoke of her as el mar which is masculine. They 
spoke of her as a contestant or a place or even an enemy. But the old 
man always thought of her as feminine and as something that gave or 



withheld great favours, and if she did wild or wicked things it was 
because she could not help them. The moon affects her as it does a 
woman, he thought.

He was rowing steadily and it was no effort for him since he kept well 
within his speed and the surface of the ocean was flat except for the 
occasional swirls of the current. He was letting the current do a third of 
the work and as it started to be light he saw he was already further out 
than he had hoped to be at this hour.

I worked the deep wells for a week and did nothing, he thought. Today 
I'll work out where the schools of bonito and albacore are and maybe 
there will be a big one with them.

Before it was really light he had his baits out and was drifting with the 
current. One bait was down forty fathoms. The second was at seventy-
five and the third and fourth were down in the blue water at one 
hundred and one hundred and twenty-five fathoms. Each bait hung head 
down with the shank of the hook inside the bait fish, tied and sewed 
solid and all the projecting part of the hook, the curve and the point, 
was covered with fresh sardines. Each sardine was hooked through both 
eyes so that they made a half-garland on the projecting steel. There was 
no part of the hook that a great fish could feel which was not sweet 
smelling and good tasting.

The boy had given him two fresh small tunas, or albacores, which hung 
on the two deepest lines like plummets and, on the others, he had a big 
blue runner and a yellow jack that had been used before; but they were 
in good condition still and had the excellent sardines to give them scent 
and attractiveness. Each line, as thick around as a big pencil, was looped 
onto a green-sapped stick so that any pull or touch on the bait would 
make the stick dip and each line had two forty-fathom coils which could 
be made fast to the other spare coils so that, if it were necessary, a fish 
could take out over three hundred fathoms of line.

Now the man watched the dip of the three sticks over the side of the 
skiff and rowed gently to keep the lines straight up and down and at 
their proper depths. It was quite light and any moment now the sun 
would rise.

The sun rose thinly from the sea and the old man could see the other 
boats, low on the water and well in toward the shore, spread out across 
the current. Then the sun was brighter and the glare came on the water 
and then, as it rose clear, the flat sea sent it back at his eyes so that it 
hurt sharply and he rowed without looking into it. He looked down into 
the water and watched the lines that went straight down into the dark of 



the water. He kept them straighter than anyone did, so that at each 
level in the darkness of the stream there would be a bait waiting exactly 
where he wished it to be for any fish that swam there. Others let them 
drift with the current and sometimes they were at sixty fathoms when 
the fishermen thought they were at a hundred.

But, he thought, I keep them with precision. Only I have no luck any 
more. But who knows? Maybe today. Every day is a new day. It is better 
to be lucky. But I would rather be exact. Then when luck comes you are 
ready.

The sun was two hours higher now and it did not hurt his eyes so much 
to look into the east. There were only three boats in sight now and they 
showed very low and far inshore.

All my life the early sun has hurt my eyes, be thought. Yet they are still 
good. In the evening I can look straight into it without getting the 
blackness. It has more force in the evening too. But in the morning it is 
painful.

Just then he saw a man-of-war bird with his long black wings circling in 
the sky ahead of him. He made a quick drop, slanting down on his back-
swept wings, and then circled again.

"He's got something," the old man said aloud. "He's not just looking."

He rowed slowly and steadily toward where the bird was circling. He did 
not hurry and he kept his lines straight up and down. But he crowded 
the current a little so that he was still fishing correctly though faster 
than he would have fished if he was not trying to use the bird.

The bird went higher in the air and circled again, his wings motionless. 
Then he dove suddenly and the old man saw flying fish spurt out of the 
water and sail desperately over the surface.

"Dolphin," the old man said aloud. "Big dolphin."

He shipped his oars and brought a small line from under the bow. It had 
a wire leader and a medium-sized hook and he baited it with one of the 
sardines. He let it go over the side and then made it fast to a ring bolt in 
the stern. Then he baited another line and left it coiled in the shade of 
the bow. He went back to rowing and to watching the long-winged black 
bird who was working, now, low over the water.

As he watched the bird dipped again slanting his wings for the dive and 
then swinging them wildly and ineffectually as he followed the flying fish. 



The old man could see the slight bulge in the water that the big dolphin 
raised as they followed the escaping fish. The dolphin were cutting 
through the water below the flight of the fish and would be in the water, 
driving at speed, when the fish dropped. It is a big school of dolphin, he 
thought. They are widespread and the flying fish have little chance. The 
bird has no chance. The flying fish are too big for him and they go too 
fast.

He watched the flying fish burst out again and again and the ineffectual 
movements of the bird. That school has gotten away from me, he 
thought. They are moving out too fast and too far. But perhaps I will 
pick up a stray and perhaps my big fish is around them. My big fish must 
be somewhere.

The clouds over the land now rose like mountains and the coast was 
only a long green line with the gray blue hills behind it. The water was a 
dark blue now, so dark that it was almost purple. As he looked down 
into it he saw the red sifting of the plankton in the dark water and the 
strange light the sun made now. He watched his lines to see them go 
straight down out of sight into the water and he was happy to see so 
much plankton because it meant fish. The strange light the sun made in 
the water, now that the sun was higher, meant good weather and so did 
the shape of the clouds over the land. But the bird was almost out of 
sight now and nothing showed on the surface of the water but some 
patches of yellow, sun-bleached Sargasso weed and the purple, 
formalized, iridescent, gelatinous bladder of a Portuguese man-of-war 
floating dose beside the boat. It turned on its side and then righted 
itself. It floated cheerfully as a bubble with its long deadly purple 
filaments trailing a yard behind it in the water.

"Agua mala," the man said. "You whore."

From where he swung lightly against his oars he looked down into the 
water and saw the tiny fish that were coloured like the trailing filaments 
and swam between them and under the small shade the bubble made as 
it drifted. They were immune to its poison. But men were not and when 
same of the filaments would catch on a line and rest there slimy and 
purple while the old man was working a fish, he would have welts and 
sores on his arms and hands of the sort that poison ivy or poison oak 
can give. But these poisonings from the agua mala came quickly and 
struck like a whiplash.

The iridescent bubbles were beautiful. But they were the falsest thing in 
the sea and the old man loved to see the big sea turtles eating them. 
The turtles saw them, approached them from the front, then shut their 
eyes so they were completely carapaced and ate them filaments and all. 



The old man loved to see the turtles eat them and he loved to walk on 
them on the beach after a storm and hear them pop when he stepped 
on them with the horny soles of his feet.

He loved green turtles and hawk-bills with their elegance and speed and 
their great value and he had a friendly contempt for the huge, stupid 
loggerheads, yellow in their armour-plating, strange in their love-
making, and happily eating the Portuguese men-of-war with their eyes 
shut.

He had no mysticism about turtles although he had gone in turtle boats 
for many years. He was sorry for them all, even the great trunk backs 
that were as long as the skiff and weighed a ton. Most people are 
heartless about turtles because a turtle's heart will beat for hours after 
he has been cut up and butchered. But the old man thought, I have such 
a heart too and my feet and hands are like theirs. He ate the white eggs 
to give himself strength. He ate them all through May to be strong in 
September and October for the truly big fish.

He also drank a cup of shark liver oil each day from the big drum in the 
shack where many of the fishermen kept their gear. It was there for all 
fishermen who wanted it. Most fishermen hated the taste. But it was no 
worse than getting up at the hours that they rose and it was very good 
against all colds and grippes and it was good for the eyes.

Now the old man looked up and saw that the bird was circling again.

"He's found fish," he said aloud. No flying fish broke the surface and 
there was no scattering of bait fish. But as the old man watched, a small 
tuna rose in the air, turned and dropped head first into the water. The 
tuna shone silver in the sun and after he had dropped back into the 
water another and another rose and they were jumping in all directions, 
churning the water and leaping in long jumps after the bait. They were 
circling it and driving it.

If they don't travel too fast I will get into them, the old man thought, 
and he watched the school working the water white and the bird now 
dropping and dipping into the bait fish that were forced to the surface in 
their panic.

"The bird is a great help," the old man said. Just then the stern line 
came taut under his foot, where he had kept a loop of the line, and he 
dropped his oars and felt tile weight of the small tuna's shivering pull as 
he held the line firm and commenced to haul it in. The shivering 
increased as he pulled in and he could see the blue back of the fish in 
the water and the gold of his sides before he swung him over the side 



and into the boat. He lay in the stern in the sun, compact and bullet 
shaped, his big, unintelligent eyes staring as he thumped his life out 
against the planking of the boat with the quick shivering strokes of his 
neat, fast-moving tail. The old man hit him on the head for kindness and 
kicked him, his body still shuddering, under the shade of the stern.

"Albacore," be said aloud. "He'll make a beautiful bait. He'll weigh ten 
pounds."

He did not remember when he had first started to talk aloud when he 
was by himself. He had sung when he was by himself in the old days 
and he had sung at night sometimes when he was alone steering on his 
watch in the smacks or in the turtle boats. He had probably started to 
talk aloud, when alone, when the boy had left. But he did not 
remember. When he and the boy fished together they usually spoke only 
when it was necessary. They talked at night or when they were storm-
bound by bad weather. It was considered a virtue not to talk 
unnecessarily at sea and the old man had always considered it so and 
respected it. But now he said his thoughts aloud many times since there 
was no one that they could annoy.

"If the others heard me talking out loud they would think that I am 
crazy," he said aloud. "But since I am not crazy, I do not care. And the 
rich have radios to talk to them in their boats and to bring them the 
baseball."

Now is no time to think of baseball, he thought. Now is the time to think 
of only one thing. That which I was born for. There might be a big one 
around that school, he thought. I picked up only a straggler from the 
albacore that were feeding. But they are working far Out and fast. 
Everything that shows on the surface today travels very fast and to the 
north-east. Can that be the time of day? Or is it some sign of weather 
that I do not know?

He could not see the green of the shore now but only the tops of the 
blue hills that showed white as though they were snow-capped and the 
clouds that looked like high snow mountains above them. The sea was 
very dark and the light made prisms in the water. The myriad flecks of 
the plankton were annulled now by the high sun and it was only the 
great deep prisms in the blue water that the old man saw now with his 
lines going straight down into the water that was a mile deep.

The tuna, the fishermen called all the fish of that species tuna and only 
distinguished among them by their proper names when they came to 
sell them or to trade them for baits, were down again. The sun was hot 
now and the old man felt it on the back of his neck and felt the sweat 



trickle down his back as he rowed.

I could just drift, he thought, and sleep and put a bight of line around 
my toe to wake me. But today is eighty-five days and I should fish the 
day well.

Just then, watching his lines, he saw one of the projecting green sticks 
dip sharply.

"Yes," he said. "Yes," and shipped his oars without bumping the boat. He 
reached out for the line and held it softly between the thumb and 
forefinger of his right hand. He felt no strain nor weight and he held the 
line lightly. Then it came again. This time it was a tentative pull, not 
solid nor heavy, and he knew exactly what it was. One hundred fathoms 
down a marlin was eating the sardines that covered the point and the 
shank of the hook where the hand-forged hook projected from the head 
of the small tuna.

The old man held the line delicately, and softly, with his left hand, 
unleashed it from the stick. Now he could let it run through his fingers 
without the fish feeling any tension.

This far out, he must be huge in this month, he thought. Eat them, fish. 
Eat them. Please eat them.

How fresh they are and you down there six hundred feet in that cold 
water in the dark. Make another turn in the dark and come back and eat 
them.

He felt the light delicate pulling and then a harder pull when a sardine's 
head must have been more difficult to break from the hook. Then there 
was nothing.

"Come on," the old man said aloud. "Make another turn. Just smell 
them. Aren't they lovely? Eat them good now and then there is the tuna. 
Hard and cold and lovely. Don't be shy, fish. Eat them."

He waited with the line between his thumb and his finger, watching it 
and the other lines at the same time for the fish might have swum up or 
down. Then came the same delicate pulling touch again.

"He'll take it," the old man said aloud. "God help him to take it."

He did not take it though. He was gone and the old man felt nothing.

"He can't have gone," he said. "Christ knows he can't have gone. He's 



making a turn. Maybe he has been hooked before and he remembers 
something of it.

Then he felt the gentle touch on the line and he was happy.

"It was only his turn," he said. "He'll take it."

He was happy feeling the gentle pulling and then he felt something hard 
and unbelievably heavy. It was the weight of the fish and he let the line 
slip down, down, down, unrolling off the first of the two reserve coils. As 
it went down, slipping lightly through the old man's fingers, he still could 
feel the great weight, though the pressure of his thumb and finger were 
almost imperceptible.

"What a fish," he said. "He has it sideways in his mouth now and he is 
moving off with it."

Then he will turn and swallow it, he thought. He did not say that 
because he knew that if you said a good thing it might not happen. He 
knew what a huge fish this was and be thought of him moving away in 
the darkness with the tuna held crosswise in his mouth. At that moment 
he felt him stop moving but the weight was still there. Then the weight 
increased and he gave more line. He tightened the pressure of his 
thumb and finger for a moment and the weight increased and was going 
straight down.

"He's taken it," he said. "Now I'll let him eat it well."

He let the line slip through his fingers while he reached down with his 
left hand and made fast the free end of the two reserve coils to the loop 
of the two reserve coils of the next line. Now he was ready. He had 
three forty-fathom coils of line in reserve now, as well as the coil he was 
using.

"Eat it a little more," he said. "Eat it well."

Eat it so that the point of the hook goes into your heart and kills you, he 
thought. Come up easy and let me put the harpoon into you. All right. 
Are you ready? Have you been long enough at table?

"Now!" he said aloud and struck hard with both hands, gained a yard of 
line and then struck again and again, swinging with each arm alternately 
on the cord with all the strength of his arms and the pivoted weight of 
his body.

Nothing happened. The fish just moved away slowly and the old man 



could not raise him an inch. His line was strong and made for heavy fish 
and he held it against his hack until it was so taut that beads of water 
were jumping from it. Then it began to make a slow hissing sound in the 
water and he still held it, bracing himself against the thwart and leaning 
back against the pull. The boat began to move slowly off toward the 
north-west.

The fish moved steadily and they travelled slowly on the calm water. 
The other baits were still in the water but there was nothing to be done.

"I wish I had the boy" the old man said aloud. "I'm being towed by a fish 
and I'm the towing bitt. I could make the line fast. But then he could 
break it. I must hold him all I can and give him line when he must have 
it. Thank God he is travelling and not going down."

What I will do if he decides to go down, I don't know. What I'll do if he 
sounds and dies I don't know. But I'll do something. There are plenty of 
things I can do.

He held the line against his back and watched its slant in the water and 
the skiff moving steadily to the north-west.

This will kill him, the old man thought. He can't do this forever. But four 
hours later the fish was still swimming steadily out to sea, towing the 
skiff, and the old man was still braced solidly with the line across his 
back.

"It was noon when I hooked him," he said. "And I have never seen him."

He had pushed his straw hat hard down on his head before he hooked 
the fish and it was cutting his forehead. I-Ic was thirsty too and he got 
down on his knees and, being careful not to jerk on the line, moved as 
far into the bow as he could get and reached the water bottle with one 
hand. He opened it and drank a little. Then he rested against the bow. 
He rested sitting on the un-stepped mast and sail and tried not to think 
but only to endure.

Then he looked behind him and saw that no land was visible. That 
makes no difference, he thought. I can always come in on the glow from 
Havana. There are two more hours before the sun sets and maybe he 
will come up before that. If he doesn't maybe he will come up with the 
moon. If he does not do that maybe he will come up with the sunrise. I 
have no cramps and I feel strong. It is he that has the hook in his 
mouth. But what a fish to pull like that. He must have his mouth shut 
tight on the wire. I wish I could see him. I wish I could see him only 
once to know what I have against me.



The fish never changed his course nor his direction all that night as far 
as the man could tell from watching the stars. It was cold after the sun 
went down and the old man's sweat dried cold on his back and his arms 
and his old legs. During the day he had taken the sack that covered the 
bait box and spread it in the sun to dry. After the sun went down he tied 
it around his neck so that it hung down over his back and he cautiously 
worked it down under the line that was across his shoulders now. The 
sack cushioned the line and 4ie had found a way of leaning forward 
against the bow so that he was almost comfortable. The position actually 
was only somewhat less intolerable; but he thought of it as almost 
comfortable.

I can do nothing with him and he can do nothing with me, he thought. 
Not as long as he keeps this up.

Once he stood up and urinated over the side of the skiff and looked at 
the stars and checked his course. The line showed like a phosphorescent 
streak in the water straight out from his shoulders. They were moving 
more slowly now and the glow of Havana was not so strong, so that he 
knew the current must be carrying them to the eastward. If I lose the 
glare of Havana we must be going more to the eastward, he thought. 
For if the fish's course held true I must see it for many more hours. I 
wonder how the baseball came out in the grand leagues today, he 
thought. It would be wonderful to do this with a radio. Then he thought, 
think of it always. Think of what you are doing. You must do nothing 
stupid.

Then he said aloud, "I wish I had the boy. To help me and to see this."

No one should be alone in their old age, he thought. But it is 
unavoidable. I must remember to eat the tuna before he spoils in order 
to keep strong. Remember, no matter how little you want to, that you 
must eat him in the morning. Remember, he said to himself.

During the night two porpoises came around the boat and he could hear 
them rolling and blowing. He could tell the difference between the 
blowing noise the male made and the sighing blow of the female."They 
are good," he said. "They play and make jokes and love one another. 
They are our brothers like the flying fish."

Then he began to pity the great fish that he had hooked. Lie is 
wonderful and strange and who knows how old he is, he thought. Never 
have I had such a strong fish nor one who acted so strangely. Perhaps 
he is too wise to jump. He could ruin me by jumping or by a wild rush. 
But perhaps he has been hooked many times before and he knows that 



this is how he should make his fight. He cannot know that it is only one 
man against him, nor that it is an old man. But what a great fish he is 
and what will he bring in the market if the flesh is good. He took the bait 
like a male and he pulls like a male and his fight has no panic in it. I 
wonder if he has any plans or if he is just as desperate as I sin?

He remembered the time he had hooked one of a pair of marlin. The 
male fish always let the female fish feed first and the hooked fish, the 
female, made a wild, panic-stricken, despairing fight that soon 
exhausted her, and all the time the male had stayed with her, crossing 
the line and circling with her on the surface. He had stayed so close that 
the old man was afraid he would cut the line with his tail which was 
sharp as a scythe and almost of that size and shape. When the old man 
had gaffed her and clubbed her, holding the rapier bill with its sandpaper 
edge and dubbing her across the top of her head until her colour turned 
to a colour almost like the backing of mirrors, and then, with the boy's 
aid, hoisted her aboard, the male fish had stayed by the side of the 
boat. Then, while the old man was clearing the lines and preparing the 
harpoon, the male fish jumped high into the air beside the boat to see 
where the female was and then went down deep, his lavender wings, 
that were his pectoral fins, spread wide and all his wide lavender stripes 
showing. He was beautiful, the old man remembered, and he had 
stayed.

That was the saddest thing I ever saw with them, the old man thought. 
The boy was sad too and we begged her pardon and butchered her 
promptly.

"I wish the boy was here," he said aloud and settled himself against the 
rounded planks of the bow and felt the strength of the great fish through 
the line he held across his shoulders moving steadily toward whatever 
he had chosen.

When once, through my treachery, it had been necessary to him to 
make a choice, the old man thought.

His choice had been to stay in the deep dark water far out beyond all 
snares and traps and treacheries. My choice was to go there to find him 
beyond all people. Beyond all people in the world. Now we are joined 
together and have been since noon. And no one to help either one of us.

Perhaps I should not have been a fisherman, he thought. But that was 
the thing that I was born for. I must surely remember to eat the tuna 
after it gets light.

Some time before daylight something took one of the baits that were 



behind him. He heard the stick break and the line begin to rush out over 
the gunwale of the skiff. In the darkness he loosened his sheath knife 
and taking all the strain of the fish on his left shoulder he leaned back 
and cut the line against the wood of the gunwale. Then he cut the other 
line closest to him and in the dark made the loose ends of the reserve 
coils fast. He worked skillfully with the one hand and put his foot on the 
coils to hold them as he drew his knots tight. Now he had six reserve 
coils of line. There were two from each bait he had severed and the two 
from the bait the fish had taken and they were all connected.

After it is light, he thought, I will work back to the forty-fathom bait and 
cut it away too and link up the reserve coils. I will have lost two hundred 
fathoms of good Catalan cardel and the hooks and leaders. That can be 
replaced. But who replaces this fish if I hook some fish and it cuts him 
off? I don't know what that fish was that took the bait just now. It could 
have been a marlin or a broadbill or a shark. I never felt him. I had to 
get rid of him too fast.

Aloud he said, "I wish I had the boy."

But you haven't got the boy, he thought. You have only yourself and you 
had better work back to the last line now, in the dark or not in the dark, 
and cut it away and hook up the two reserve coils.

So he did it. It was difficult in the dark and once the fish made a surge 
that pulled him down on his face and made a cut below his eye. The 
blood ran down his cheek a little way. But it coagulated and dried before 
it reached his chin and he worked his way back to the bow and rested 
against the wood. He adjusted the sack and carefully worked the line so 
that it came across a new part of his shoulders and, holding it anchored 
with his shoulders, he carefully felt the pull of the fish and then felt with 
his hand the progress of the skiff through the water.

I wonder what he made that lurch for, he thought. The wire must have 
slipped on the great hill of his back. Certainly his back cannot feel as 
badly as mine does. But he cannot pull this skiff forever, no matter how 
great he is. Now everything is cleared away that might make trouble 
and I have a big reserve of line; all that a man can ask.

"Fish," he said softly, aloud, "I'll stay with you until I am dead."

He'll stay with me too, I suppose, the old man thought and he waited for 
it to be light. It was cold now in the time before daylight and he pushed 
against the wood to be warm. I can do it as long as he can, he thought. 
And in the first light the line extended out and down into the water. The 
boat moved steadily and when the first edge of the sun rose it was on 



the old man's right shoulder.

"He's headed north," the old man said. The current will have set us far 
to the eastward, he thought. I wish he would turn with the current. That 
would show that he was tiring.

When the sun had risen further the old man realized that the fish was 
not tiring. There was only one favorable sign. The slant of the line 
showed he was swimming at a lesser depth. That did not necessarily 
mean that he would jump. But he might.

"God let him jump," the old man said. "I have enough line to handle 
him."

Maybe if I can increase the tension just a little it will hurt him and he will 
jump, he thought. Now that it is daylight let him jump so that he'll fill 
the sacks along his backbone with air and then he cannot go deep to 
die.

He tried to increase the tension, but the line had been taut up to the 
very edge of the breaking point since he had hooked the fish and he felt 
the harshness as he leaned back to pull and knew he could put no more 
strain on it. I must not jerk it ever, he thought. Each jerk widens the cut 
the hook makes and then when he does jump he might throw it. Anyway 
I feel better with the sun and for once I do not-have to look into it.

There was yellow weed on the line but the old man knew that only made 
an added drag and he was pleased. It was the yellow Gulf weed that bad 
made so much phosphorescence in the night.

"Fish," he said, "I love you and respect you very much. But I will kill you 
dead before this day ends."

Let us hope so, he thought.

A small bird came toward the skiff from the north. He was a warbler and 
flying very low over the water. The old man could see that he was very 
tired.

The bird made the stern of the boat and rested there. Then he flew 
around the old man's head and rested on the line where he was more 
comfortable.

"How old are you?" the old man asked the bird. "Is this your first trip?"

The bird looked at him when he spoke. He was too tired even to 



examine the line and he teetered on it as his delicate feet gripped it fast.

"It's steady," the old man told him. "It's too steady. You shouldn't be 
that tired after a windless night. What are birds coming to?"

The hawks, he thought, that come out to sea to meet them. But he said 
nothing of this to the bird who could not understand him anyway and 
who would learn about the hawks soon enough."Take a good rest, small 
bird," he said. "Then go in and take your chance like any man or bird or 
fish."

It encouraged him to talk because his back had stiffened in the night 
and it hurt truly now.

"Stay at my house if you like, bird," he said. "I am sorry I cannot hoist 
the sail and take you in with the small breeze that is rising. But I am 
with a friend."

Just then the fish gave a sudden lurch that pulled the old man down 
onto the bow and would have pulled him overboard if he bad not braced 
himself and given some line.

The bird had flown up when the line jerked and the old man had not 
even seen him go. He felt the line carefully with his right hand and 
noticed his hand was bleeding.

"Something hurt him then," he said aloud and pulled back on the line to 
see if he could turn the fish. But when he was touching the breaking 
point he held steady and settled back against the strain of the line.

"You're feeling it now, fish," he said. "And so, God knows, am I."

He looked around for the bird now because he would have liked him for 
company. The bird was gone.

You did not stay long, the man thought. But it is rougher where you are 
going until you make the shore. How did I let the fish cut me with that 
one quick pull he made? I must be getting very stupid. Or perhaps I was 
looking at the small bird and thinking of him. Now I will pay attention to 
my work and then I must eat the tuna so that I will not have a failure of 
strength.

"I wish the boy were here and that I had some salt," he said aloud.

Shifting the weight of the line to his left shoulder and kneeling carefully 
he washed his hand in the ocean and held it there, submerged, for more 



than a minute watching the blood trail away and the steady movement 
of the water against his hand as the boat moved.

"He has slowed much," he said.

The old man would have liked to keep his hand in the salt water longer 
but he was afraid of another sudden lurch by the fish and he stood up 
and braced himself and held his hand up against the sun. It was only a 
line burn that had cut his flesh. But it was in the working part of his 
hand. He knew he would need his hands before this was over and he did 
not like to be cut before it started.

"Now," he said, when his hand had dried, "I must eat the small tuna. I 
can reach him with the gaff and eat him here in comfort."

He knelt down and found the tuna under the stem with the gaff and 
drew it toward him keeping it clear of the coiled lines. Holding the line 
with his left shoulder again, and bracing on his left hand and arm, he 
took the tuna off the gaff hook and put the gaff back in place. He put 
ane knee on the fish and cut strips of dark red meat longitudinally from 
the back of the head to the tail. They were wedge-shaped strips and he 
cut them from next to the back bone down to the edge of the belly. 
When he bad cut six strips he spread them out on the wood of the bow, 
wiped his knife on his trousers, and lifted the carcass of the bonito by 
the tail and dropped it overboard.

"I don't think I can eat an entire one," he said and drew his knife across 
one of the strips. He could feel the steady hard pull of the line and his 
left hand was cramped. It drew up tight on the heavy cord and he 
looked at it in disgust.

"What kind of a hand is that," he said. "Cramp then if you want. Make 
yourself into a claw. It will do you no good."

Come on, he thought and looked down into the dark water at the slant 
of the line. Eat it now and it will strengthen the hand. It is not the hand's 
fault and you have been many hours with the fish. But you can stay with 
him forever. Eat the bonito now.

He picked up a piece and put it in his mouth and chewed it slowly. It was 
not unpleasant.

Chew it well, he thought, and get all the juices. It would not be bad to 
eat with a little lime or with lemon or with salt.

"How do you feel, hand?" he asked the cramped hand that was almost 



as stiff as rigor mortis. "I'll eat some more for you.

He ate the other part of the piece that he had cut in two. He chewed it 
carefully and then spat out the skin.

"How does it go, hand? Or is it too early to know?"

He took another full piece and chewed it.

"It is a strong full-blooded fish," he thought. "I was lucky to get him 
instead of dolphin. Dolphin is too sweet. This is hardly sweet at all and 
all the strength is still in it."

There is no sense in being anything but practical though, he thought. II 
wish I had some salt. And I do not know whether the sun will rot or dry 
what is left, so I had better eat it all although I am not hungry. The fish 
is calm and steady. I will eat it all and then I will be ready.

"Be patient, hand," he said. "I do this for you."

I wish I could feed the fish, he thought. He is my brother. But I must kill 
him and keep strong to do it. Slowly and conscientiously he ate all of the 
wedgeshaped strips of fish.

He straightened up, wiping his hand on his trousers. "Now," he said. 
"You can let the cord go, hand, and I will handle him with the right arm 
alone until you stop that nonsense." He put his left foot on the heavy 
line that the left hand had held and lay back against the pull against his 
back.

"God help me to have the cramp go," he said. "Because I do not know 
what the fish is going to do."

But he seems calm, he thought, and following his plan. But what is his 
plan, he thought. And what is mine? Mine I must improvise to his 
because of his great size. If he will jump I can kill him. But he stays 
down forever. Then I will stay down with him forever.

He rubbed the cramped hand against his trousers and tried to gentle the 
fingers. But it would not open. Maybe it will open with the sun, he 
thought. Maybe it will open when the strong raw tuna is digested. If I 
have to have it, I will open it, cost whatever it costs. But I do not want 
to open it now by force. Let it open by itself and come back of its own 
accord. After all I abused it much in the night when it was necessary to 
free and untie the various lines.



He looked across the sea and knew how alone he was now. But he could 
see the prisms in the deep dark water and the line stretching ahead and 
the strange undulation of the calm. The clouds were building up now for 
the trade wind and he looked ahead and saw a flight of wild ducks 
etching themselves against the sky over the water, then blurring, then 
etching again and he knew no man was ever alone on the sea.

He thought of how some men feared being out of sight of land in a small 
boar and knew they were right in the months of sudden bad weather. 
But now they were in hurricane months and, when there are no hum-
canes, the weather of hurricane months is the best of all the year.

If there is a hurricane you always see the signs of it in the sky for days 
ahead, if you are at sea. They do not see it ashore because they do not 
know what to look for, he thought. The land must make a difference too, 
in the shape of the clouds. But we have no hurricane coming now.

He looked at the sky and saw the white cumulus built like friendly piles 
of ice cream and high above were the thin feathers of the cirrus against 
the high September sky.

"Light brisa," he said. "Better weather for me than for you, fish."

His left hand was still cramped, but he was unknotting it slowly.

I hate a cramp, he thought. It is a treachery of one's own body. It is 
humiliating before others to have a diarrhoea from ptomaine poisoning 
or to vomit from it. But a cramp, he thought of it as a calambre, 
humiliates oneself especially when one is alone.

If the boy were here he could rub it for me and loosen it down from the 
forearm, he thought. But it will loosen up.

Then, with his right hand he felt the difference in the pull of the line 
before he saw the slant change in the water. Then, as he leaned against 
the line and slapped his left hand hard and fast against his thigh he saw 
the line slanting slowly upward.

"He's coming up," he said. "Come on hand. Please come on.

The line rose slowly and steadily and then the surface of the ocean 
bulged ahead of the boat and the fish came out. He came out 
unendingly and water poured from his sides. He was bright in the sun 
and his head and back were dark purple and in the sun the stripes on his 
sides showed wide and a light lavender. His sword was as long as a 
baseball bat and tapered like a rapier and he rose his full length from 



the water and then re-entered it, smoothly, like a diver and the old man 
saw the great scythe-blade of his tail go under and the line commenced 
to race out.

"He is two feet longer than the skiff," the old man said. The line was 
going out fast but steadily and the fish was not panicked. The old man 
was trying with both hands to keep the line just inside of breaking 
strength. He knew that if he could not slow the fish with a steady 
pressure the fish could take out all the line and break it.

He is a great fish and I must convince him, he thought. I must never let 
him learn his strength nor what he could do if he made his run. If I were 
him I would put in everything now and go until something broke. But, 
thank God, they are not as intelligent as we who kill them; although 
they are more noble and more able.

The old man had seen many great fish. He had seen many that weighed 
more than a thousand pounds and he had caught two of that size in his 
life, but never alone. Now alone, and out of sight of land, he was fast to 
the biggest fish that he had ever seen and bigger than he had ever 
heard of, and his left hand was still as tight as the gripped claws of an 
eagle.

It will uncramp though, he thought. Surely it will uncramp to help my 
right hand. There are three things that are brothers: the fish and my 
two hands. It must uncramp. It is unworthy of it to be cramped. The fish 
had slowed again and was going at his usual pace.

I wonder why he jumped, the old man thought. He jumped almost as 
though to show me how big he was. I know now, anyway, he thought. I 
wish I could show him what sort of man I am. But then he would see the 
cramped hand. Let him think I am more man than I am and I will be so. 
I wish I was the fish, he thought, with everything he has against only 
my will and my intelligence.

He settled comfortably against the wood and took his suffering as it 
came and the fish swam steadily and the boat moved slowly through the 
dark water. There was a small sea rising with the wind coming up from 
the east and at noon the old man's left hand was uncramped.

"Bad news for you, fish," he said and shifted the line over the sacks that 
covered his shoulders.

He was comfortable but suffering, although he did not admit the 
suffering at all.



"I am not religious," he said. "But I will say ten Our

Fathers and ten Hail Marys that I should catch this fish, and I promise to 
make a pilgrimage to the Virgin of Cobre if I catch him. That is a 
promise."

He commenced to say his prayers mechanically. Sometimes he would be 
so tired that he could not remember the prayer and then he would say 
them fast so that they would come automatically. Hail Marys are easier 
to say than Our Fathers, he thought.

"Hail Mary full of Grace the Lord is with thee. Blessed art thou among 
women and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus. Holy Mary, Mother of 
God, pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death. Amen." Then 
he added, "Blessed Virgin, pray for the death of this fish. Wonderful 
though he is."

With his prayers said, and feeling much better, but suffering exactly as 
much, and perhaps a little more, he leaned against the wood of the bow 
and began, mechanically, to work the fingers of his left hand.

The sun was hot now although the breeze was rising gently.

"I had better re-bait that little line out over the stern," he said. "If the 
fish decides to stay another night I will need to eat again and the water 
is low in the bottle. I don't think I can get anything but a dolphin here. 
But if I eat him fresh enough he won't be bad. I wish a flying fish would 
come on board tonight. But I have no light to attract them. A flying fish 
is excellent to eat raw and I would not have to cut him up. I must save 
all my strength now. Christ, I did not know he was so big."

"I'll kill him though," he said. "In all his greatness and his glory."

Although it is unjust, he thought. But I will show him what a man can do 
and what a man endures.

"I told the boy I was a strange old man," he said.

"Now is when I must prove it."

The thousand times that he had proved it meant nothing. Now he was 
proving it again. Each time was a new time and he never thought about 
the past when he was doing it.

I wish he'd sleep and I could sleep and dream about the lions, he 
thought. Why are the lions the main thing that is left? Don't think, old 



man, he said to himself, Rest gently now against the wood and think of 
nothing. He is working. Work as little as you can.

It was getting into the afternoon and the boat still moved slowly and 
steadily. But there was an added drag now from the easterly breeze and 
the old man rode gently with the small sea and the hurt of the cord 
across his back came to him easily and smoothly.

Once in the afternoon the line started to rise again. But the fish only 
continued to swim at a slightly higher level. The sun was on the old 
man's left arm and shoulder and on his back. So he knew the fish had 
turned east of north.

Now that he had seen him once, he could picture the fish swimming in 
the water with his purple pectoral fins set wide as wings and the great 
erect tail slicing through the dark. I wonder how much he sees at that 
depth, the old man thought. His eye is huge and a horse, with much less 
eye, can see in the dark. Once I could see quite well in the dark. Not in 
the absolute dark. But almost as a cat sees.

The sun and his steady movement of his fingers had uncramped his left 
hand now completely and he began to shift more of the strain to it and 
he shrugged the muscles of his back to shift the hurt of the cord a little.

"If you're not tired, fish," he said aloud, "you must  be very strange.

He felt very tired now and he knew the night would come soon and he 
tried to think of other things. He thought of the Big Leagues, to him they 
were the Gran Ligas, and he knew that the Yankees of New York were 
playing the Tigres of Detroit.

This is the second day now that I do not know the result of the juegos, 
he thought. But I must have confidence and I must be worthy of the 
great DiMaggio who does all things perfectly even with the pain of the 
bone spur in his heel. What is a bone spur? he asked himself. Un 
espuela de hueso. We do not have them. Can it be as painful as the spur 
of a fighting cock in one's heel? I do not think I could endure that or the 
loss of the eye and of both eyes and continue to fight as the fighting 
cocks do. Man is not much beside the great birds and beasts. Still I 
would rather be that beast down there in the darkness of the sea.

"Unless sharks come," he said aloud. "If sharks come, God pity him and 
me."

Do you believe the great DiMaggio would stay with a fish as long as I will 
stay with this one? he thought. I am sure he would and more since he is 



young and strong. Also his father was a fisherman. But would the bone 
spur hurt him too much?

"I do not know," he said aloud. "I never had a bone spur.

As the sun set he remembered, to give himself more confidence, the 
time in the tavern at Casablanca when he had played the hand game 
with the great negro from Cienfuegos who was the strongest man on the 
docks. They had gone one day and one night with their elbows on a 
chalk line on the table and their forearms straight up and their hands 
gripped tight. Each one was trying to force the other's hand down onto 
the table. There was much betting and people went in and out of the 
room under the kerosene lights and he had looked at the arm and hand 
of the negro and at the negro's face. They changed the referees every 
four hours after the first eight so that the referees could sleep. Blood 
came out from under the fingernails of both his and the negro's hands 
and they looked each other in the eye and at their hands and forearms 
and the bettors went in and out of the room and sat on high chairs 
against the wall and watched. The walls were painted bright blue and 
were of wood and the lamps threw their shadows against them. The 
negro's shadow was huge and it moved on the wall as the breeze moved 
the lamps.

The odds would change back and forth all night and they fed the negro 
rum and lighted cigarettes for him.

Then the negro, after the rum, would try for a tremendous effort and 
once he had the old man, who was not an old man then but was 
Santiago El Campeon, nearly three inches off balance. But the old man 
had raised his hand up to dead even again. He was sure then that he 
had the negro, who was a fine man and a great athlete, beaten. And at 
daylight when the bettors were asking that it be called a draw and the 
referee was shaking his head, he had unleashed his effort and forced the 
hand of the negro down and down until it rested on the wood. The 
match had started on a Sunday morning and ended on a Monday 
morning. Many of the bettors had asked for a draw because they had to 
go to work on the docks loading sacks of sugar or at the Havana Coal 
Company. Otherwise everyone would have wanted it to go to a finish. 
But he had finished it anyway and before anyone had to go to work.

For a long time after that everyone had called him The Champion and 
there had been a return match in the spring. But not much money was 
bet and he had won it quite easily since he had broken the confidence of 
the negro from Cienfuegos in the first match. After that he had a few 
matches and then no more. He decided that he could beat anyone if he 
wanted to badly enough and he decided that it was bad for his right 



hand for fishing. He had tried a few practice matches with his left hand. 
But his left hand had always been a traitor and would not do what he 
called on it to do and he did not trust it.

The sun will bake it out well now, he thought. It should not cramp on me 
again unless it gets too cold in the night. I wonder what this night will 
bring.

An airplane passed overhead on its course to Miami and he watched its 
shadow scaring up the schools of flying fish.

"With so much flying fish there should be dolphin," he said, and leaned 
back on the line to see if it was possible to gain any on his fish. But he 
could not and it stayed at the hardness and water-drop shivering that 
preceded breaking. The boat moved ahead slowly and he watched the 
airplane until he could no longer see it.

It must be very strange in an airplane, he thought. I wonder what the 
sea looks like from that height? They should be able to see the fish well 
if they do not fly too high. I would like to fly very slowly at two hundred 
fathoms high and see the fish from above. In the turtle boats I was in 
the cross-trees of the mast-head and even at that height I saw much. 
The dolphin look greener from there and you can see their stripes and 
their purple spots and you can see all of the school as they swim. Why is 
it that all the fast-moving fish of the dark current have purple backs and 
usually purple stripes or spots? The dolphin looks green of course be-
cause he is really golden. But when he comes to feed, truly hungry, 
purple stripes show on his sides as on a marlin. Can it be anger, or the 
greater speed he makes that brings them out?

Just before it was dark, as they passed a great island of Sargasso weed 
that heaved and swung in the light sea as though the ocean were 
making love with something under a yellow blanket, his small line was 
taken by a dolphin. He saw it first when it jumped in the air, true gold in 
the last of the sun and bending and flapping wildly in the air. It jumped 
again and again in the acrobatics of its fear and he worked his way back 
to the stern and crouching and holding the big line with his right hand 
and arm, he pulled the dolphin in with his left hand, stepping on the 
gained line each time with his bare left foot. When the fish was at the 
stem, plunging and cutting from side to side in desperation, the old man 
leaned over the stern and lifted the burnished gold fish with its purple 
spots over the stem. Its jaws were working convulsively in quick bites 
against the hook and it pounded the bottom of the skiff with its long flat 
body, its tail and its head until he clubbed it across the shining golden 
head until it shivered and was still.



The old man unhooked the fish, re-baited the line with another sardine 
and tossed it over. Then he worked his way slowly back to the bow. He 
washed his left hand and wiped it on his trousers. Then he shifted the 
heavy line from his right hand to his left and washed his right hand in 
the sea while he watched the sun go into the ocean and the slant of the 
big cord.

"He hasn't changed at all," he said. But watching the movement of the 
water against his hand he noted that it was perceptibly slower.

"I'll lash the two oars together across the stern and that will slow him in 
the night," he said. "He's good for the night and so am I."

It would be better to gut the dolphin a little later to save the blood in the 
meat, he thought. I can do that a little later and lash the oars to make a 
drag at the same tune. I had better keep the fish quiet now and not 
disturb him too much at sunset. The setting of the sun is a difficult time 
for all fish. He let his hand dry in the air then grasped the line with it 
and eased himself as much as he could and allowed himself to be pulled 
forward against the wood so that the boat took the strain as much, or 
more, than he did.

I'm learning how to do it, he thought. This part of it anyway. Then too, 
remember he hasn't eaten since he took the bait and he is huge and 
needs much food. I have eaten the whole bonito. Tomorrow I will eat 
the dolphin. He called it dorado. Perhaps I should eat some of it when I 
clean it. It will be harder to eat than the bonito. But, then, nothing is 
easy.

"How do you feel, fish?" he asked aloud. "I feel good and my left hand is 
better and I have food for a night and a day. Pull the boat, fish."

He did not truly feel good because the pain from the cord across his 
back had almost passed pain and gone into a dullness that he 
mistrusted. But I have had worse things than that, he thought. My hand 
is only cut a little and the cramp is gone from the other. My legs are all 
right. Also now I have gained on him in the question of sustenance.

It was dark now as it becomes dark quickly after the sun sets in 
September. He lay against the worn wood of the bow and rested all that 
he could. The first stars were out. He did not know the name of Rigel but 
he saw it and knew soon they would all be out and he would have all his 
distant friends."The fish is my friend too," he said aloud. "I have never 
seen or heard of such a fish. But I must kill him. I am glad we do not 
have to try to kill the stars.



Imagine if each day a man must try to kill the moon, he thought. The 
moon runs away. But imagine if a man each day should have to try to 
kill the sun? We were born lucky, he thought.

Then he was sorry for the great fish that had nothing to eat and his 
determination to kill him never relaxed in his sorrow for him. How many 
people will he feed, he thought. But are they worthy to eat him? No, of 
course not. There is no one worthy of eating him from the manner of his 
behaviour and his great dignity.

I do not understand these things, he thought. But it is good that we do 
not have to try to kill the sun or the moon or the stars. It is enough to 
live on the sea and kill our true brothers.

Now, he thought, I must think about the drag. It has its perils and its 
merits. I may lose so much line that I will lose him, if he makes his 
effort and the drag made by the oars is in place and the boat loses all 
her lightness. Her lightness prolongs both our suffering but it is my 
safety since he has great speed that he has never yet employed. No 
matter what passes I must gut the dolphin so he does not spoil and eat 
some of him to be strong.

Now I will rest an hour more and feel that he is solid and steady before I 
move back to the stern to do the work and make the decision. In the 
meantime I can see how he acts and if he shows any changes. The oars 
are a good trick; but it has reached the time to play for safety. He is 
much fish still and I saw that the hook was in the corner of his mouth 
and he has kept his mouth tight shut. The punishment of the hook is 
nothing. The punishment of hunger, and that he is against something 
that he does not comprehend, is everything. Rest now, old man, and let 
him work until your next duty comes.

He rested for what he believed to be two hours. The moon did not rise 
now until late and he had no way of judging the time. Nor was he really 
resting except comparatively. He was still bearing the pull of the fish 
across his shoulders but be placed his left hand on the gunwale of the 
bow and confided more and more of the resistance to the fish to the 
skiff itself.

How simple it would be if I could make the line fast, he thought. But 
with one small lurch he could break it. I must cushion the pull of the line 
with my body and at all times be ready to give line with both hands.

"But you have not slept yet, old man," he said aloud. "It is half a day 
and a night and now another day and you have not slept. You must 
devise a way so that you sleep a little if he is quiet and steady. If you do 



not sleep you might become unclear in the head."

I'm clear enough in the head, he thought. Too clear. I am as clear as the 
stars that are my brothers. Still I must sleep. They sleep and the moon 
and the sun sleep and even the ocean sleeps sometimes on certain days 
when there is no current and a flat calm.

But remember to sleep, he thought. Make yourself do it and devise 
some simple and sure way about the lines. Now go back and prepare the 
dolphin. It is too dangerous to rig the oars as a drag if you must sleep.

I could go without sleeping, he told himself. But it would be too 
dangerous.

He started to work his way back to the stern on his hands and knees, 
being careful not to jerk against the fish. He may be half asleep himself, 
he thought. But I do not want him to rest. He must pull until he dies.

Rack in the stem he turned so that his left hand held the strain of the 
line across his shoulders and drew his knife from its sheath with his right 
hand. The stars were bright now and he saw the dolphin clearly and he 
pushed the blade of his knife into his head and drew him out from under 
the stem. He put one of his feet on the fish and slit him quickly from the 
vent up to the tip of his lower jaw. Then he put his knife down and 
gutted him with his right hand, scooping him clean and pulling the gills 
clear.

He felt the maw heavy and slippery in his hands and he slit it open. 
There were two flying fish inside. They were fresh and hard and he laid 
them side by side and dropped the guts and the gills over the stem. 
They sank leaving a trail of phosphorescence in the water. The dolphin 
was cold and a leprous gray-white now in the starlight and the old man 
skinned one side of him while he held his right foot on the fish's head. 
Then he turned him over and skinned the other side and cut each side 
off from the head down to the tail.

He slid the carcass overboard and looked to see if there was any swirl in 
the water. But there was only the light of its slow descent. He turned 
then and placed the two flying fish inside the two fillets of fish and 
putting his knife back in its sheath, he worked his way slowly back to the 
bow. His back was bent with the weight of the line across it and he 
carried the fish in his right hand.

Rack in the bow he laid the two fillets of fish out on the wood with the 
flying fish beside them. After that he settled the line across his shoulders 
in a new place and held it again with his left hand resting on the 



gunwale. Then he leaned over the side and washed the flying fish in the 
water, noting the speed of the water against his hand. His hand was 
phosphorescent from skinning the fish and he watched the flow of the 
water against it. The flow was less strong and as he rubbed the side of 
his hand against the planking of the skiff, particles of phosphorus floated 
off and drifted slowly astern.

"He is tiring or he is resting," the old man said. "Now let me get through 
the eating of this dolphin and get some rest and a little sleep."

Under the stars and with the night colder all the time he ate half of one 
of the dolphin fillets and one of the flying fish, gutted and with its head 
cut off.

"What an excellent fish dolphin is to eat cooked," he said. "And what a 
miserable fish raw. I will never go in a boat again without salt or limes."

If I had brains I would have splashed water on the bow all day and 
drying, it would have made salt, he thought. But then I did not hook the 
dolphin until almost sunset. Still it was a lack of preparation. But I have 
chewed it all well and I am not nauseated.

The sky was clouding over to the east and one after another the stars he 
knew were gone. It looked now as though he were moving into a great 
canyon of clouds and the wind had dropped.

"There will be bad weather in three or four days," he said. "But not 
tonight and not tomorrow. Rig now to get some sleep, old man, while 
the fish is calm and steady."

He held the line tight in his right hand and then pushed his thigh against 
his right hand as he leaned all his weight against the wood of the bow. 
Then he passed the line a little lower on his shoulders and braced his left 
hand on it.

My right hand can hold it as long as it is braced, he thought If it relaxes 
in sleep my left hand will wake me as the line goes out. It is hard on the 
right hand. But he is used to punishment Even if I sleep twenty minutes 
or a half an hour it is good. He lay forward cramping himself against the 
line with all of his body, putting all his weight onto his right band, and he 
was asleep.

He did not dream of the lions but instead of a vast school of porpoises 
that stretched for eight or ten miles and it was in the time of their 
mating and they would leap high into the air and return into the same 
hole they had made in the water when they leaped.



Then be dreamed that he was in the village on his bed and there was a 
norther and he was very cold and his right arm was asleep because his 
head had rested on it instead of a pillow.

After that he began to dream of the long yellow beach and he saw the 
first of the lions come down onto it in the early dark and then the other 
lions came and he rested his chin on the wood of the bows where the 
ship lay anchored with the evening off-shore breeze and he waited to 
see if there would be more lions and he was happy.

The moon had been up for a long time but he slept on and the fish 
pulled on steadily and the boat moved into the tunnel of clouds.

He woke with the jerk of his right fist coming up against his face and the 
line burning out through his right hand. He had no feeling of his left 
hand but he braked all he could with his right and the line rushed out. 
Finally his left hand found the line and he leaned back against the line 
and now it burned his back and his left hand, and his left hand was 
taking all the strain and cutting badly. He looked back at the coils of line 
and they were feeding smoothly. Just then the fish jumped making a 
great bursting of the ocean and then a heavy fall. Then he jumped again 
and again and the boat was going fast although line was still racing out 
and the old man was raising the strain to breaking point and raising it to 
breaking point again and again. He had been pulled down tight onto the 
bow and his face was in the cut slice of dolphin and he could not move.

This is what we waited for, he thought. So now let us take it. Make him 
pay for the line, he thought. Make him pay for it.

He could not see the fish's jumps but only heard the breaking of the 
ocean and the heavy splash as he fell. The speed of the line was cutting 
his hands badly but he had always known this would happen and he 
tried to keep the cutting across the calloused parts and not let the line 
slip into the palm nor cut the fingers.

If the boy was here he would wet the coils of line, he thought. Yes. If 
the boy were here. If the boy were here.

The line went out and out and out but it was slowing now and he was 
making the fish earn each inch of it. Now he got his head up from the 
wood and out of the slice of fish that his cheek had crushed. Then he 
was on his knees and then he rose slowly to his feet. He was ceding line 
but more slowly all he time. He worked back to where he could feel with 
his foot the coils of line that he could not see. There was plenty of line 
still and now the fish had to pull the friction of all that new line through 



the water.

Yes, he thought. And now he has jumped more than a dozen times and 
filled the sacks along his back with air and he cannot go down deep to 
die where I cannot bring him up. He will start circling soon and then I 
must work on him. I wonder what started him so suddenly? Could it 
have been hunger that made him desperate, or was he frightened by 
something in the night? Maybe he suddenly felt fear. But he was such a 
calm, strong fish and he seemed so fearless and so confident. It is 
strange.

"You better he fearless and confident yourself, old man," he said. 
"You're holding him again but you cannot get line. Rut soon he has to 
circle."

The old man held him with his left hand and his shoulders now and 
stooped down and scooped up water in his right hand to get the crushed 
dolphin flesh off of his face. He was afraid that it might nauseate him 
and he would vomit and lose his strength. When his face was cleaned he 
washed his right hand in the water over the side and then let it stay in 
the salt water while he watched the first light come before the sunrise. 
He's headed almost east, he thought. That means he is tired and going 
with the current. Soon he will have to circle. Then our true work begins.

After he judged that his right hand had been in the water long enough 
he took it out and looked at it.

"It is not bad," he said. "And pain does not matter to a man.

He took bold of the line carefully so that it did not fit into any of the 
fresh line cuts and shifted his weight so that he could put his left hand 
into the sea on the other side of the skiff.

"You did not do so badly for something worthless," he said to his left 
hand. "But there was a moment when I could not find you."

Why was I not born with two good hands? he thought. Perhaps it was 
my fault in not training that one properly. But God knows he has had 
enough chances to learn. He did not do so badly in the night, though, 
and he has only cramped once. If he cramps again let the line cut him 
off.

When he thought that he knew that he was not being clear-headed and 
he thought he should chew some more of the dolphin. But I can't, he 
told himself. It is better to be light-headed than to lose your strength 
from nausea. And I know I cannot keep it if I eat it since my face was in 



it. I will keep it for an emergency until it goes bad. But it is too late to 
try for strength now through nourishment. You're stupid, he told 
himself. Eat the other flying fish.

It was there, cleaned and ready, and he picked it up with his left hand 
and ate it chewing the bones carefully and eating all of it down to the 
tail.

It has more nourishment than almost any fish, he thought. At least the 
kind of strength that I need. Now I have done what I can, he thought. 
Let him begin to circle and let the fight come.

The sun was rising for the third time since he had put to sea when the 
fish started to circle.

He could not see by the slant of the line that the fish was circling. It was 
too early for that. He just felt a faint slackening of the pressure of the 
line and be commenced to pull on it gently with his right hand. It 
tightened, as always, but just when he reached the point where it would 
break, line began to come in. He slipped his shoulders and head from 
under the line and began to pull in line steadily and gently. He used both 
of his hands in a swinging motion and tried to do the pulling as much as 
he could with his body and his legs. His old legs and shoulders pivoted 
with the swinging of the pulling.

"It is a very big circle," he said. "But he is circling." Then the line would 
not come in any more and he held it until he saw the drops jumping 
from it in the sun. Then it started out and the old man knelt down and 
let it go grudgingly back into the dark water.

"He is making the far part of his circle now," he said. I must hold all I 
can, he thought. The strain will shorten his circle each time. Perhaps in 
an hour I will see him. Now I must convince him and then I must kill 
him.

But the fish kept on circling slowly and the old man was wet with sweat 
and tired deep into his bones two hours later. But the circles were much 
shorter now and from the way the line slanted he could tell the fish had 
risen steadily while he swam.

For an hour the old man had been seeing black spots before his eyes 
and the sweat salted his eyes and salted the cut over his eye and on his 
forehead. He was not afraid of the black spots. They were normal at the 
tension that he was pulling on the line. Twice, though, he had felt faint 
and dizzy and that had worried him.



"I could not fail myself and die on a fish like this," he said. "Now that I 
have him coming so beautifully, God help me endure. I'll say a hundred 
Our Fathers and a hundred Hail Marys. But I cannot say them now.

Consider them said, he thought. I'll say them later. Just then he felt a 
sudden banging and jerking on the line he held with his two hands. It 
was sharp and hard-feeling and heavy.

He is hitting the wire leader with his spear, be thought. That was bound 
to come. He had to do that. It may make him jump though and I would 
rather he stayed circling now. The jumps were necessary for him to take 
air. But after that each one can widen the opening of the hook wound 
and he can throw the hook.

"Don't jump, fish," he said. "Don't jump."

The fish hit the wire several times more and each time he shook his 
head the old man gave up a little line.

I must hold his pain where it is, he thought. Mine does not matter. I can 
control mine. But his pain could drive him mad.

After a while the fish stopped beating at the wire and started circling 
slowly again. The old man was gaining line steadily now. But he felt faint 
again. He lifted some sea water with his left hand and put it on his head. 
Then he put more on and rubbed the back of his neck.

"I have no cramps," he said. "He'll be up soon and I can last. You have 
to last. Don't even speak of it."

He kneeled against the bow and, for a moment, slipped the line over his 
back again. I'll rest now while he goes out on the circle and then stand 
up and work on him when he comes in, he decided.

It was a great temptation to rest in the bow and let the fish make one 
circle by himself without recovering any line. But when the strain 
showed the fish had turned to come toward the boat, the old man rose 
to his feet and started the pivoting and the weaving pulling that brought 
in all the line he gained.

I'm tireder than I have ever been, he thought, and now the trade wind is 
rising. But that will be good to take him in with. I need that badly.

"I'll rest on the next turn as he goes out," he said. "I feel much better. 
Then in two or three turns more I will have him."



His straw hat was far on the back of his head and he sank down into the 
bow with the pull of the line as he felt the fish turn.

You work now, fish, he thought. I'll take you at the turn.

The sea had risen considerably. But it was a fair-weather breeze and he 
had to have it to get home.

"I'll just steer south and west," he said. "A man is never lost at sea and 
it is a long island."

It was on the third turn that he saw the fish first.

He saw him first as a dark shadow that took so long to pass under the 
boat that he could not believe its length.

"No," he said. "He can't be that big."

But he was that big and at the end of this circle he came to the surface 
only thirty yards away and the man saw his tail out of water. It was 
higher than a big scythe blade and a very pale lavender above the dark 
blue water. It raked back and as the fish swam just below the surface 
the old man could see his huge bulk and the purple stripes that banded 
him. His dorsal fin was down and his huge pectorals were spread wide.

On this circle the old man could see the fish's eye and the two gray 
sucking fish that swain around him. Sometimes they attached 
themselves to him. Sometimes they darted off. Sometimes they would 
swim easily in his shadow. They were each over three feet long and 
when they swam fast they lashed their whole bodies like eels.

The old man was sweating now but from something else besides the 
sun. On each calm placid turn the fish made he was gaining line and he 
was sure that in two turns more he would have a chance to get the 
harpoon in.

But I must get him dose, close, close, he thought. I mustn't try for the 
head. I must get the heart

"Be calm and strong, old man," he said.

On the next circle the fish's beck was out but he was a little too far from 
the boat. On the next circle he was still too far away but he was higher 
out of water and the old man was sure that by gaining some more line 
he could have him alongside.



He had rigged his harpoon long before and its coil of light rope was in a 
round basket and the end was made fast to the bitt in the bow.

The fish was coming in on his circle now calm and beautiful looking and 
only his great tail moving. The old man pulled on him all that he could to 
bring him closer. For just a moment the fish turned a little on his side. 
Then he straightened himself and began another circle.

"I moved him," the old man said. "I moved him then."

He felt faint again now but he held on the great fish all the strain that he 
could. I moved him, he thought. Maybe this time I can get him over. 
Pull, hands, he thought. Hold up, legs. Last for me, head. Last for me. 
You never went This time I'll pull him over.

But when he put all of his effort on, starting it well out before the fish 
came alongside and pulling with all his strength, the fish pulled part way 
over and then righted himself and swam away.

"Fish," the old man said. "Fish, you are going to have to die anyway. Do 
you have to kill me too?"

That way nothing is accomplished, he thought. His mouth was too dry to 
speak but he could not reach for the water now. I must get him 
alongside this time, he thought. I am not good for many more turns. Yes 
you are, he told himself. You're good for ever.

On the next turn, he nearly had him. But again the fish righted himself 
and swam slowly away.

You are killing me, fish, the old man thought. But you have a right to. 
Never have I seen a greater, or more beautiful, or a calmer or more 
noble thing than you, brother. Come on and kill me. I do not care who 
kills who.

Now you are getting confused in the head, he thought. You must keep 
your head dear. Keep your head clear and know how to suffer like a 
man. Or a fish, he thought.

"Clear up, head," he said in a voice he could hardly hear. "Clear up."

Twice more it was the same on the turns.

I do not know, the old man thought. He had been on the point of feeling 
himself go each time. I do not know. But I will try it once more.



He tried it once more and he felt himself going when he turned the fish. 
The fish righted himself and swam off again slowly with the great tail 
weaving in the air.

I'll try it again, the old man promised, although his hands were mushy 
now and he could only see well in flashes.

He tried it again and it was the same. So he thought, and he felt himself 
going before he started; I will try it once again.

He took all his pain and what was left of his strength and his long gone 
pride and he put it against the fish's agony and the fish came over onto 
his side and swam gently on his side, his bill almost touching the 
planking of the skiff and started to pass the boat, long, deep, wide, 
silver and barred with purple and interminable in the water.

The old man dropped the line and put his foot on it and lifted the 
harpoon as high as he could and drove it down with all his strength, and 
more strength he had just summoned, into the fish's side just behind 
the great chest fin that rose high in the air to the altitude of the man's 
chest. He felt the iron go in and he leaned on it and drove it further and 
then pushed all his weight after it.

Then the fish came alive, with his death in him, and rose high out of the 
water showing all his great length and width and all his power and his 
beauty. He seemed to hang in the air above the old man in the skiff. 
Then he fell into the water with a crash that sent spray over the old man 
and over all of the skiff.

The old man felt faint and sick and he could not see well. But he cleared 
the harpoon line and let it run slowly through his raw hands and, when 
he could see, he saw the fish was on his back with his silver belly up. 
The shaft of the harpoon was projecting at an angle from the fish's 
shoulder and the sea was discolouring with the red of the blood from his 
heart. First it was dark as a shoal in the blue water that was more than 
a mile deep. Then it spread like a cloud. The fish was silvery and still 
and floated with the waves.

The old man looked carefully in the glimpse of vision that he had. Then 
he took two turns of the harpoon line around the bitt in the bow and hid 
his head on his hands.

"Keep my head dear," he said against the wood of the bow. "I am a tired 
old man. But I have killed this fish which is my brother and now I must 
do the slave work."



Now I must prepare the nooses and the rope to lash him alongside, he 
thought. Even if we were two and swamped her to load him and bailed 
her out, this skiff would never hold him. I must prepare everything, then 
bring him in and lash him well and step the mast and set sail for home.

He started to pull the fish in to have him alongside so that he could pass 
a line through his gills and out his mouth and make his head fast 
alongside the bow. I want to see him, he thought, and to touch and to 
feel him. He is my fortune, he thought. But that is not why I wish to feel 
him. I think I felt his heart, he thought. When I pushed on the harpoon 
shaft the second time. Bring him in now and make him fast and get the 
noose around his tail and another around his middle to bind him to the 
skiff.

"Get to work, old man," he said. He took a very small drink of the water. 
"There is very much slave work to be done now that the fight is over."

He looked up at the sky and then out to his fish. He looked at the sun 
carefully. It is not much more than noon, he thought. And the trade 
wind is rising. The lines all mean nothing now. The boy and I will splice 
them when we are home.

"Come on, fish," he said. But the fish did not come.

Instead he lay there wallowing now in the seas and the old man pulled 
the skiff upon to him.

When he was even with him and had the fish's head against the bow he 
could not believe his size. But he untied the harpoon rope from the bitt, 
passed it through the fish's gills and out his jaws, made a turn around 
his sword then passed the rope through the other gill, made another 
turn around the bill and knotted the double rope and made it fast to the 
bitt in the bow. He cut the rope then and went astern to noose the tail. 
The fish had turned silver from his original purple and silver, and the 
stripes showed the same pale violet colour as his tail. They were wider 
than a man's hand with his fingers spread and the fish's eye looked as 
detached as the mirrors in a periscope or as a saint in a procession.

"It was the only way to kill him," the old man said. He was feeling better 
since the water and he knew he would not go away and his head was 
clear. He's over fifteen hundred pounds the way he is, he thought. 
Maybe much more. If he dresses out two-thirds of that at thirty cents a 
pound?

"I need a pencil for that," he said. "My head is not that clear. But I think 
the great DiMaggio would be proud of me today. I had no bone spurs. 



But the hands and the back hurt truly." I wonder what a bone spur is, he 
thought. Maybe we have them without knowing of it.

He made the fish fast to bow and stern and to the middle thwart. He 
was so big it was like lashing a much bigger skiff alongside. He cut a 
piece of line and tied the fish's lower jaw against his bill so his mouth 
would not open and they would sail as cleanly as possible. Then he 
stepped the mast and, with the stick that was his gaff and with his boom 
rigged, the patched sail drew, the boat began to move, and half lying in 
the stern he sailed south-west.

He did not need a compass to tell him where southwest was. He only 
needed the feel of the trade wind and the drawing of the sail. I better 
put a small line out with a spoon on it and try and get something to eat 
and drink for the moisture. But he could not find a spoon and his 
sardines were rotten. So he hooked a patch of yellow Gulf weed with the 
gaff as they passed and shook it so that the small shrimps that were in it 
fell onto the planking of the skiff. There were more than a dozen of 
them and they jumped and kicked like sand fleas. The old man pinched 
their heads off with his thumb and forefinger and ate them chewing up 
the shells and the tails. They were very tiny but he knew they were 
nourishing and they tasted good.

The old man still had two drinks of water in the bottle and he used half 
of one after he had eaten the shrimps. The skiff was sailing well 
considering the handicaps and he steered with the tiller under his arm. 
He could see the fish and he had only to look at his hands and feel his 
back against the stern to know that this had truly happened and was not 
a dream. At one time when he was feeling so badly toward the end, he 
had thought perhaps it was a dream. Then when he had seen the fish 
come out of the water and hang motionless in the sky before he fell, he 
was sure there was some great strangeness and he could not believe it.

Then he could not see well, although now he saw as well as ever. Now 
he knew there was the fish and his hands and back were no dream. The 
hands cure quickly, he thought. I bled them clean and the salt water will 
heal them. The dark water of the true gulf is the greatest healer that 
there is. All I must do is keep the head clear. The hands have done their 
work and we sail well. With his mouth shut and his tail straight up and 
down we sail like brothers. Then his head started to become a little 
unclear and he thought, is he bringing me in or am I bringing him in? If 
I were towing him behind there would be no question. Nor if the fish 
were in the skiff, with all dignity gone, there would be no question 
either. But they were sailing together lashed side by side and the old 
man thought, let him bring me in if it pleases him. I am only better than 
him through trickery and he meant me no harm.



They sailed well and the old man soaked his hands in the salt water and 
tried to keep his bead dear. There were high cumulus clouds and enough 
cirrus above them so that the old man knew the breeze would last all 
night. The old man looked at the fish constantly to make sure it was 
true. It was an hour before the first shark hit him.

The shark was not an accident. He had come up from deep down in the 
water as the dark cloud of blood had settled and dispersed in the mile 
deep sea. He had come up so fast and absolutely without caution that he 
broke the surface of the blue water and was in the sun. Then he fell 
back into the sea and picked up the scent and started swimming on the 
course the skiff and the fish had taken.

Sometimes he lost the scent. But he would pick it up again, or have just 
a trace of it, and he swam fast and hard on the course. He was a very 
big Make shark built to swim as fast as the fastest fish in the sea and 
everything about him was beautiful except his jaws. His back was as 
blue as a sword fish's and his belly was silver and his hide was smooth 
and handsome. He was built as a sword fish except for his huge jaws 
which were tight shut now as he swam fast, just under the surface with 
his high dorsal fin knifing through the water without wavering. Inside the 
closed double lip of his jaws all of his eight rows of teeth were slanted 
inwards. They were not the ordinary pyramid-shaped teeth of most 
sharks. They were shaped like a man's fingers when they are crisped 
like claws. They were nearly as long as the fingers of the old man and 
they had razor-sharp cutting edges on both sides. This was a fish built to 
feed on all the fishes in the sea, that were so fast and strong and well 
armed that they had no other enemy. Now he speeded up as he smelled 
the fresher scent and his blue dorsal fin cut the water.

When the old man saw him coming he knew that this was a shark that 
had no fear at all and would do exactly what he wished. He prepared the 
harpoon and made the rope fast while he watched the shark come on. 
The rope was short as it lacked what he had cut away to lash the fish.

The old man's head was clear and good now and he was full of 
resolution but he had little hope. It was too good to last, he thought. He 
took one look at the great fish as he watched the shark close in. It might 
as well have been a dream, he thought. I cannot keep him from hitting 
me but maybe I can get him. Dentuso, he thought. Bad luck to your 
mother.

The shark closed fast astern and when he hit the fish the old man saw 
his mouth open and his strange eyes and the clicking chop of the teeth 
as he drove forward in the meat just above the tail. The shark's head 



was out of water and his back was coming out and the old man could 
hear the noise of skin and flesh ripping on the big fish when he rammed 
the harpoon down onto the shark's head at a spot where the line 
between his eyes intersected with the line that ran straight back from 
his nose. There were no such lines. There was only the heavy sharp blue 
head and the big eyes and the clicking, thrusting all-swallowing jaws. 
But that was the location of the brain and the old man hit it. He hit it 
with his blood mushed hands driving a good harpoon with all his 
strength. He hit it without hope but with resolution and complete 
malignancy.

The shark swung over and the old man saw his eye was not alive and 
then he swung over once again, wrapping himself in two loops of the 
rope. The old man knew that he was dead but the shark would not 
accept it. Then, on his back, with his tail lashing and his jaws clicking, 
the shark plowed over the water as a speedboat does. The water was 
white where his tail beat it and three-quarters of his body was clear 
above the water when the rope came taut, shivered, and then snapped. 
The shark lay quietly for a little while on the surface and the old man 
watched him. Then he went down very slowly.

"He took about forty pounds," the old man said aloud. He took my 
harpoon too and all the rope, he thought, and now my fish bleeds again 
and there will be others.

He did not like to look at the fish anymore since he had been mutilated. 
When the fish had been hit it was as though he himself were hit.

But I killed the shark that hit my fish, he thought. And he was the 
biggest dentuso that I have ever seen. And God knows that I have seen 
big ones.

It was too good to last, he thought. I wish it had been a dream now and 
that I had never hooked the fish and was alone in bed on the 
newspapers.

"But man is not made for defeat," he said. "A man can be destroyed but 
not defeated." I am sorry that I killed the fish though, he thought. Now 
the bad time is coming and I do not even have the harpoon. The 
dentuso is cruel and able and strong and intelligent. But I was more 
intelligent than he was. Perhaps not,, he thought. Perhaps I was only 
better armed.

"Don't think, old man," he said aloud. "Sail on this course and take it 
when it comes.



But I must think, he thought. Because it is all I have left. That and 
baseball. I wonder how the great DiMaggio would have liked the way I 
hit him in the brain? It was no great thing, he thought. Any man could 
do it. But do you think my hands were as great a handicap as the bone 
spurs? I cannot know. I never had anything wrong with my heel except 
the time the sting ray stung it when I stepped on him when swimming 
and paralyzed the lower leg and made the unbearable pain.

"Think about something cheerful, old man," he said. "Every minute now 
you are closer to home. You sail lighter for the loss of forty pounds."

He knew quite well the pattern of what could happen when he reached 
the inner part of the current. But there was nothing to be done now.

"Yes there is," he said aloud. "I can lash my knife to the butt of one of 
the oars."

So he did that with the tiller under his arm and the sheet of the sail 
under his foot.

"Now," he said. "I am still an old man. But I am not unarmed."

The breeze was fresh now and he sailed on well. He watched only the 
forward part of the fish and some of his hope returned.

It is silly not to hope, he thought. Besides I believe it is a sin. Do not 
think about sin, he thought. There are enough problems now without 
sin. Also I have no understanding of it.

I have no understanding of it and I am not sure that I believe in it. 
Perhaps it was a sin to kill the fish. I suppose it was even though I did it 
to keep me alive and feed many people. But then everything is a sin. Do 
not think about sin. It is much too late for that and there are people who 
are paid to do it. Let them think about it. You were born to be a 
fisherman as the fish was born to be a fish. San Pedro was a fisherman 
as was the father of the great DiMaggio.

But he liked to think about all things that he was involved in and since 
there was nothing to read and he did not have a radio, he thought much 
and he kept on thinking about sin. You did not kill the fish only to keep 
alive and to sell for food, he thought. You killed him for pride and 
because you are a fisherman. You loved him when he was alive and you 
loved him after. If you love him, it is not a sin to kill him. Or is it more?

"You think too much, old man," he said aloud.



But you enjoyed killing the dentuso, he thought. He lives on the live fish 
as you do. He is not a scavenger nor just a moving appetite as some 
sharks are. He is beautiful and noble and knows no fear of anything.

"I killed him in self-defense," the old man said aloud. "And I killed him 
well."

Besides, he thought, everything kills everything else in some way. 
Fishing kills me exactly as it keeps me alive. The boy keeps me alive, he 
thought. I must not deceive myself too much.

He leaned over the side and pulled loose a piece of the meat of the fish 
where the shark had cut him. He chewed it and noted its quality and its 
good taste. It was firm and juicy, like meat, but it was not red. There 
was no stringiness in it and he knew that it would bring the highest price 
In the market. But there was no way to keep its scent out of the water 
and the old man knew that a very had time was coming.

The breeze was steady. It had backed a little further into the north-east 
and he knew that meant that it would not fall off. The old man looked 
ahead of him but he could see no sails nor could he see the hull nor the 
smoke of any ship. There were only the flying fish that went up from his 
bow sailing away to either side and the yellow patches of Gulf weed. He 
could not even see a bird.

He had sailed for two hours, resting in the stern and sometimes chewing 
a bit of the meat from the marlin, trying to rest and to be strong, when 
he saw the first of the two sharks.

"Ay," he said aloud. There is no translation for this word and perhaps it 
is just a noise such as a man might make, involuntarily, feeling the nail 
go through his hands and into the wood.

"Galanos," he said aloud. He had seen the second fin now coming up 
behind the first and had identified them as shovel-nosed sharks by the 
brown, triangular fin and the sweeping movements of the tail. They had 
the scent and were excited and in the stupidity of their great hunger 
they were losing and finding the scent in their excitement. But they were 
closing all the time.

The old man made the sheet fast and jammed the tiller. Then he took up 
the oar with the knife lashed to it. He lifted it as lightly as he could 
because his hands rebelled at the pain. Then he opened and closed them 
on it lightly to loosen them. He closed them firmly so they would take 
the pain now and would not flinch and watched the sharks come. He 
could see their wide, flattened, shovel-pointed heads now and their 



white tipped wide pectoral fins. They were hateful sharks, bad smelling, 
scavengers as well as killers, and when they were hungry they would 
bite at an oar or the rudder of a boat. It was these sharks that would cut 
the turtles' legs and flippers off when the turtles were asleep on the 
surface, and they would hit a man in the water, if they were hungry, 
even if the man had no smell of fish blood nor of fish slime on him.

"Ay," the old man said. "Galanos. Come on galanos."

They came. But they did not come as the Mako had come. One turned 
and went out of sight under the skiff and the old man could feel the skiff 
shake as he jerked and pulled on the fish. The other watched the old 
man with his slitted yellow eyes and then came in fast with his half circle 
of jaws wide to hit the fish where he had already been bitten. The line 
showed clearly on the top of his brown head and back where the brain 
joined the spinal cord and the old man drove the knife on the oar into 
the juncture, withdrew it, and drove it in again into the shark's yellow 
cat-like eyes. The shark let go of the fish and slid down, swallowing what 
he had taken as he died.

The skiff was still shaking with the destruction the other shark was doing 
to the fish and the old man let go the sheet so that the skiff would swing 
broadside and bring the shark out from under. When he saw the shark 
he leaned over the side and punched at him. He hit only meat and the 
hide was set hard and he barely got the knife in. The blow hurt not only 
his hands but his shoulder too. But the shark came up fast with his head 
out and the old man hit him squarely in the center of his flat-topped 
head as his nose came out of water and lay against the fish. The old 
man withdrew the blade and punched the shark exactly in the same spot 
again. He still hung to the fish with his jaws hooked and the old man 
stabbed him in his left eye. The shark still hung there.

"No?" the old man said and he drove the blade between the vertebrae 
and the brain. It was an easy shot now and he felt the cartilage sever. 
The old man reversed the oar and put the blade between the shark's 
jaws to open them. He twisted the blade and as the shark slid loose he 
said, "Go on, galano. Slide down a mile deep. Go see your friend, or 
maybe it's your mother."

The old man wiped the blade of his knife and laid down the oar. Then he 
found the sheet and the sail filled and he brought the skiff onto her 
course.

"They must have taken a quarter of him and of the best meat," he said 
aloud. "I wish it were a dream and that I had never hooked him. I'm 
sorry about it, fish. It makes everything wrong." He stopped and he did 



not want to look at the fish now. Drained of blood and awash he looked 
the colour of the silver backing of a minor and his stripes still showed.

"I shouldn't have gone out so far, fish," he said. "Neither for you nor for 
me. I'm sorry, fish."

Now, he said to himself. Look to the lashing on the knife and see if it has 
been cut. Then get your hand in order because there still is more to 
come.

"I wish I had a stone for the knife," the old man said after he had 
checked the lashing on the oar butt. "I should have brought a stone." 
You should have brought many things, he thought. But you did not bring 
them, old man. Now is no time to think of what you do not have. Think 
of what you can do with what there is.

"You give me much good counsel," he said aloud. "I'm tired of it."

He held the tiller under his arm and soaked both his hands in the water 
as the skiff drove forward.

"God knows how much that last one took," he said.

"But she's much lighter now." He did not want to think of the mutilated 
under-side of the fish. He knew that each of the jerking bumps of the 
shark had been meat torn away and that the fish now made a trail for all 
sharks as wide as a highway through the sea.

He was a fish to keep a man all winter, he thought Don't think of that. 
Just rest and try to get your hands in shape to defend what is left of 
him. The blood smell from my hands means nothing now with all that 
scent in the water. Besides they do not bleed much. There is nothing cut 
that means anything. The bleeding may keep the left from cramping.

What can I think of now? he thought. Nothing. I must think of nothing 
and wait for the next ones. I wish it had really been a dream, he 
thought. But who knows? It might have turned out well.

The next shark that came was a single shovelnose. He came like a pig to 
the trough if a pig had a mouth so wide that you could put your head in 
it. The old man let him hit the fish and then drove the knife on the oar 
don into his brain. But the shark jerked backwards as he rolled and the 
knife blade snapped.

The old man settled himself to steer. He did not even watch the big 
shark sinking slowly in the water, showing first life-size, then small, then 



tiny. That always fascinated the old man. But he did not even watch it 
now.

"I have the gaff now," he said. "But it will do no good. I have the two 
oars and the tiller and the short club."

Now they have beaten me, he thought. I am too old to club sharks to 
death. But I will try it as long as I have the oars and the short club and 
the tiller.

He put his hands in the water again to soak them. It was getting late in 
the afternoon and he saw nothing but the sea and the sky. There was 
more wind in the sky than there had been, and soon he hoped that he 
would see land.

"You're tired, old man," he said. "You're tired inside."

The sharks did not hit him again until just before sunset.

The old man saw the brown fins coming along the wide trail the fish 
must make in the water. They were not even quartering on the scent. 
They were headed straight for the skiff swimming side by side.

He jammed the tiller, made the sheet fast and reached under the stem 
for the club. It was an oar handle from a broken oar sawed off to about 
two and a half feet in length. He could only use it effectively with one 
hand because of the grip of the handle and he took good hold of it with 
his right hand, flexing his hand on it, as he watched the sharks come. 
They were both galanos.

I must let the first one get a good hold and hit him on the point of the 
nose or straight across the top of the head, he thought.

The two sharks closed together and as he saw the one nearest him open 
his jaws and sink them into the silver side of the fish, he raised the club 
high and brought it down heavy and slamming onto the top of the 
shark's broad head. He felt the rubbery solidity as the club came down. 
But he felt the rigidity of bone too and he struck the shark once more 
hard across the point of the nose as he slid down from the fish.

The other shark had been in and out and now came in again with his 
jaws wide. The old man could see pieces of the meat of the fish spilling 
white from the corner of his jaws as he bumped the fish and closed his 
jaws. He swung at him and hit only the head and the shark looked at 
him and wrenched the meat loose. The old man swung the club down on 
him again as he slipped away to swallow and hit only the heavy solid 



rubberiness.

"Come on, galano," the old man said. "Come in again."

The shark came in a rush and the old man hit him as he shut his jaws. 
He hit him solidly and from as high up as he could raise the club. This 
time he felt the bone at the base of the brain and he hit him again in the 
same place while the shark tore the meat loose sluggishly and slid down 
from the fish.

The old man watched for him to come again but neither shark showed. 
Then he saw one on the surface swimming in circles. He did not see the 
fin of the other.

I could not expect to kill them, he thought. I could have in my time. But 
I have hurt them both badly and neither one can feel very good. If I 
could have used a bat with two hands I could have killed the first one 
surely. Even now, he thought.

He did not want to look at the fish. He knew that half of him had been 
destroyed. The sun had gone down while he had been in the fight with 
the sharks.

"It will be dark soon," he said. "Then I should see the glow of Havana.. 
If I am too far to the eastward I will see the lights of one of the new 
beaches."

I cannot be too far out now, he thought. I hope no one has been too 
worried. There is only the boy to worry, of course. But I am sure he 
would have confidence. Many of the older fishermen will worry. Many 
others too, he thought. I live in a good town.

He could not talk to the fish anymore because the fish had been ruined 
too badly. Then something came into his head.

"Half fish," he said. "Fish that you were. I am sorry that I went too far 
out. I ruined us both. But we have killed many sharks, you and I, and 
ruined many others. How many did you ever kill, old fish? You do not 
have that spear on your head for nothing."

He liked to think of the fish and what he could do to a shark if he were 
swimming free. I should have chopped the bill off to fight them with, he 
thought. But there was no hatchet and then there was no knife.

But if I had, and could have lashed it to an oar butt, what a weapon. 
Then we might have fought them together. What will you do now if they 



come in the night? What can you do?

"Fight them," he said. "I'll fight them until I die."

But in the dark now and no glow showing and no lights and only the 
wind and the steady pull of the sail he felt that perhaps he was already 
dead. He put his two hands together and felt the palms. They were not 
dead and he could bring the pain of life by simply opening and closing 
them. He leaned his back against the stern and knew he was not dead. 
His shoulders told him.

I have all those prayers I promised if I caught the fish, he thought. But I 
am too tired to say them now. I better get the sack and put it over my 
shoulders.

He lay in the stern and steered and watched for the glow to come in the 
sky. I have half of him, he thought. Maybe I'll have the luck to bring the 
forward half in. I should have some luck. No, he said. You violated your 
luck when you went too far outside.

"Don't be silly," he said aloud. "And keep awake and steer. You may 
have much luck yet.

"I'd like to buy some if there's any place they sell it," he said.

What could I buy it with? he asked himself. Could I buy it with a lost 
harpoon and a broken knife and two bad hands?

"You might," he said. "You tried to buy it with eighty-four days at sea. 
They nearly sold it to you too.

I must not think nonsense, he thought. Luck is a thing that comes in 
many forms and who can recognize her? I would take some though in 
any form and pay what they asked. I wish I could see the glow from the 
lights, he thought. I wish too many things. But that is the thing I wish 
for now. He tried to settle more comfortably to steer and from his pain 
he knew he was not dead.

He saw the reflected glare of the lights of the city at what must have 
been around ten o'clock at night. They were only perceptible at first as 
the light is in the sky before the moon rises. Then they were steady to 
see across the ocean which was rough now with the increasing breeze. 
He steered inside of the glow and he thought that now, soon, he must 
hit the edge of the stream.

Now it is over, he thought. They will probably hit me again. But what 



can a man do against them in the dark without a weapon?

He was stiff and sore now and his wounds and all of the strained parts of 
his body hurt with the cold of the night. I hope I do not have to fight 
again, he thought. I hope so much I do not have to fight again.

But by midnight he fought and this time he knew the fight was useless. 
They came in a pack and he could only see the lines in the water that 
their fins made and their phosphorescence as they threw themselves on 
the fish. He clubbed at heads and heard the jaws chop and the shaking 
of the skiff as they took hold below. He clubbed desperately at what he 
could only feel and hear and he felt something seize the club and it was 
gone.

He jerked the tiller free from the rudder and beat and chopped with it, 
holding it in both hands and driving it down again and again. But they 
were up to the bow now and driving in one after the other and together, 
tearing off the pieces of meat that showed glowing below the sea as 
they turned to come once more.

One came, finally, against the head itself and he knew that it was over. 
He swung the tiller across the shark's head where the jaws were caught 
in the heaviness of the fish's head which would not tear. He swung it 
once and twice and again. He heard the tiller break and he lunged at the 
shark with the splintered butt. He felt it go in and knowing it was sharp 
he drove it in again. The shark let go and rolled away. That was the last 
shark of the pack that came. There was nothing more for them to eat.

The old man could hardly breathe now and he felt a strange taste in his 
mouth. It was coppery and sweet and he was afraid of it for a moment. 
But there was not much of it.

He spat into the ocean and said, "Eat that, galanos. And make a dream 
you've killed a man."

He knew he was beaten now finally and without remedy and he went 
back to the stern and found the jagged end of the tiller would fit in the 
slot of the rudder well enough for him to steer. He settled the sack 
around his shoulders and put the skiff on her course. He sailed lightly 
now and he had no thoughts nor any feelings of any kind. He was past 
everything now and he sailed the skiff to make his home port as well 
and as intelligently as he could. In the night sharks hit the carcass as 
someone might pick up crumbs from the table. The old man paid no 
attention to them and did not pay any attention to anything except 
steering. He only noticed how lightly and bow well the skiff sailed now 
there was no great weight beside her.



She's good, he thought. She is sound and not harmed in any way except 
for the tiller. That is easily replaced.

He could feel he was inside the current now and he could see the lights 
of the beach colonies along the shore. He knew where he was now and it 
was nothing to get home.

The wind is our friend, anyway, he thought. Then be added, sometimes. 
And the great sea with our friends and our enemies. And bed, he 
thought. Bed is my friend. Just bed, he thought. Bed will be a great 
thing. It is easy when you are beaten, he thought. I never knew how 
easy it was. And what beat you, he thought.

"Nothing," he said aloud. "I went out too far."

When he sailed into the little harbour the lights of the Terrace were out 
and he knew everyone was in bed. The breeze bad risen steadily and 
was blowing strongly now. It was quiet in the harbour though and he 
sailed up onto the little patch of shingle below the rocks. There was no 
one to help him so he pulled the boat up as far as he could. Then he 
stepped out and made her fast to a rock.

He unstepped the mast and furled the sail and tied it. Then he 
shouldered the mast and started to climb. It was then he knew the 
depth of his tiredness. He stopped for a moment and looked back and 
saw in the reflection from the street light the great tail of the fish 
standing up well behind the skiff's stern. He saw the white naked line of 
his backbone and the dark mass of the head with the projecting bill and 
all the nakedness between.

He started to climb again and at the top he fell and lay for some time 
with the mast across his shoulder. He tried to get up. But it was too 
difficult and he sat there with the mast on his shoulder and looked at the 
road. A cat passed on the far side going about its business and the old 
man watched it. Then he just watched the road.

Finally he put the mast down and stood up. He picked the mast up and 
put it on his shoulder and started up the road. He had to sit down five 
times before he reached his shack.

Inside the shack he leaned the mast against the wall. In the dark he 
found a water bottle and took a drink. Then he lay down on the bed. He 
pulled the blanket over his shoulders and then over his back and legs 
and he slept face down on the newspapers with his arms out straight 
and the palms of his hands up.



He was asleep when the boy looked in the door in the morning. It was 
blowing so hard that the drifting-boats would not be going out and the 
boy had slept late and then come to the old man's shack as he had 
come each morning. The boy saw that the old man was breathing and 
then he saw the old man's hands and he started to cry. He went out 
very quietly to go to bring some coffee and all the way down the road he 
was crying.

Many fishermen were around the skiff looking at what was lashed beside 
it and one was in the water, his trousers rolled up, measuring the 
skeleton with a length of line.

The boy did not go down. He had been there before and one of the 
fishermen was looking after the skiff for bun.

"How is he?" one of the fishermen shouted.

"Sleeping," the boy called. He did not care that they saw him crying. 
"Let no one disturb him."

"He was eighteen feet from nose to tail," the fisherman who was 
measuring him called.

"I believe it," the boy said.

He went into the Terrace and asked for a can of coffee.

"Hot and with plenty of milk and sugar in It.

"Anything more?"

"No. Afterwards I will see what he can eat."

"What a fish it was," the proprietor said. "There has never been such a 
fish. Those were two fine fish you took yesterday too."

"Damn my fish," the boy said and he started to cry again.

"Do you want a drink of any kind?" the proprietor asked.

"No," the boy said. "Tell them not to bother Santiago. I'll be back."

"Tell him how sorry I am."

"Thanks," the boy said.



The boy carried the hot can of coffee up to the old man's shack and sat 
by him until he woke. Once it looked as though he were waking. But he 
had gone back into heavy sleep and the boy had gone across the road to 
borrow some wood to heat the coffee.

Finally the old man woke.

"Don't sit up," the boy said. "Drink this." He poured some of the coffee 
in a glass.

The old man took it and drank it.

"They beat me, Manolin," he said. "They truly beat me.

"He didn't beat you. Not the fish."

"No. Truly. It was afterwards."

"Pedrico is looking after the skiff and the gear. What do you want done 
with the head?"

"Let Pedrico chop it up to use in fish traps."

"And the spear?"

"You keep it if you want it."

"I want it," the boy said. "Now we must make our plans about the other 
things."

"Did they search for me?"

"Of course. With coast guard and with planes."

"The ocean is very big and a skiff is small and hard to see," the old man 
said. He noticed how pleasant it was to have someone to talk to instead 
of speaking only to himself and to the sea. "I missed you," he said. 
"What did you catch?"

"One the first day. One the second and two the third."

"Very good."

"Now we fish together again."



"No. lam not lucky. I am not lucky anymore.""The hell with luck," the 
boy said. "I'll bring the luck with me."

"What will your family say?"

"I do not care. I caught two yesterday. But we will fish together now for 
I still have much to learn."

"We must get a good killing lance and always have it on board. You can 
make the blade from a spring leaf from an old Ford. We can grind it in 
Guanabacoa. It should be sharp and not tempered so it will break. My 
knife broke."

"I'll get another knife and have the spring ground.

How many days of heavy brisa have we?"

"Maybe three. Maybe more."

"I will have everything in order," the boy said. "You get your hands well 
old man."

"I know how to care for them. In the night I spat something strange and 
felt something in my chest was broken."

"Get that well too," the boy said. "Lie down, old man, and I will bring 
you your clean shirt. And something to eat."

"Bring any of the papers of the time that I was gone," the old man said.

"You must get well fast for there is much that I can learn and you can 
teach me everything. How much did you suffer?"

"Plenty," the old man said.

"I'll bring the food and the papers," the boy said. "Rest well, old man. I 
will bring stuff from the drugstore for your hands."

"Don't forget to tell Pedrico the head is his."

"No. I will remember."

As the boy went out the door and down the worn coral rock road he was 
crying again.

That afternoon there was a party of tourists at the Terrace and looking 



down in the water among the empty beer cans and dead barracudas a 
woman saw a great long white spine with a huge tail at the end that 
lifted and swung with the tide while the east wind blew a heavy steady 
sea outside the entrance to the harbour.

"What's that?" she asked a waiter and pointed to the long backbone of 
the great fish that was now just garbage waiting to go out with the tide.

"Tiburon," the waiter said. "Eshark." He was meaning to explain what 
had happened.

"I didn't know sharks had such handsome, beautifully formed tails."

"I didn't either," her male companion said.

Up the road, in his shack, the old man was sleeping again. He was still 
sleeping on his face and the boy was sitting by him watching him. The 
old man was dreaming about the lions.
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Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking
BY  WA LT  W H I T M A N

Out of the cradle endlessly rocking, 

Out of the mocking-bird’s throat, the musical shuttle, 

Out of the Ninth-month midnight, 

Over the sterile sands and the fields beyond, where the child leaving his bed wander’d alone,

bareheaded, barefoot, 

Down from the shower’d halo, 

Up from the mystic play of shadows twining and twisting as if they were alive, 

Out from the patches of briers and blackberries, 

From the memories of the bird that chanted to me, 

From your memories sad brother, from the fitful risings and fallings I heard, 

From under that yellow half-moon late-risen and swollen as if with tears, 

From those beginning notes of yearning and love there in the mist, 

From the thousand responses of my heart never to cease, 

From the myriad thence-arous’d words, 

From the word stronger and more delicious than any, 

From such as now they start the scene revisiting, 

As a flock, twittering, rising, or overhead passing, 

Borne hither, ere all eludes me, hurriedly, 

A man, yet by these tears a little boy again, 

Throwing myself on the sand, confronting the waves, 

I, chanter of pains and joys, uniter of here and hereafter, 

Taking all hints to use them, but swiftly leaping beyond them, 

A reminiscence sing. 

 

Once Paumanok, 

When the lilac-scent was in the air and Fifth-month grass was growing, 

Up this seashore in some briers, 

Two feather’d guests from Alabama, two together, 

And their nest, and four light-green eggs spotted with brown, 

And every day the he-bird to and fro near at hand, 

And every day the she-bird crouch’d on her nest, silent, with bright eyes, 

And every day I, a curious boy, never too close, never disturbing them, 

Cautiously peering, absorbing, translating. 
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Shine! shine! shine! 

Pour down your warmth, great sun! 

While we bask, we two together. 

 

Two together! 

Winds blow south, or winds blow north, 

Day come white, or night come black, 

Home, or rivers and mountains from home, 

Singing all time, minding no time, 

While we two keep together. 

 

Till of a sudden, 

May-be kill’d, unknown to her mate, 

One forenoon the she-bird crouch’d not on the nest, 

Nor return’d that afternoon, nor the next, 

Nor ever appear’d again. 

 

And thenceforward all summer in the sound of the sea, 

And at night under the full of the moon in calmer weather, 

Over the hoarse surging of the sea, 

Or flitting from brier to brier by day, 

I saw, I heard at intervals the remaining one, the he-bird, 

The solitary guest from Alabama. 

 

Blow! blow! blow! 

Blow up sea-winds along Paumanok’s shore; 

I wait and I wait till you blow my mate to me. 

 

Yes, when the stars glisten’d, 

All night long on the prong of a moss-scallop’d stake, 

Down almost amid the slapping waves, 

Sat the lone singer wonderful causing tears. 

 

He call’d on his mate, 

He pour’d forth the meanings which I of all men know. 

 

Yes my brother I know, 

The rest might not, but I have treasur’d every note, 

For more than once dimly down to the beach gliding, 

Silent, avoiding the moonbeams, blending myself with the shadows, 

Recalling now the obscure shapes, the echoes, the sounds and sights after their sorts, 



The white arms out in the breakers tirelessly tossing, 

I, with bare feet, a child, the wind wafting my hair, 

Listen’d long and long. 

 

Listen’d to keep, to sing, now translating the notes, 

Following you my brother. 

 

Soothe! soothe! soothe! 

Close on its wave soothes the wave behind, 

And again another behind embracing and lapping, every one close, 

But my love soothes not me, not me. 

 

Low hangs the moon, it rose late, 

It is lagging—O I think it is heavy with love, with love. 

 

O madly the sea pushes upon the land, 

With love, with love. 

 

O night! do I not see my love fluttering out among the breakers? 

What is that little black thing I see there in the white? 

 

Loud! loud! loud! 

Loud I call to you, my love! 

 

High and clear I shoot my voice over the waves, 

Surely you must know who is here, is here, 

You must know who I am, my love. 

 

Low-hanging moon! 

What is that dusky spot in your brown yellow? 

O it is the shape, the shape of my mate! 

O moon do not keep her from me any longer. 

 

Land! land! O land! 

Whichever way I turn, O I think you could give me my mate back again if you only would, 

For I am almost sure I see her dimly whichever way I look. 

 

O rising stars! 

Perhaps the one I want so much will rise, will rise with some of you. 

 

O throat! O trembling throat! 

Sound clearer through the atmosphere! 



Pierce the woods, the earth, 

Somewhere listening to catch you must be the one I want. 

 

Shake out carols! 

Solitary here, the night’s carols! 

Carols of lonesome love! death’s carols! 

Carols under that lagging, yellow, waning moon! 

O under that moon where she droops almost down into the sea! 

O reckless despairing carols. 

 

But soft! sink low! 

Soft! let me just murmur, 

And do you wait a moment you husky-nois’d sea, 

For somewhere I believe I heard my mate responding to me, 

So faint, I must be still, be still to listen, 

But not altogether still, for then she might not come immediately to me. 

 

Hither my love! 

Here I am! here! 

With this just-sustain’d note I announce myself to you, 

This gentle call is for you my love, for you. 

 

Do not be decoy’d elsewhere, 

That is the whistle of the wind, it is not my voice, 

That is the fluttering, the fluttering of the spray, 

Those are the shadows of leaves. 

 

O darkness! O in vain! 

O I am very sick and sorrowful. 

 

O brown halo in the sky near the moon, drooping upon the sea! 

O troubled reflection in the sea! 

O throat! O throbbing heart! 

And I singing uselessly, uselessly all the night. 

 

O past! O happy life! O songs of joy! 

In the air, in the woods, over fields, 

Loved! loved! loved! loved! loved! 

But my mate no more, no more with me! 

We two together no more. 

 

The aria sinking, 



All else continuing, the stars shining, 

The winds blowing, the notes of the bird continuous echoing, 

With angry moans the fierce old mother incessantly moaning, 

On the sands of Paumanok’s shore gray and rustling, 

The yellow half-moon enlarged, sagging down, drooping, the face of the sea almost touching, 

The boy ecstatic, with his bare feet the waves, with his hair the atmosphere dallying, 

The love in the heart long pent, now loose, now at last tumultuously bursting, 

The aria’s meaning, the ears, the soul, swiftly depositing, 

The strange tears down the cheeks coursing, 

The colloquy there, the trio, each uttering, 

The undertone, the savage old mother incessantly crying, 

To the boy’s soul’s questions sullenly timing, some drown’d secret hissing, 

To the outsetting bard. 

 

Demon or bird! (said the boy’s soul,) 

Is it indeed toward your mate you sing? or is it really to me? 

For I, that was a child, my tongue’s use sleeping, now I have heard you, 

Now in a moment I know what I am for, I awake, 

And already a thousand singers, a thousand songs, clearer, louder and more sorrowful than yours, 

A thousand warbling echoes have started to life within me, never to die. 

 

O you singer solitary, singing by yourself, projecting me, 

O solitary me listening, never more shall I cease perpetuating you, 

Never more shall I escape, never more the reverberations, 

Never more the cries of unsatisfied love be absent from me, 

Never again leave me to be the peaceful child I was before what there in the night, 

By the sea under the yellow and sagging moon, 

The messenger there arous’d, the fire, the sweet hell within, 

The unknown want, the destiny of me. 

 

O give me the clew! (it lurks in the night here somewhere,) 

O if I am to have so much, let me have more! 

 

A word then, (for I will conquer it,) 

The word final, superior to all, 

Subtle, sent up—what is it?—I listen; 

Are you whispering it, and have been all the time, you sea-waves? 

Is that it from your liquid rims and wet sands? 

 

Whereto answering, the sea, 

Delaying not, hurrying not, 

Whisper’d me through the night, and very plainly before day-break, 



 

Lisp’d to me the low and delicious word death, 

And again death, death, death, death, 

Hissing melodious, neither like the bird nor like my arous’d child’s heart, 

But edging near as privately for me rustling at my feet, 

Creeping thence steadily up to my ears and laving me softly all over, 

Death, death, death, death, death. 

 

Which I do not forget, 

But fuse the song of my dusky demon and brother, 

That he sang to me in the moonlight on Paumanok’s gray beach, 

With the thousand responsive songs at random, 

My own songs awaked from that hour, 

And with them the key, the word up from the waves, 

The word of the sweetest song and all songs, 

That strong and delicious word which, creeping to my feet, 

(Or like some old crone rocking the cradle, swathed in sweet garments, bending aside,) 

The sea whisper’d me. 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

The Depression of the 1930s seemed to break the promises
America had made to its citizens. The stock market crash of
1929, it was assumed, ended a particular version of history:
optimistic, confident. The American dream faded. And yet,
not so. Myths as potent as that, illusions with such a purchase
on the national psyche, are not so easily denied. In an im-
migrant society, which has, by definition, chosen to reject
the past, faith in the future is not a matter of choice. When
today fails to offer the justification for hope, tomorrow be-
comes the only grail worth pursuing. Arthur Miller knew
this. When Charley, Willy Loman’s next-door neighbor,
says that ‘‘a salesman is got to dream,’’ he sums up not only
Willy’s life but a central tenet of his culture.

Death of a Salesman is not set during the Depression but
it bears its mark, as does Willy Loman, a sixty-three-year-
old salesman, who stands baffled by his failure. Certainly in
memory he returns to that period, as if personal and national
fate were somehow intertwined, while in spirit, according
to Miller, he also reaches back to the more expansive and
confident, if empty, 1920s, when, according to a president
of the United States, the business of America was business.1

And since he inhabits ‘‘the greatest country in the world,’’
a world of Manifest Destiny, where can the fault lie but in
himself ? If personal meaning, in this cheer leader society,
lies in success, then failure must threaten identity itself. No
wonder Willy shouts out his name. He is listening for an
echo. No wonder he searches desperately back through his
life for evidence of the moment he took a wrong path; no
wonder he looks to the next generation to give him back
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that life by achieving what had slipped so unaccountably
through his own fingers.

Death of a Salesman had its origins in a short story Miller
wrote at the age of seventeen (approximately the age of the
young Biff Loman), when he worked, briefly, for his father’s
company. It told of an aging salesman who sells nothing, is
abused by the buyers, and borrows his subway fare from the
young narrator. In a note scrawled on the manuscript Miller
records that the real salesman had thrown himself under a
subway train. Years later, at the time of the play’s Broadway
opening, Miller’s mother found the story abandoned in a
drawer. But, as Miller has noted, Death of a Salesman also
traced its roots closer to home.

Willy Loman was kin to Miller’s salesman uncle, Manny
Newman, a man who was ‘‘a competitor, at all times, in all
things, and at every moment. My brother and I,’’ Miller
explains in his autobiography, ‘‘he saw running neck and
neck with his two sons in some race that never stopped in
his mind.’’ The Newman household was one in which you
‘‘dared not lose hope, and I would later think of it as a per-
fection of America for that reason. . . . It was a house . . .
trembling with resolutions and shouts of victories that had
not yet taken place but surely would tomorrow.’’2

Manny’s son, Buddy, like Biff in Miller’s play, was a sports
hero and, like Happy Loman, a success with the girls, but,
failing to study, he never made it to college. Manny’s wife,
meanwhile, ‘‘bore the cross of reality for them all,’’ sup-
porting her husband, ‘‘keeping up her calm, enthusiastic
smile lest he feel he was not being appreciated.’’ (123) It is
not hard to see this woman honored in the person of Linda
Loman, Willy’s loyal but sometimes bewildered wife, who
is no less a victim than the husband she supports in his strug-
gle for meaning and absolution.

Though Miller spent little time with Manny, ‘‘he was so
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absurd, so completely isolated from the ordinary laws of
gravity, so elaborate in his fantastic inventions . . . so lyrically
in love with fame and fortune and their inevitable descent
on his family, that he possessed my imagination.’’ (123) To
drop by the Newman family home, Miller explains, was ‘‘to
expect some kind of insinuation of my entire life’s probable
failure, even before I was sixteen.’’ (124) Bernard, son of
Willy’s next-door neighbor, was to find himself treated in
much the same way by the Lomans.

There is, however, something more than absurdity about
such people as Manny, who managed to sustain their faith
in the face of evidence to the contrary. Of a salesman friend
of Manny, Miller writes, ‘‘Like any traveling man he had to
my mind a kind of intrepid valor that withstood the inevi-
table putdowns, the scoreless attempts to sell. In a sense,
these men lived like artists, like actors whose product is first
of all themselves, forever imagining triumphs in a world that
either ignores them or denies their presence altogether. But
just often enough to keep the game going one of them
makes it and swings to the moon on a thread of dreams
unwinding out of himself.’’ (127) And, surely, Willy Loman
himself is just such an actor, a vaudevillian, getting by ‘‘on
a smile and a shoeshine,’’ staging his life in an attempt to
understand its plot and looking for the applause and success
he believes to be his due. He wants, beyond anything, to be
‘‘well liked,’’ for, without that, he fears he will be nothing
at all.

During the run of his first great success, All My Sons,
Miller met Manny again. Rather than comment on the play,
his uncle answered a question he had not been asked:
‘‘Buddy is doing very well.’’ The undeclared competition
was still under way, as if time had stood still. The chance
meeting made Miller long to write a play that would re-
create the feeling that this encounter gave him, a play that
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would ‘‘cut through time like a knife through a layer of cake
or a road through a mountain revealing its geologic layers,
and instead of one incident in one time-frame succeeding
another, display past and present concurrently, with neither
one ever coming to a stop.’’ (131) For in that one remark
Manny brought together past hopes and present realities
while betraying an anxiety that hinted at a countercurrent
to his apparent confidence.

Miller, then, likened the structure of Salesman to geolog-
ical strata, in which different times are present in the same
instant. He has also compared it to a CAT scan, which si-
multaneously reveals inside and outside, and the time scale
in Death of a Salesman is, indeed, complex. The events on-
stage take place over twenty-four hours, a period which be-
gins with a timid, dispirited, and bewildered man entering a
house once an expression of his hopes for the future. It is
where he and his wife raised a family, that icon of the Amer-
ican way, and reached for the golden glitter of the dream.
He is back from a journey he once saw as a version of those
other journeys embedded in the national consciousness, in
which the individual went forth to improve his lot and de-
fine himself in the face of a world ready to embrace him.
But the world has changed. His idyllic house, set like a
homestead against the natural world, is now hemmed in by
others, and his epic journey is no more than a drummer’s
daily grind, traveling from store to store, ingratiating himself
with buyers or, still more, with the secretaries who guard
the buyers from him. The play ends, after a succession of
further humiliations, frustrated hopes, and demeaning mem-
ories, when Willy Loman climbs back into the car, which
itself is showing signs of debilitation, and attempts one last
ride to glory, one last journey into the empyrean, finally, in
his own eyes, rivaling his successful brother, Ben, by trading
his life directly for the dream which lured him on.
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But this twenty-four-hour period is only one form of
time. There is also what Miller has called ‘‘social time’’ and
‘‘psychic time.’’ By social time he seems to mean the un-
folding truth of the public world which provides the context
for Willy’s life, while psychic time is evident in memories
which crash into his present, creating ironies, sounding ech-
oes, taunting him with a past which can offer him nothing
but reproach. All these different notions of time blend and
interact, that interaction being a key to the play’s effect. But,
of course, all these differing time schemes are themselves
contained within and defined by the audience’s experience
of the play, a shared moment in which the social reality of
the occasion (its performance, say, in Communist China in
the 1980s) and the psychological reality of individual audi-
ence members themselves affect the meaning generated by
the stage action.

The past, and its relationship to the present, has always
been vital to Miller. As a character in another Miller play
(After the Fall ) remarks, the past is holy. Why? Not merely
because the present contains the past, but because a moral
world depends on an acceptance of the notion of causality,
on an acknowledgment that we are responsible for, and a
product of, our actions. This is a truth that Willy resists but
which his subconscious acknowledges, presenting to him the
evidence of his fallibility. For the very structure of the play
reflects his anxious search for the moment his life took a
wrong turn, for the moment of betrayal that undermined his
relationship to his wife and destroyed his relationship with
a son who was to have embodied his own faith in the Amer-
ican dream.

Death of a Salesman differs radically from his more tradi-
tionally constructed first Broadway success, All My Sons,
while still focusing on father-son relationships. It is techni-
cally innovative, with its nearly instantaneous time shifts. It
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is also lyrical, as Miller allows Willy’s dreams to shape them-
selves into broken arias. And whereas the earlier work had
echoes of Ibsen, this play was generated out of its own ne-
cessities as Miller discovered a form that precisely echoed its
social and psychological concerns.

In 1948, Miller, fresh from the achievement of All My
Sons, built himself a shed on land he had bought in Con-
necticut. It took him six weeks. He then sat down to write
Death of a Salesman. He completed the first half in a single
night and the whole work in a further six weeks. He began
the play knowing only the first two lines and the fact that
it would end with a death, the death of the man who became
Willy Loman and whose last name came not from any desire
to link his fate with that of the common man, but from
Miller’s memory of that name being called out in a scene
from the film The Testament of Dr. Mabuse : ‘‘What the name
really meant to me was a terror-stricken man calling into the
void for help that will never come.’’ (179) The name was
fine with the producers; the title was not. They were con-
vinced that the word ‘‘death’’ would keep audiences away.
And, indeed, Miller himself considered other titles, includ-
ing The Inside of His Head and A Period of Grace, the latter a
reference to the practice of insurance companies that allow
a policy to stay active beyond its effective termination date,
as Willy had lived on beyond the death of his hopes. But
the title remained, and far from audiences staying away they
sustained it for 742 performances.

Death of a Salesman begins with the sound of a flute (and
there were some twenty-two minutes of music in the orig-
inal production), a sound which takes Willy back to his
childhood when he had traveled with his father and brother
in a wagon. His father made and sold flutes. He was, in other
words, a salesman, though one who, unlike Willy, made
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what he sold. It is a tainted memory, however. The distant
past is not as innocent as, in memory, he would wish it to
be. It represents betrayal, for his father had deserted the boys,
as his brother, Ben, had deserted Willy, going in search first
of his father and then of success at any price. Betrayal is thus
as much part of his inheritance as is his drive for success, his
belief in salesmanship as a kind of frontier adventure whose
virtues should be passed on to his sons.

In the notebook that Miller kept while writing the play,
he saw Willy as waiting for his father’s return, living a tem-
porary life until the time when meaning would arrive along
with the person who abandoned him, as Vladimir and Es-
tragon would await the arrival of Godot. That idea is no
longer explicit in the text, but the notion of Willy leading
a temporary life is. Meaning is deferred until some indefinite
future. Meanwhile he is a salesman, traveling but never ar-
riving.

When the stage designer Jo Mielziner received the script,
in September 1948, it called for three bare platforms and the
minimum of furniture. The original stage direction at the
beginning of the play spoke of a travel spot which would
light ‘‘a small area stage left. The Salesman is revealed. He
takes out his keys and opens an invisible door.’’ (385) It said
of Willy Loman’s house, that ‘‘it had once been surrounded
by open country, but it was now hemmed in with apartment
houses. Trees that used to shade the house against the open
sky and hot summer sun now were for the most part dead
or dying.’’3 Mielziner’s job was to realize this in practical
terms, but it is already clear from Miller’s description that
the set is offered as a metaphor, a visual marker of social and
psychological change. It is not only the house that has lost
its protection, witnessed the closing down of space, not only
the trees that are withering away with the passage of time.

In Mielziner’s hands the house itself became the key.
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What was needed was a solution, in terms of lighting and
design, to the problem of a play that presented time as fluid.
The solution fed back into the play, since the elimination of
the need for scene changes (an achievement of Mielziner’s
design), or even breaks between scenes, meant that Miller
could rewrite some sections. As a result, rehearsals were de-
layed, out of town bookings canceled, and the opening
moved on, but the play now flowed with the speed of
Willy’s mind, as Miller had wished, past and present coex-
isting without the blackouts he had presumed would be
required.

Mielziner solved one problem—that of Biff and Happy’s
near instantaneous move from upstairs bedroom in the pres-
ent to backyard in the past—by building an elevator and
using an element of theater trickery: ‘‘the heads of the beds
in the attic room were to face the audience; the pillows, in
full view since there were to be no solid headboards, would
be made of papier-mâché. A depression in each pillow
would permit the heads of the boys to be concealed from
the audience and they would lie under the blankets that
had been stiffened to stay in place. We could then lower
them and still retain the illusion of their being in bed.’’
(Mielziner, 33)

The collapsing of the gap between youthful hope and
present bewilderment, which this stage illusion made possi-
ble, generates precisely the irony of which Willy is vaguely
aware but which he is powerless to address, as it underscores
the moral logic implicit in the connection between cause
and effect as past actions are brought into immediate juxta-
position with present fact. Other designers and directors have
found different solutions, as they have to Mielziner’s use of
back-lit unbleached muslin, on which the surrounding ten-
ement buildings were painted and which could therefore be
made to appear and disappear at will, and his use of projec-
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tion units which could surround the Loman house with trees
whose spring leaves would stand as a reminder of the spring-
time of Willy’s life, at least as recalled by a man determined
to romanticize a past when, he likes to believe, all was well
with the world. Fran Thompson, for example, designer of
London’s National Theatre production in 1996, chose to
create an open space with a tree at center stage, but a tree
whose trunk had been sawn through, leaving a section miss-
ing, the tree being no more literal and no less substantial
than Willy’s memories.

With comparatively little in the way of an unfolding
narrative (its conclusion is, in its essence, known from the
beginning), Death of a Salesman becomes concerned with re-
lationships. As Miller has said, he ‘‘wanted plenty of space
in the play for people to confront each other with their
feelings, rather than for people to advance the plot.’’4 This
led to the open form of a play in which the stage operates
in part as a field of distorted memories. In the 1996 Na-
tional Theatre production, all characters remained onstage
throughout, being animated when they moved into the fore-
front of Willy’s troubled mind, or swung into view on a
turntable. The space, in other words, was literal and charged
with a kinetic energy. Elia Kazan, the play’s first director,
observed that ‘‘The play takes place in an Arena of people
watching the events, sometimes internal and invisible, other
times external and visible and sometimes both.’’5 The Na-
tional Theatre production sought an expression for this con-
viction, finding, thereby, a correlative for that sense of a
‘‘dream’’ which Miller had also specified in his stage direc-
tions. It is the essence of a dream that space and time are
plastic and so they are here. Past and present interact, gen-
erating meaning rather as a metaphor strikes sparks by bring-
ing together discrete ideas. The jump from reconstructed
past to anxious present serves to underscore the extent to
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which hopes have been frustrated and ambitions blunted.
The resulting gap breeds irony, regret, guilt, disillusionment.

In part Willy taunts himself by invoking an idyllic past,
in which he had the respect of his sons, who were them-
selves carried forward by the promise of success, or by re-
calling betrayals which he believes destroyed that respect and
blighted that promise. The irony is that Willy believed that
he failed Biff by disillusioning him with the dream of success,
when in fact he failed him by successfully inculcating that
dream so that even now, years later, each spring he feels a
sense of inadequacy for failing to make a material success of
his life.

Miller has said of Willy Loman that ‘‘he cannot bear re-
ality, and since he can’t do much to change it, he keeps
changing his ideas of it.’’6 He is ‘‘a bleeding mass of contra-
dictions.’’ (184) And that fact does, indeed, provide some-
thing of the rhythm of his speeches, as though he were
conducting an argument with himself about the nature of
the world he inhabits. At one moment Biff is a lazy bum,
at the next his redemption is that he is never lazy. A car and
a refrigerator are by turns reliable and junk. He is, in his
own eyes, a successful salesman and a failure. It depends what
story he is telling himself at the time, what psychic need
such remarks are designed to serve. Hope and disappoint-
ment coexist, and the wild oscillation between the two
brings him close to breakdown. In a similar way he adjusts
his memories, or ‘‘daydreams,’’ as Miller has called them, to
serve present needs. These are not flashbacks, accurate ac-
counts of past time, but constructions. Thus, when he recalls
his sons’ school days he does so in order to insist on his and
their success. His brother, Ben, by the same token, is less a
substantial fact than an embodiment of that ruthless drive
and achievement which Willy lacks in his own life and half
believes he should want. In one sense the strain under which
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he finds himself erodes the boundary between the real and
the imagined so that he can no longer be sure which is
which. His thoughts are as much present facts as are those
people he encounters but whose lives remain a mystery to
him. Like many other Miller characters, he has built his life
on denial. Unable or unwilling to acknowledge the failure
of his hopes, or responsibility for his actions, he embraces
fantasies, elaborates excuses, develops strategies to neutralize
his disappointment.

Willy Loman is not, however, a pure victim. As Miller
has said, ‘‘Something in him knows that if he stands still he
will be overwhelmed. These lies and evasions of his are his
little swords with which he wards off the devils around
him. . . . There is a nobility, in fact, in Willy’s struggle.
Maybe it comes from his refusal ever to relent, to give
up. . . .’’ (Beijing, 27) And yet, of course, that energy is
devoted to sustaining an illusion which is literally lethal. His
nobility lies less in his struggle to uphold a dream which
severs him from those who care for him than in his deter-
mination to leave his mark on the world, his desire to invest
his name with substance, to make some meaning out of a
life which seems to offer so little in return for his faith.
Beyond that, as Miller has explained, ‘‘People who are able
to accept their frustrated lives do not change conditions.’’
Willy is not passive: ‘‘his activist nature is what leads man-
kind to progress . . . you must look behind his ludicrousness
to what he is actually confronting, and that is as serious a
business as anyone can imagine.’’ (Beijing, 27)

This claim is a large one. Willy, to Miller, is not a path-
ological case, and anyone who plays him as such makes a
serious mistake. He is battling for his life, fighting to sustain
a sense of himself that makes it worthwhile living at all in a
world which seemingly offers ever less space for the indi-
vidual. The irony which he fails to acknowledge is that he
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believes that meaning lies less in himself and his relationship
to those around him than in the false promises of a society
no longer structured around genuine human needs. His vul-
nerability comes from the fact that he is a true believer. Like
any believer he has doubts but these seldom extend out into
the world. America, after all, offers itself as utopia. He looks,
therefore, within himself. And he is plainly flawed, but that
flaw is more subtle than he supposes. He is haunted by an
act of adultery which he believes deflected his son Biff from
the success which would, retrospectively, have justified his
father’s faith in the American way. But he is unaware of the
more substantial flaw implicit in his failure to recognize the
love of those around him—namely, that offered by Linda,
Charley, and, most crucially, Biff himself. His problem is that
he has so completely internalized the values of his society
that he judges himself by standards rooted in social myths
rather than human necessities.

That flaw is a clue to the sense of the tragic that Miller
and others have seen in the play. But Miller has also said
that he wanted to lay before America the corpse of a true
believer. To that degree it is a social play. Tragedy/social
play. For the critic Eric Bentley the two were incompatible.
Either Willy Loman was a flawed individual, he argued, or
he inhabited a flawed society.7 It is a curious opposition. In
fact, both are true as, of course, they are in the Oedipus plays
or Hamlet. The argument over the tragic status of Death of a
Salesman is, finally, beside the point, but Miller’s remark that
‘‘tragedy . . . is the consequence of man’s total compulsion
to evaluate himself ’’8 does convey his conviction that trag-
edy concerns not only the self under ultimate pressure but
the necessity for the protagonist if not to justify his own
existence then to accept his responsibility for his actions.
This Willy cannot do. Denial becomes his mode of being.
Whereas a tragic hero comes to self-knowledge, in Death of
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a Salesman Willy does not, and Miller came to feel that this
might, indeed, have been a weakness: ‘‘I feel that Willy Lo-
man lacks sufficient insight into this situation, which would
have made him a greater, more significant figure. . . . A
point has to arrive where man sees what has happened to
him.’’ (Conversations, 26) It is, finally, Willy’s son Biff who
reaches this understanding, though his own choice of a rural
life perhaps smacks a little of Huck Finn lighting out for the
Territory, ahead of the rest. He is moving against history,
that history encapsulated in a stage set which fades from rural
past into urban present. Indeed in The Misfits, written only
a few years after Salesman, we see what happens when the
modern world catches up with such dreams, as wild horses
are rounded up to be turned into dog food. It was also, of
course, in such a world, as Willy remembers it, that he was
abandoned by his father and brother and glimpsed for the
first time the life of a salesman.

If Willy is not a pure victim, then neither is his wife,
Linda. The critic Rhoda Koenig objects to Miller’s treat-
ment of women, ‘‘of whom he knows two types. One is the
wicked slut. . . . The other . . . is a combination of good
waitress and a slipper-bearing retriever.’’ Linda, in particular,
is ‘‘a dumb and useful doormat.’’9 It would be difficult to
imagine a comment wider of the mark. As Miller is apt to
remind actresses in rehearsal, Linda is tough. She is a fighter.
Willy is prone to bully her, cut off her sentences, reconstruct
her in memory to serve present purposes, but this is a
woman who has sustained the family when Willy has al-
lowed fantasy to replace truth, who has lived with the
knowledge of his suicidal intent, who sees through her sons’
bluster and demands their support.

In part a product of Willy’s disordered mind, in part au-
tonomous, Linda defines herself through him because she
inhabits a world which offers her little but a supporting role;
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she is a committed observer incapable, finally, of arresting
his march toward oblivion, but determined to grant him the
dignity which he has conspired in surrendering. That she
fails to understand the true nature and depth of his illusions
or to acknowledge the extent of her own implication in his
human failings is a sign that she, too, is flawed, baffled by
the conflicting demands of a society which speaks of spiritual
satisfaction but celebrates the material. Despite her practical
common sense she, too, is persuaded that life begins when
all debts are paid. It is she who uses the word ‘‘free’’ at the
end of a play in which most of the central characters have
surrendered their freedom. Linda’s strength—her love and
her determination—is not enough, finally, to hold Willy
back from the grave. Yet this does not make her a ‘‘useful
doormat,’’ but a victim of Willy’s desperate egotism and of
a society which sees his restless search as fully justified and
her tensile devotion and love as an irrelevance in the grand
scheme of national enterprise.

For Mary McCarthy, always suspicious of American play-
wrights, a disturbing aspect of Death of a Salesman was that
Linda and Willy Loman seemed to be Jewish, to judge by
their speech cadences, but that no mention was made of this
in the text. ‘‘He could not be Jewish because he had to be
‘America.’ . . . [meanwhile the] mother’s voice [is] raised in
the old Jewish rhythms. . . . ‘Attention, attention must finally
be paid to such a person.’ . . . (‘Attention must be paid’ is
not a normal American locution; nor is ‘finally,’ placed
where it is; nor is ‘such a person,’ used as she uses it.)’’10

Forty years later Rhoda Koenig objected that ‘‘although the
characters are never identified as Jewish, their speech patterns
constantly proclaim them to be so. Willy answers a question
with another question; his wife reverses normal sentence
structure (‘To fix the hot water it cost $97.50’).’’ She adds,
somewhat curiously, that ‘‘as a result, Jews can enjoyably
weep buckets of empathy without worrying that Gentile
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spectators will consider Willy’s money-grubbing a specifi-
cally Jewish failing.’’ Speaking on behalf of what she calls
‘‘my people,’’ by which she seems to mean Americans in
general and New York Jews in particular, she associates
money-grubbing with Jews and identifies a characteristic of
Willy Loman that is invisible in the play since it is not money
he pursues but success. Indeed, Miller has said that ‘‘built
into him is—distrust, even contempt, for relationships based
only on money.’’ (Beijing 135) Insisting that Miller’s ‘‘coded
ethnicity’’ was a product of the more anti-Semitic climate
of the 1940s and ’50s, she is seemingly unaware that in 1945
Miller had published a highly successful novel, Focus, which
directly and powerfully addressed the subject of American
anti-Semitism. In other words, when he wished to create
Jewish characters, he did and without hesitation, and at
precisely the moment she supposed he was least willing to
do so.

Ironically, a road production of the play, which opened
in Boston starring Mary McCarthy’s brother, Kevin, and a
number of other Irish-American actors, was hailed as an Irish
play. The fact is that Miller was not concerned with writing
an ethnically specific play, while the speech patterns noted
by McCarthy and Koenig were an expression of his desire
to avoid naturalistic dialogue. Indeed he wrote part of the
play first in verse, as he was to do with The Crucible, in an
effort to create a lyrical language which would draw atten-
tion to itself. He wished, he explained, not to write in a
Jewish idiom, or even a naturalistic prose, but ‘‘to lift the
experience into emergency speech of an unashamedly open
kind rather than to proceed by the crabbed dramatic hints
and pretexts of the ‘natural.’ ’’ (182)

Over the years Miller has offered a number of intriguing
interpretations of his own play. It is about ‘‘the paradoxes of
being alive in a technological civilization.’’ (Theater Essays,
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419) It is ‘‘a story about violence within the family,’’ about
‘‘the suppression of the individual by placing him below the
imperious needs of . . . society.’’ (Theater Essays, 420) It is
‘‘a play about a man who kills himself because he isn’t liked.’’
(Conversations, 17) It expresses ‘‘all those feelings of a society
falling to pieces which I had’’ (Theater Essays, 423), feelings
which, to him, are one of the reasons for the play’s contin-
uing popularity. But the observation which goes most di-
rectly to the heart of the play is contained in a comment
made in relation to the production that he directed in China
in 1983: ‘‘Death of a Salesman, really, is a love story between
a man and his son, and in a crazy way between both of them
and America.’’ (Beijing, 49) Turn to the notebooks that he
kept when writing the play, and you find the extent to
which the relationship between Willy and his son is central.

They wrestle each other for their existence. Biff is Willy’s
ace in the hole, his last desperate throw, the proof that he
was right, after all, that tomorrow things will change for the
better and thus offer a retrospective grace to the past. Willy,
meanwhile, is Biff ’s flawed model, the man who seemed to
sanction his hunger for success and popularity, a hunger sud-
denly stilled by a moment of revelation. Over the years,
neither has been able to let go of the other because to do
so would be to let go of a dream which, however tainted,
still has the glitter of possibility, except that now Biff has
begun to understand that there is something wrong, some-
thing profoundly inadequate about a vision so at odds with
his instincts.

He returns to resolve his conflict with his father, to an-
nounce that he has finally broken with the false values of-
fered to him as his inheritance. Two people are fighting for
survival, in the sense of sustaining a sense of themselves.
Willy desperately needs Biff to embrace him and his dream;
Biff desperately needs to cut the link between himself and
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Willy. There can be only one winner and whoever wins will
also have lost. As Miller explained to the actor playing the
role of Biff in the Beijing production, ‘‘your love for him
binds you; but you want it to free you to be your own
man.’’ Willy, however, is unable to offer such grace be-
cause ‘‘he would have to turn away from his own values.’’
(Beijing, 79)

Once returned, though, Biff is enrolled in the conspiracy
to save Willy’s life. The question which confronts him now
is whether that life will be saved by making Willy confront
the reality of his life or by substantiating his illusions. To do
the latter, however, would be to work against his own needs.
The price of saving Willy may thus, potentially, be the loss
of his own freedom and autonomy. Meanwhile the tension
underlying this central conflict derives from the fact that, as
Miller has said, ‘‘the story of Salesman is absurdly simple! It
is about a salesman and it’s his last day on the earth.’’ (Theater
Essays, 423)

Miller may, in his own words, be ‘‘a confirmed and de-
liberate radical’’ (Conversations, 17), but Death of a Salesman
is not an attack on American values. It is, however, an ex-
ploration of the betrayal of those values and the cost of this
in human terms. Willy Loman’s American dream is drained
of transcendence. It is a faith in the supremacy of the material
over the spiritual. There is, though, another side to Willy,
a side represented by the sense of insufficiency which sends
him searching through his memories, hunting for the origin
of failure, looking for expiation. It is a side, too, represented
by his son Biff, who has inherited this aspect of his sensi-
bility, as Happy has inherited the other. Biff is drawn to
nature, to working with his hands. He has a sense of poetry,
an awareness that life means more than the dollars he earns.
Willy has that too. The problem is that he thinks it is irrel-
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evant to the imperatives of his society and hence of his life,
which, to him, derives its meaning from that society.

Next door, however, in the form of Charley and Bernard,
is another version of the dream, a version turning not on
self-delusion and an amoral drive for success, but hard work
and charity. What Miller attacks, then, is not the American
dream of Thomas Jefferson and Benjamin Franklin, but the
dream as interpreted and pursued by those for whom am-
bition replaces human need, and for whom the trinkets of
what Miller called the ‘‘new American Empire in the mak-
ing’’ were taken as tokens of true value. When, on the play’s
opening night, a woman called Death of a Salesman a ‘‘time
bomb under American capitalism,’’ Miller’s response was to
hope that it was, ‘‘or at least under the bullshit of capitalism,
this pseudo life that thought to touch the clouds by standing
on top of a refigerator, waving a paid-up mortgage at the
moon, victorious at last.’’ (184) The play, of course, goes
beyond such particularities. If it did not it would not be
played as often as it is around the world. At the same time
it has a distinctly American accent and places at its heart a
distinctly American figure—the salesman.

In choosing a salesman for his central character Miller was
identifying an icon of his society seized on equally by other
writers before and since, not least because a salesman always
trades in hope, a brighter future. In The Guilded Age Mark
Twain sees the salesman as a trickster, literally selling Amer-
ica to the gullible. Sinclair Lewis chose a car salesman as the
key to his satire of American values, as, decades later, John
Updike was to do in his Rabbit Angstrom books. The cen-
tral figure in Eugene O’Neill’s The Iceman Cometh is a sales-
man, as is Stanley Kowalski in Tennessee Williams’s A
Streetcar Named Desire and Rubin Flood in William Inge’s
The Dark at the Top of the Stairs. David Mamet’s Glengarry,
Glen Ross once again featured real estate salesmen, the sym-
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bolism of which is obvious. But what did Hickey sell, in
The Iceman Cometh? He sold the same thing as Willy Loman,
a dream of tomorrow, a world transformed, only to discover
that meaning resides somewhere closer to home.

Willy’s real creative energy goes into work on his house
(‘‘He was a happy man with a batch of cement’’). But that
is not something he can sell. What, then, does he sell? There
were those who thought that a vital question, including
Mary McCarthy and Rhoda Koenig (for whom his failure
to offer this answer was a certain sign of the play’s insignif-
icance). But as Miller himself replied, he sells what a sales-
man always has to sell, himself. As Charley insists, ‘‘The only
thing you got in this world is what you can sell.’’ As a sales-
man he has got to get by on a smile and a shoeshine. He
has to charm. He is a performer, a confidence man who
must never lack confidence. His error is to confuse the role
he plays with the person he wishes to be. The irony is that
he, a salesman, has bought the pitch made to him by his
society. He believes that advertisements tell the truth and is
baffled when reality fails to match their claims. He believes
the promises that America made to itself—that in this
greatest country on earth success is an inevitability.

Willy Loman is a man who never finds out who he is.
He believes that the image he sees reflected in the eyes of
those before whom he performs is real. As a salesman he
stages a performance for buyers, for his sons, for the father
who deserted him, the brother he admired. Gradually, he
loses his audience. First the buyers, then his son, then his
boss. He walks onto the stage no longer confident he can
perform the role which he believes is synonymous with his
self, no longer sure that anyone will care.

Death of a Salesman, Miller has said, is a play with ‘‘more
pity and less judgment’’ than All My Sons. There is no crime
and hence no ultimate culpability (beyond guilt for sexual
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betrayal), only a baffled man and his sons trying to find their
way through a world of images—dazzling dreams and fan-
tasies—in the knowledge that they have failed by the stan-
dards they have chosen to believe are fundamental. Willy
has, as Biff alone understands, all the wrong dreams but, as
Charley observes, they go with the territory. They are the
dreams of a salesman reaching for the clouds, smiling des-
perately in the hope that people will smile back. He is ‘‘kind
of temporary’’ because he has placed his faith in the future
while being haunted by the past. Needing love and respect
he is blind to those who offer it, dedicated as he is to the
eternal American quest of a transformed tomorrow. What
else can he do, then, but climb back into his car and drive
off to a death which at last will bring the reward he has
chased so determinedly, a reward which will expiate his
sense of guilt, justify his life, and hand on to another gen-
eration the burden of belief which has corroded his soul but
to which he has clung until the end.

When a film version was made, Columbia Pictures in-
sisted (until a threatened lawsuit persuaded them otherwise)
on releasing it with a short film stressing the wonderful life-
style and social utility of the salesman. They might be said
to have missed the point somewhat. However, in one re-
spect they recognized the force of the salesman as a potent
image of the society they evidently wished to defend. He
sells hope. And to do that he must first sell himself. How-
ever, the success of the play throughout the world, over a
period of nearly fifty years, shows that if Willy’s is an Amer-
ican dream, it is also a dream shared by all those who are
aware of the gap between what they might have been and
what they are, who need to believe that their children will
reach out for a prize that eluded them, and who feel that
the demands of reality are too peremptory and relentless to
be sustained without hope of a transformed tomorrow.
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The action takes place in Willy Loman’s house and yard and
in various places he visits in the New York and Boston of
today.

Throughout the play, in the stage directions, left and right mean
stage left and stage right.
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ACT ONE

A melody is heard, played upon a flute. It is small and fine, telling
of grass and trees and the horizon. The curtain rises.

Before us is the salesman’s house. We are aware of towering,
angular shapes behind it, surrounding it on all sides. Only the blue
light of the sky falls upon the house and forestage; the surrounding
area shows an angry glow of orange. As more light appears, we see a
solid vault of apartment houses around the small, fragile-seeming
home. An air of the dream clings to the place, a dream rising out of
reality. The kitchen at center seems actual enough, for there is a
kitchen table with three chairs, and a refrigerator. But no other fixtures
are seen. At the back of the kitchen there is a draped entrance, which
leads to the living-room. To the right of the kitchen, on a level raised
two feet, is a bedroom furnished only with a brass bedstead and a
straight chair. On a shelf over the bed a silver athletic trophy stands.
A window opens on to the apartment house at the side.

Behind the kitchen, on a level raised six and a half feet, is the
boys’ bedroom, at present barely visible. Two beds are dimly seen,
and at the back of the room a dormer window. (This bedroom is
above the unseen living-room.) At the left a stairway curves up to
it from the kitchen.

The entire setting is wholly or, in some places, partially trans-
parent. The roof-line of the house is one-dimensional; under and
over it we see the apartment buildings. Before the house lies an
apron, curving beyond the forestage into the orchestra. This forward
area serves as the back yard as well as the locale of all Willy’s
imaginings and of his city scenes. Whenever the action is in the
present the actors observe the imaginary wall-lines, entering the
house only through its door at the left. But in the scenes of the past
these boundaries are broken, and characters enter or leave a room by
stepping ‘‘through’’ a wall on to the forestage.
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[From the right, willy loman, the Salesman, enters, car-
rying two large sample cases. The flute plays on. He hears
but is not aware of it. He is past sixty years of age, dressed
quietly. Even as he crosses the stage to the doorway of the
house, his exhaustion is apparent. He unlocks the door, comes
into the kitchen, and thankfully lets his burden down, feeling
the soreness of his palms. A word-sigh escapes his lips—it
might be ‘‘Oh, boy, oh, boy.’’ He closes the door, then
carries his cases out into the living-room, through the draped
kitchen doorway. linda, his wife, has stirred in her bed at
the right. She gets out and puts on a robe, listening. Most
often jovial, she has developed an iron repression of her ex-
ceptions to willy’s behavior—she more than loves him, she
admires him, as though his mercurial nature, his temper, his
massive dreams and little cruelties, served her only as sharp
reminders of the turbulent longings within him, longings which
she shares but lacks the temperament to utter and follow to
their end.]

linda [hearing willy outside the bedroom, calls with some
trepidation]: Willy!

willy: It’s all right. I came back.
linda: Why? What happened? [Slight pause.] Did some-

thing happen, Willy?
willy: No, nothing happened.
linda: You didn’t smash the car, did you?
willy [with casual irritation]: I said nothing happened.

Didn’t you hear me?
linda: Don’t you feel well?
willy: I’m tired to the death. [The flute has faded away.

He sits on the bed beside her, a little numb.] I couldn’t make it.
I just couldn’t make it, Linda.

linda [very carefully, delicately]: Where were you all day?
You look terrible.
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willy: I got as far as a little above Yonkers. I stopped for
a cup of coffee. Maybe it was the coffee.

linda: What?
willy [after a pause]: I suddenly couldn’t drive any more.

The car kept going off on to the shoulder, y’know?
linda [helpfully]: Oh. Maybe it was the steering again. I

don’t think Angelo knows the Studebaker.
willy: No, it’s me, it’s me. Suddenly I realize I’m goin’

sixty miles an hour and I don’t remember the last five
minutes. I’m—I can’t seem to—keep my mind to it.

linda: Maybe it’s your glasses. You never went for your
new glasses.

willy: No, I see everything. I came back ten miles an
hour. It took me nearly four hours from Yonkers.

linda [resigned]: Well, you’ll just have to take a rest,
Willy, you can’t continue this way.

willy: I just got back from Florida.
linda: But you didn’t rest your mind. Your mind is over-

active, and the mind is what counts, dear.
willy: I’ll start out in the morning. Maybe I’ll feel better

in the morning. [She is taking off his shoes.] These goddam
arch supports are killing me.

linda: Take an aspirin. Should I get you an aspirin? It’ll
soothe you.

willy [with wonder]: I was driving along, you understand?
And I was fine. I was even observing the scenery. You can
imagine, me looking at scenery, on the road every week of
my life. But it’s so beautiful up there, Linda, the trees are so
thick, and the sun is warm. I opened the windshield and just
let the warm air bathe over me. And then all of a sudden
I’m goin’ off the road! I’m tellin’ ya, I absolutely forgot I
was driving. If I’d’ve gone the other way over the white
line I might’ve killed somebody. So I went on again—and
five minutes later I’m dreamin’ again, and I nearly—[He
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presses two fingers against his eyes.] I have such thoughts, I have
such strange thoughts.

linda: Willy, dear. Talk to them again. There’s no reason
why you can’t work in New York.

willy: They don’t need me in New York. I’m the New
England man. I’m vital in New England.

linda: But you’re sixty years old. They can’t expect you
to keep traveling every week.

willy: I’ll have to send a wire to Portland. I’m supposed
to see Brown and Morrison tomorrow morning at ten
o’clock to show the line. Goddammit, I could sell them! [He
starts putting on his jacket.]

linda [taking the jacket from him]: Why don’t you go down
to the place tomorrow and tell Howard you’ve simply got
to work in New York? You’re too accommodating, dear.

willy: If old man Wagner was alive I’d a been in charge
of New York now! That man was a prince, he was a mas-
terful man. But that boy of his, that Howard, he don’t ap-
preciate. When I went north the first time, the Wagner
Company didn’t know where New England was!

linda: Why don’t you tell those things to Howard, dear?
willy [encouraged]: I will, I definitely will. Is there any

cheese?
linda: I’ll make you a sandwich.
willy: No, go to sleep. I’ll take some milk. I’ll be up

right away. The boys in?
linda: They’re sleeping. Happy took Biff on a date to-

night.
willy [interested]: That so?
linda: It was so nice to see them shaving together, one

behind the other, in the bathroom. And going out together.
You notice? The whole house smells of shaving lotion.

willy: Figure it out. Work a lifetime to pay off a house.
You finally own it, and there’s nobody to live in it.
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linda: Well, dear, life is a casting off. It’s always that way.
willy: No, no, some people—some people accomplish

something. Did Biff say anything after I went this morning?
linda: You shouldn’t have criticized him, Willy, espe-

cially after he just got off the train. You mustn’t lose your
temper with him.

willy: When the hell did I lose my temper? I simply
asked him if he was making any money. Is that a criticism?

linda: But, dear, how could he make any money?
willy [worried and angered]: There’s such an undercurrent

in him. He became a moody man. Did he apologize when
I left this morning?

linda: He was crestfallen, Willy. You know how he ad-
mires you. I think if he finds himself, then you’ll both be
happier and not fight any more.

willy: How can he find himself on a farm? Is that a life?
A farmhand? In the beginning, when he was young, I
thought, well, a young man, it’s good for him to tramp
around, take a lot of different jobs. But it’s more than
ten years now and he has yet to make thirty-five dollars a
week!

linda: He’s finding himself, Willy.
willy: Not finding yourself at the age of thirty-four is a

disgrace!
linda: Shh!
willy: The trouble is he’s lazy, goddammit!
linda: Willy, please!
willy: Biff is a lazy bum!
linda: They’re sleeping. Get something to eat. Go on

down.
willy: Why did he come home? I would like to know

what brought him home.
linda: I don’t know. I think he’s still lost, Willy. I think

he’s very lost.
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willy: Biff Loman is lost. In the greatest country in the
world a young man with such—personal attractiveness,
gets lost. And such a hard worker. There’s one thing about
Biff—he’s not lazy.

linda: Never.
willy [with pity and resolve]: I’ll see him in the morning;

I’ll have a nice talk with him. I’ll get him a job selling. He
could be big in no time. My God! Remember how they
used to follow him around in high school? When he smiled
at one of them their faces lit up. When he walked down the
street . . . [He loses himself in reminiscences.]

linda [trying to bring him out of it]: Willy, dear, I got a
new kind of American-type cheese today. It’s whipped.

willy: Why do you get American when I like Swiss?
linda: I just thought you’d like a change—
willy: I don’t want a change! I want Swiss cheese. Why

am I always being contradicted?
linda [with a covering laugh]: I thought it would be a

surprise.
willy: Why don’t you open a window in here, for God’s

sake?
linda [with infinite patience]: They’re all open, dear.
willy: The way they boxed us in here. Bricks and win-

dows, windows and bricks.
linda: We should’ve bought the land next door.
willy: The street is lined with cars. There’s not a breath

of fresh air in the neighborhood. The grass don’t grow
any more, you can’t raise a carrot in the back yard. They
should’ve had a law against apartment houses. Remember
those two beautiful elm trees out there? When I and Biff
hung the swing between them?

linda: Yeah, like being a million miles from the city.
willy: They should’ve arrested the builder for cutting

those down. They massacred the neighborhood. [Lost] More
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and more I think of those days, Linda. This time of year it
was lilac and wisteria. And then the peonies would come
out, and the daffodils. What fragrance in this room!

linda: Well, after all, people had to move somewhere.
willy: No, there’s more people now.
linda: I don’t think there’s more people. I think—
willy: There’s more people! That’s what’s ruining this

country! Population is getting out of control. The compe-
tition is maddening! Smell the stink from that apartment
house! And another one on the other side . . . How can
they whip cheese?

[On willy’s last line, biff and happy raise themselves up
in their beds, listening.]
linda: Go down, try it. And be quiet.
willy [turning to linda, guiltily]: You’re not worried

about me, are you, sweetheart?
biff: What’s the matter?
happy: Listen!
linda: You’ve got too much on the ball to worry about.
willy: You’re my foundation and my support, Linda.
linda: Just try to relax, dear. You make mountains out

of molehills.
willy: I won’t fight with him any more. If he wants to

go back to Texas, let him go.
linda: He’ll find his way.
willy: Sure. Certain men just don’t get started till later

in life. Like Thomas Edison, I think. Or B. F. Goodrich.
One of them was deaf. [He starts for the bedroom doorway.] I’ll
put my money on Biff.

linda: And Willy—if it’s warm Sunday we’ll drive in the
country. And we’ll open the windshield, and take lunch.

willy: No, the windshields don’t open on the new cars.
linda: But you opened it today.
willy: Me? I didn’t. [He stops.] Now isn’t that peculiar!
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Isn’t that a remarkable—[He breaks off in amazement and fright
as the flute is heard distantly.]

linda: What, darling?
willy: That is the most remarkable thing.
linda: What, dear?
willy: I was thinking of the Chevvy. [Slight pause.] Nine-

teen twenty-eight . . . when I had that red Chevvy—[Breaks
off.] That funny? I coulda sworn I was driving that Chevvy
today.

linda: Well, that’s nothing. Something must’ve re-
minded you.

willy: Remarkable. Ts. Remember those days? The way
Biff used to simonize that car? The dealer refused to believe
there was eighty thousand miles on it. [He shakes his head.]
Heh! [To linda] Close your eyes, I’ll be right up. [He walks
out of the bedroom.]

happy [to biff]: Jesus, maybe he smashed up the car again!
linda [calling after willy]: Be careful on the stairs, dear!

The cheese is on the middle shelf ! [She turns, goes over to the
bed, takes his jacket, and goes out of the bedroom.]

[Light has risen on the boys’ room. Unseen, willy is heard
talking to himself, ‘‘Eighty thousand miles,’’ and a little
laugh. biff gets out of bed, comes downstage a bit, and stands
attentively. biff is two years older than his brother, happy,
well built, but in these days bears a worn air and seems less
self-assured. He has succeeded less, and his dreams are stronger
and less acceptable than happy’s. happy is tall, powerfully
made. Sexuality is like a visible color on him, or a scent that
many women have discovered. He, like his brother, is lost,
but in a different way, for he has never allowed himself to
turn his face toward defeat and is thus more confused and
hard-skinned, although seemingly more content.]
happy [getting out of bed ]: He’s going to get his licence

taken away if he keeps that up. I’m getting nervous about
him, y’know, Biff ?
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biff: His eyes are going.
happy: No, I’ve driven with him. He sees all right. He

just doesn’t keep his mind on it. I drove into the city with
him last week. He stops at a green light and then it turns
red and he goes. [He laughs.]

biff: Maybe he’s color-blind.
happy: Pop? Why, he’s got the finest eye for color in the

business. You know that.
biff [sitting down on his bed]: I’m going to sleep.
happy: You’re not still sour on Dad, are you, Biff ?
biff: He’s all right, I guess.
willy [underneath them, in the living-room]: Yes, sir, eighty

thousand miles—eighty-two thousand!
biff: You smoking?
happy [holding out a pack of cigarettes]: Want one?
biff [taking a cigarette]: I can never sleep when I smell it.
willy: What a simonizing job, heh!
happy [with deep sentiment]: Funny, Biff, y’know? Us

sleeping in here again? The old beds. [He pats his bed affec-
tionately.] All the talk that went across those two beds, huh?
Our whole lives.

biff: Yeah. Lotta dreams and plans.
happy [with a deep and masculine laugh]: About five hun-

dred women would like to know what was said in this room.
[They share a soft laugh.]
biff: Remember that big Betsy something—what the hell

was her name—over on Bushwick Avenue?
happy [combing his hair]: With the collie dog!
biff: That’s the one. I got you in there, remember?
happy: Yeah, that was my first time—I think. Boy, there

was a pig! [They laugh, almost crudely.] You taught me ev-
erything I know about women. Don’t forget that.

biff: I bet you forgot how bashful you used to be. Es-
pecially with girls.

happy: Oh, I still am, Biff.
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biff: Oh, go on.
happy: I just control it, that’s all. I think I got less bashful

and you got more so. What happened, Biff ? Where’s the
old humor, the old confidence? [He shakes biff’s knee. biff
gets up and moves restlessly about the room.] What’s the matter?

biff: Why does Dad mock me all the time?
happy: He’s not mocking you, he—
biff: Everything I say there’s a twist of mockery on his

face. I can’t get near him.
happy: He just wants you to make good, that’s all. I

wanted to talk to you about Dad for a long time, Biff.
Something’s—happening to him. He—talks to himself.

biff: I noticed that this morning. But he always mumbled.
happy: But not so noticeable. It got so embarrassing I

sent him to Florida. And you know something? Most of the
time he’s talking to you.

biff: What’s he say about me?
happy: I can’t make it out.
biff: What’s he say about me?
happy: I think the fact that you’re not settled, that you’re

still kind of up in the air . . .
biff: There’s one or two other things depressing him,

Happy.
happy: What do you mean?
biff: Never mind. Just don’t lay it all to me.
happy: But I think if you got started—I mean—is there

any future for you out there?
biff: I tell ya, Hap, I don’t know what the future is. I

don’t know—what I’m supposed to want.
happy: What do you mean?
biff: Well, I spent six or seven years after high school

trying to work myself up. Shipping clerk, salesman, business
of one kind or another. And it’s a measly manner of exis-
tence. To get on that subway on the hot mornings in sum-



A C T O N E 11

mer. To devote your whole life to keeping stock, or making
phone calls, or selling or buying. To suffer fifty weeks of the
year for the sake of a two-week vacation, when all you really
desire is to be outdoors, with your shirt off. And always to
have to get ahead of the next fella. And still—that’s how
you build a future.

happy: Well, you really enjoy it on a farm? Are you con-
tent out there?

biff [with rising agitation]: Hap, I’ve had twenty or thirty
different kinds of job since I left home before the war, and
it always turns out the same. I just realized it lately. In Ne-
braska when I herded cattle, and the Dakotas, and Arizona,
and now in Texas. It’s why I came home now, I guess,
because I realized it. This farm I work on, it’s spring there
now, see? And they’ve got about fifteen new colts. There’s
nothing more inspiring or—beautiful than the sight of a
mare and a new colt. And it’s cool there now, see? Texas is
cool now, and it’s spring. And whenever spring comes to
where I am, I suddenly get the feeling, my God, I’m not
gettin’ anywhere! What the hell am I doing, playing around
with horses, twenty-eight dollars a week! I’m thirty-four
years old, I oughta be makin’ my future. That’s when I come
running home. And now, I get here, and I don’t know what
to do with myself. [After a pause] I’ve always made a point
of not wasting my life, and everytime I come back here I
know that all I’ve done is to waste my life.

happy: You’re a poet, you know that, Biff ? You’re a—
you’re an idealist!

biff: No, I’m mixed up very bad. Maybe I oughta get
married. Maybe I oughta get stuck into something. Maybe
that’s my trouble. I’m like a boy. I’m not married, I’m not
in business, I just—I’m like a boy. Are you content, Hap?
You’re a success, aren’t you? Are you content?

happy: Hell, no!
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biff: Why? You’re making money, aren’t you?
happy [moving about with energy, expressiveness]: All I can

do now is wait for the merchandise manager to die. And
suppose I get to be merchandise manager? He’s a good friend
of mine, and he just built a terrific estate on Long Island.
And he lived there about two months and sold it, and now
he’s building another one. He can’t enjoy it once it’s fin-
ished. And I know that’s just what I would do. I don’t know
what the hell I’m workin’ for. Sometimes I sit in my apart-
ment—all alone. And I think of the rent I’m paying. And
it’s crazy. But then, it’s what I always wanted. My own
apartment, a car, and plenty of women. And still, goddam-
mit, I’m lonely.

biff [with enthusiasm]: Listen, why don’t you come out
West with me?

happy: You and I, heh?
biff: Sure, maybe we could buy a ranch. Raise cattle, use

our muscles. Men built like we are should be working out
in the open.

happy [avidly ]: The Loman Brothers, heh?
biff [with vast affection]: Sure, we’d be known all over the

counties!
happy [enthralled ]: That’s what I dream about, Biff. Some-

times I want to just rip my clothes off in the middle of the
store and outbox that goddam merchandise manager. I mean
I can outbox, outrun, and outlift anybody in that store, and
I have to take orders from those common, petty sons-of-
bitches till I can’t stand it any more.

biff: I’m tellin’ you, kid, if you were with me I’d be
happy out there.

happy [enthused ]: See, Biff, everybody around me is so
false that I’m constantly lowering my ideals . . .

biff: Baby, together we’d stand up for one another, we’d
have someone to trust.
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happy: If I were around you—
biff: Hap, the trouble is we weren’t brought up to grub

for money. I don’t know how to do it.
happy: Neither can I!
biff: Then let’s go!
happy: The only thing is—what can you make out there?
biff: But look at your friend. Builds an estate and then

hasn’t the peace of mind to live in it.
happy: Yeah, but when he walks into the store the waves

part in front of him. That’s fifty-two thousand dollars a year
coming through the revolving door, and I got more in my
pinky finger than he’s got in his head.

biff: Yeah, but you just said—
happy: I gotta show some of those pompous, self-

important executives over there that Hap Loman can make
the grade. I want to walk into the store the way he walks
in. Then I’ll go with you, Biff. We’ll be together yet, I
swear. But take those two we had tonight. Now weren’t
they gorgeous creatures?

biff: Yeah, yeah, most gorgeous I’ve had in years.
happy: I get that any time I want, Biff. Whenever I feel

disgusted. The only trouble is, it gets like bowling or some-
thing. I just keep knockin’ them over and it doesn’t mean
anything. You still run around a lot?

biff: Naa. I’d like to find a girl—steady, somebody with
substance.

happy: That’s what I long for.
biff: Go on! You’d never come home.
happy: I would! Somebody with character, with resis-

tance! Like Mom, y’know? You’re gonna call me a bas-
tard when I tell you this. That girl Charlotte I was with
tonight is engaged to be married in five weeks. [He tries on
his new hat.]

biff: No kiddin’!
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happy: Sure, the guy’s in line for the vice-presidency of
the store. I don’t know what gets into me, maybe I just have
an overdeveloped sense of competition or something, but I
went and ruined her, and furthermore I can’t get rid of her.
And he’s the third executive I’ve done that to. Isn’t that a
crummy characteristic? And to top it all, I go to their wed-
dings! [Indignantly, but laughing] Like I’m not supposed to
take bribes. Manufacturers offer me a hundred-dollar bill
now and then to throw an order their way. You know how
honest I am, but it’s like this girl, see. I hate myself for
it. Because I don’t want the girl, and, still, I take it and—I
love it!

biff: Let’s go to sleep.
happy: I guess we didn’t settle anything, heh?
biff: I just got one idea that I think I’m going to try.
happy: What’s that?
biff: Remember Bill Oliver?
happy: Sure, Oliver is very big now. You want to work

for him again?
biff: No, but when I quit he said something to me. He

put his arm on my shoulder, and he said, ‘‘Biff, if you ever
need anything, come to me.’’

happy: I remember that. That sounds good.
biff: I think I’ll go to see him. If I could get ten thousand

or even seven or eight thousand dollars I could buy a beau-
tiful ranch.

happy: I bet he’d back you. ’Cause he thought highly of
you, Biff. I mean, they all do. You’re well liked, Biff. That’s
why I say to come back here, and we both have the apart-
ment. And I’m tellin’ you, Biff, any babe you want . . .

biff: No, with a ranch I could do the work I like and
still be something. I just wonder though. I wonder if Oliver
still thinks I stole that carton of basketballs.

happy: Oh, he probably forgot that long ago. It’s almost
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ten years. You’re too sensitive. Anyway, he didn’t really
fire you.

biff: Well, I think he was going to. I think that’s why I
quit. I was never sure whether he knew or not. I know he
thought the world of me, though. I was the only one he’d
let lock up the place.

willy [below]: You gonna wash the engine, Biff ?
happy: Shh!
[biff looks at happy, who is gazing down, listening. willy
is mumbling in the parlor.]
happy: You hear that?
[They listen. willy laughs warmly.]
biff [ growing angry]: Doesn’t he know Mom can hear that?
willy: Don’t get your sweater dirty, Biff !
[A look of pain crosses biff’s face.]
happy: Isn’t that terrible? Don’t leave again, will you?

You’ll find a job here. You gotta stick around. I don’t know
what to do about him, it’s getting embarrassing.

willy: What a simonizing job!
biff: Mom’s hearing that!
willy: No kiddin’, Biff, you got a date? Wonderful!
happy: Go on to sleep. But talk to him in the morning,

will you?
biff [reluctantly getting into bed ]: With her in the house.

Brother!
happy [getting into bed ]: I wish you’d have a good talk

with him.
[The light on their room begins to fade.]
biff [to himself in bed ]: That selfish, stupid . . .
happy: Sh . . . Sleep, Biff.
[Their light is out. Well before they have finished speaking,
willy’s form is dimly seen below in the darkened kitchen.
He opens the refrigerator, searches in there, and takes out a
bottle of milk. The apartment houses are fading out, and the
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entire house and surroundings become covered with leaves.
Music insinuates itself as the leaves appear.]
willy: Just wanna be careful with those girls, Biff, that’s

all. Don’t make any promises. No promises of any kind.
Because a girl, y’know, they always believe what you tell
’em, and you’re very young, Biff, you’re too young to be
talking seriously to girls.

[Light rises on the kitchen. willy, talking, shuts the refrig-
erator door and comes downstage to the kitchen table. He
pours milk into a glass. He is totally immersed in himself,
smiling faintly.]
willy: Too young entirely, Biff. You want to watch your

schooling first. Then when you’re all set, there’ll be plenty
of girls for a boy like you. [He smiles broadly at a kitchen chair.]
That so? The girls pay for you? [He laughs.] Boy, you must
really be makin’ a hit.

[willy is gradually addressing—physically—a point off-
stage, speaking through the wall of the kitchen, and his voice
has been rising in volume to that of a normal conversation.]
willy: I been wondering why you polish the car so care-

ful. Ha! Don’t leave the hubcaps, boys. Get the chamois to
the hubcaps. Happy, use newspaper on the windows, it’s the
easiest thing. Show him how to do it, Biff ! You see, Happy?
Pad it up, use it like a pad. That’s it, that’s it, good work.
You’re doin’ all right, Hap. [He pauses, then nods in appro-
bation for a few seconds, then looks upward.] Biff, first thing we
gotta do when we get time is clip that big branch over the
house. Afraid it’s gonna fall in a storm and hit the roof. Tell
you what. We get a rope and sling her around, and then we
climb up there with a couple of saws and take her down.
Soon as you finish the car, boys, I wanna see ya. I got a
surprise for you, boys.

biff [offstage]: Whatta ya got, Dad?
willy: No, you finish first. Never leave a job till you’re
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finished—remember that. [Looking toward the ‘‘big trees’’ ]
Biff, up in Albany I saw a beautiful hammock. I think I’ll
buy it next trip, and we’ll hang it right between those two
elms. Wouldn’t that be something? Just swingin’ there under
those branches. Boy, that would be . . .

[young biff and young happy appear from the direc-
tion willy was addressing. happy carries rags and a pail of
water. biff, wearing a sweater with a block ‘‘S,’’ carries a
football.]
biff [ pointing in the direction of the car offstage]: How’s that,

Pop, professional?
willy: Terrific. Terrific job, boys. Good work, Biff.
happy: Where’s the surprise, Pop?
willy: In the back seat of the car.
happy: Boy! [He runs off.]
biff: What is it, Dad? Tell me, what’d you buy?
willy [laughing, cuffs him]: Never mind, something I want

you to have.
biff [turns and starts off ]: What is it, Hap?
happy [offstage]: It’s a punching bag!
biff: Oh, Pop!
willy: It’s got Gene Tunney’s signature on it!
[happy runs onstage with a punching bag.]
biff: Gee, how’d you know we wanted a punching bag?
willy: Well, it’s the finest thing for the timing.
happy [lies down on his back and pedals with his feet]: I’m

losing weight, you notice, Pop?
willy [to happy]: Jumping rope is good too.
biff: Did you see the new football I got?
willy [examining the ball]: Where’d you get a new ball?
biff: The coach told me to practice my passing.
willy: That so? And he gave you the ball, heh?
biff: Well, I borrowed it from the locker room. [He laughs

confidentially.]
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willy [laughing with him at the theft]: I want you to return
that.

happy: I told you he wouldn’t like it!
biff [angrily]: Well, I’m bringing it back!
willy [stopping the incipient argument, to happy]: Sure, he’s

gotta practice with a regulation ball, doesn’t he? [To biff]
Coach’ll probably congratulate you on your initiative!

biff: Oh, he keeps congratulating my initiative all the
time, Pop.

willy: That’s because he likes you. If somebody else took
that ball there’d be an uproar. So what’s the report, boys,
what’s the report?

biff: Where’d you go this time, Dad? Gee, we were lone-
some for you.

willy [ pleased, puts an arm around each boy and they come
down to the apron]: Lonesome, heh?

biff: Missed you every minute.
willy: Don’t say? Tell you a secret, boys. Don’t breathe

it to a soul. Someday I’ll have my own business, and I’ll
never have to leave home any more.

happy: Like Uncle Charley, heh?
willy: Bigger than Uncle Charley! Because Charley is

not—liked. He’s liked, but he’s not—well liked.
biff: Where’d you go this time, Dad?
willy: Well, I got on the road, and I went north to

Providence. Met the Mayor.
biff: The Mayor of Providence!
willy: He was sitting in the hotel lobby.
biff: What’d he say?
willy: He said, ‘‘Morning!’’ And I said, ‘‘You got a fine

city here, Mayor.’’ And then he had coffee with me. And
then I went to Waterbury. Waterbury is a fine city. Big
clock city, the famous Waterbury clock. Sold a nice bill
there. And then Boston—Boston is the cradle of the Rev-
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olution. A fine city. And a couple of other towns in Mass.,
and on to Portland and Bangor and straight home!

biff: Gee, I’d love to go with you sometime, Dad.
willy: Soon as summer comes.
happy: Promise?
willy: You and Hap and I, and I’ll show you all the

towns. America is full of beautiful towns and fine, upstand-
ing people. And they know me, boys, they know me up
and down New England. The finest people. And when I
bring you fellas up, there’ll be open sesame for all of us,
’cause one thing, boys: I have friends. I can park my car in
any street in New England, and the cops protect it like their
own. This summer, heh?

biff and happy [together]: Yeah! You bet!
willy: We’ll take our bathing suits.
happy: We’ll carry your bags, Pop!
willy: Oh, won’t that be something! Me comin’ into the

Boston stores with you boys carryin’ my bags. What a sen-
sation!

[biff is prancing around, practicing passing the ball.]
willy: You nervous, Biff, about the game?
biff: Not if you’re gonna be there.
willy: What do they say about you in school, now that

they made you captain?
happy: There’s a crowd of girls behind him every time

the classes change.
biff [taking willy’s hand ]: This Saturday, Pop, this Sat-

urday—just for you, I’m going to break through for a
touchdown.

happy: You’re supposed to pass.
biff: I’m takin’ one play for Pop. You watch me, Pop,

and when I take off my helmet, that means I’m breakin’ out.
Then you watch me crash through that line!

willy [kisses biff]: Oh, wait’ll I tell this in Boston!
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[bernard enters in knickers. He is younger than biff, ear-
nest and loyal, a worried boy.]
bernard: Biff, where are you? You’re supposed to study

with me today.
willy: Hey, looka Bernard. What’re you lookin’ so ane-

mic about, Bernard?
bernard: He’s gotta study, Uncle Willy. He’s got Re-

gents next week.
happy [tauntingly, spinning bernard around ]: Let’s box,

Bernard!
bernard: Biff ! [He gets away from happy.] Listen, Biff, I

heard Mr. Birnbaum say that if you don’t start studyin’ math
he’s gonna flunk you, and you won’t graduate. I heard him!

willy: You better study with him, Biff. Go ahead now.
bernard: I heard him!
biff: Oh, Pop, you didn’t see my sneakers! [He holds up

a foot for willy to look at.]
willy: Hey, that’s a beautiful job of printing!
bernard [wiping his glasses]: Just because he printed Uni-

versity of Virginia on his sneakers doesn’t mean they’ve got
to graduate him, Uncle Willy!

willy [angrily]: What’re you talking about? With schol-
arships to three universities they’re gonna flunk him?

bernard: But I heard Mr. Birnbaum say—
willy: Don’t be a pest, Bernard! [To his boys] What an

anemic!
bernard: Okay, I’m waiting for you in my house, Biff.
[bernard goes off. The lomans laugh.]
willy: Bernard is not well liked, is he?
biff: He’s liked, but he’s not well liked.
happy: That’s right, Pop.
willy: That’s just what I mean, Bernard can get the best

marks in school, y’understand, but when he gets out in the
business world, y’understand, you are going to be five times
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ahead of him. That’s why I thank Almighty God you’re both
built like Adonises. Because the man who makes an appear-
ance in the business world, the man who creates personal
interest, is the man who gets ahead. Be liked and you will
never want. You take me, for instance. I never have to wait
in line to see a buyer. ‘‘Willy Loman is here!’’ That’s all they
have to know, and I go right through.

biff: Did you knock them dead, Pop?
willy: Knocked ’em cold in Providence, slaughtered ’em

in Boston.
happy [on his back, pedaling again]: I’m losing weight, you

notice, Pop?
[linda enters, as of old, a ribbon in her hair, carrying a
basket of washing.]
linda [with youthful energy]: Hello, dear!
willy: Sweetheart!
linda: How’d the Chevvy run?
willy: Chevrolet, Linda, is the greatest car ever built. [To

the boys] Since when do you let your mother carry wash up
the stairs?

biff: Grab hold there, boy!
happy: Where to, Mom?
linda: Hang them up on the line. And you better go

down to your friends, Biff. The cellar is full of boys. They
don’t know what to do with themselves.

biff: Ah, when Pop comes home they can wait!
willy [laughs appreciatively]: You better go down and tell

them what to do, Biff.
biff: I think I’ll have them sweep out the furnace room.
willy: Good work, Biff.
biff [ goes through wall-line of kitchen to doorway at back and

calls down]: Fellas! Everybody sweep out the furnace room!
I’ll be right down!

voices: All right! Okay, Biff.
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biff: George and Sam and Frank, come out back! We’re
hangin’ up the wash! Come on, Hap, on the double! [He
and happy carry out the basket.]

linda: The way they obey him!
willy: Well, that’s training, the training. I’m tellin’ you,

I was sellin’ thousands and thousands, but I had to come
home.

linda: Oh, the whole block’ll be at that game. Did you
sell anything?

willy: I did five hundred gross in Providence and seven
hundred gross in Boston.

linda: No! Wait a minute, I’ve got a pencil. [She pulls
pencil and paper out of her apron pocket.] That makes your com-
mission . . . Two hundred—my God! Two hundred and
twelve dollars!

willy: Well, I didn’t figure it yet, but . . .
linda: How much did you do?
willy: Well, I—I did—about a hundred and eighty gross

in Providence. Well, no—it came to—roughly two hundred
gross on the whole trip.

linda [without hesitation]: Two hundred gross. That’s . . .
[She figures.]

willy: The trouble was that three of the stores were half
closed for inventory in Boston. Otherwise I woulda broke
records.

linda: Well, it makes seventy dollars and some pennies.
That’s very good.

willy: What do we owe?
linda: Well, on the first there’s sixteen dollars on the

refrigerator—
willy: Why sixteen?
linda: Well, the fan belt broke, so it was a dollar eighty.
willy: But it’s brand new.
linda: Well, the man said that’s the way it is. Till they

work themselves in, y’know.
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[They move through the wall-line into the kitchen.]
willy: I hope we didn’t get stuck on that machine.
linda: They got the biggest ads of any of them!
willy: I know, it’s a fine machine. What else?
linda: Well, there’s nine-sixty for the washing machine.

And for the vacuum cleaner there’s three and a half due on
the fifteenth. Then the roof, you got twenty-one dollars
remaining.

willy: It don’t leak, does it?
linda: No, they did a wonderful job. Then you owe

Frank for the carburetor.
willy: I’m not going to pay that man! That god-

dam Chevrolet, they ought to prohibit the manufacture of
that car!

linda: Well, you owe him three and a half. And odds
and ends, comes to around a hundred and twenty dollars by
the fifteenth.

willy: A hundred and twenty dollars! My God, if busi-
ness don’t pick up I don’t know what I’m gonna do!

linda: Well, next week you’ll do better.
willy: Oh, I’ll knock ’em dead next week. I’ll go to

Hartford. I’m very well liked in Hartford. You know, the
trouble is, Linda, people don’t seem to take to me.

[They move onto the forestage.]
linda: Oh, don’t be foolish.
willy: I know it when I walk in. They seem to laugh

at me.
linda: Why? Why would they laugh at you? Don’t talk

that way, Willy.
[willy moves to the edge of the stage. linda goes into the
kitchen and starts to darn stockings.]
willy: I don’t know the reason for it, but they just pass

me by. I’m not noticed.
linda: But you’re doing wonderful, dear. You’re making

seventy to a hundred dollars a week.
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willy: But I gotta be at it ten, twelve hours a day. Other
men—I don’t know—they do it easier. I don’t know why
—I can’t stop myself—I talk too much. A man oughta come
in with a few words. One thing about Charley. He’s a man
of few words, and they respect him.

linda: You don’t talk too much, you’re just lively.
willy [smiling]: Well, I figure, what the hell, life is short,

a couple of jokes. [To himself ] I joke too much! [The smile
goes.]

linda: Why? You’re—
willy: I’m fat. I’m very—foolish to look at, Linda. I

didn’t tell you, but Christmas time I happened to be calling
on F. H. Stewarts, and a salesman I know, as I was going in
to see the buyer I heard him say something about—walrus.
And I—I cracked him right across the face. I won’t take
that. I simply will not take that. But they do laugh at me. I
know that.

linda: Darling . . .
willy: I gotta overcome it. I know I gotta overcome it.

I’m not dressing to advantage, maybe.
linda: Willy, darling, you’re the handsomest man in the

world—
willy: Oh, no, Linda.
linda: To me you are. [Slight pause.] The handsomest.
[From the darkness is heard the laughter of a woman. willy
doesn’t turn to it, but it continues through linda’s lines.]
linda: And the boys, Willy. Few men are idolized by

their children the way you are.
[Music is heard as behind a scrim, to the left of the house,
the woman, dimly seen, is dressing.]
willy [with great feeling]: You’re the best there is, Linda,

you’re a pal, you know that? On the road—on the road I
want to grab you sometimes and just kiss the life outa you.

[The laughter is loud now, and he moves into a brightening
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area at the left, where the woman has come from behind
the scrim and is standing, putting on her hat, looking into a
‘‘mirror,’’ and laughing.]
willy: ’Cause I get so lonely—especially when business

is bad and there’s nobody to talk to. I get the feeling that
I’ll never sell anything again, that I won’t make a living for
you, or a business, a business for the boys. [He talks through
the woman’s subsiding laughter; the woman primps at the
‘‘mirror.’’] There’s so much I want to make for—

the woman: Me? You didn’t make me, Willy. I picked
you.

willy [ pleased]: You picked me?
the woman [who is quite proper-looking, Willy’s age]: I did.

I’ve been sitting at that desk watching all the salesmen go
by, day in, day out. But you’ve got such a sense of humor,
and we do have such a good time together, don’t we?

willy: Sure, sure. [He takes her in his arms.] Why do you
have to go now?

the woman: It’s two o’clock . . .
willy: No, come on in! [He pulls her.]
the woman: . . . my sisters’ll be scandalized. When’ll

you be back?
willy: Oh, two weeks about. Will you come up again?
the woman: Sure thing. You do make me laugh. It’s

good for me. [She squeezes his arm, kisses him.] And I think
you’re a wonderful man.

willy: You picked me, heh?
the woman: Sure. Because you’re so sweet. And such a

kidder.
willy: Well, I’ll see you next time I’m in Boston.
the woman: I’ll put you right through to the buyers.
willy [slapping her bottom]: Right. Well, bottoms up!
the woman [slaps him gently and laughs]: You just kill me,

Willy. [He suddenly grabs her and kisses her roughly.] You kill
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me. And thanks for the stockings. I love a lot of stockings.
Well, good night.

willy: Good night. And keep your pores open!
the woman: Oh, Willy!
[the woman bursts out laughing, and linda’s laughter
blends in. the woman disappears into the dark. Now the
area at the kitchen table brightens. linda is sitting where she
was at the kitchen table, but now is mending a pair of her
silk stockings.]
linda: You are, Willy. The handsomest man. You’ve got

no reason to feel that—
willy [coming out of the woman’s dimming area and going

over to linda]: I’ll make it all up to you, Linda, I’ll—
linda: There’s nothing to make up, dear. You’re doing

fine, better than—
willy [noticing her mending]: What’s that?
linda: Just mending my stockings. They’re so ex-

pensive—
willy [angrily, taking them from her]: I won’t have you

mending stockings in this house! Now throw them out!
[linda puts the stockings in her pocket.]
bernard [entering on the run]: Where is he? If he doesn’t

study!
willy [moving to the forestage, with great agitation]: You’ll

give him the answers!
bernard: I do, but I can’t on a Regents! That’s a state

exam! They’re liable to arrest me!
willy: Where is he? I’ll whip him, I’ll whip him!
linda: And he’d better give back that football, Willy, it’s

not nice.
willy: Biff ! Where is he? Why is he taking everything?
linda: He’s too rough with the girls, Willy. All the

mothers are afraid of him!
willy: I’ll whip him!
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bernard: He’s driving the car without a license!
[the woman’s laugh is heard.]
willy: Shut up!
linda: All the mothers—
willy: Shut up!
bernard [backing quietly away and out]: Mr. Birnbaum says

he’s stuck up.
willy: Get outa here!
bernard: If he doesn’t buckle down he’ll flunk math! [He

goes off.]
linda: He’s right, Willy, you’ve gotta—
willy [exploding at her]: There’s nothing the matter with

him! You want him to be a worm like Bernard? He’s got
spirit, personality . . .

[As he speaks, linda, almost in tears, exits into the living-
room. willy is alone in the kitchen, wilting and staring.
The leaves are gone. It is night again, and the apartment
houses look down from behind.]
willy: Loaded with it. Loaded! What is he stealing? He’s

giving it back, isn’t he? Why is he stealing? What did I tell
him? I never in my life told him anything but decent things.

[happy in pajamas has come down the stairs; willy sud-
denly becomes aware of happy’s presence.]
happy: Let’s go now, come on.
willy [sitting down at the kitchen table]: Huh! Why did she

have to wax the floors herself ? Everytime she waxes the
floors she keels over. She knows that!

happy: Shh! Take it easy. What brought you back to-
night?

willy: I got an awful scare. Nearly hit a kid in Yonkers.
God! Why didn’t I go to Alaska with my brother Ben that
time! Ben! That man was a genius, that man was success
incarnate! What a mistake! He begged me to go.

happy: Well, there’s no use in—
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willy: You guys! There was a man started with the
clothes on his back and ended up with diamond mines?

happy: Boy, someday I’d like to know how he did it.
willy: What’s the mystery? The man knew what he

wanted and went out and got it! Walked into a jungle, and
comes out, the age of twenty-one, and he’s rich! The world
is an oyster, but you don’t crack it open on a mattress!

happy: Pop, I told you I’m gonna retire you for life.
willy: You’ll retire me for life on seventy goddam dollars

a week? And your women and your car and your apartment,
and you’ll retire me for life! Christ’s sake, I couldn’t get past
Yonkers today! Where are you guys, where are you? The
woods are burning! I can’t drive a car!

[charley has appeared in the doorway. He is a large man,
slow of speech, laconic, immovable. In all he says, despite
what he says, there is pity, and, now, trepidation. He has a
robe over pajamas, slippers on his feet. He enters the kitchen.]
charley: Everything all right?
happy: Yeah, Charley, everything’s . . .
willy: What’s the matter?
charley: I heard some noise. I thought something hap-

pened. Can’t we do something about the walls? You sneeze
in here, and in my house hats blow off.

happy: Let’s go to bed, Dad. Come on.
[charley signals to happy to go.]
willy: You go ahead, I’m not tired at the moment.
happy [to willy]: Take it easy, huh? [He exits.]
willy: What’re you doin’ up?
charley [sitting down at the kitchen table opposite willy]:

Couldn’t sleep good. I had a heartburn.
willy: Well, you don’t know how to eat.
charley: I eat with my mouth.
willy: No, you’re ignorant. You gotta know about vi-

tamins and things like that.
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charley: Come on, let’s shoot. Tire you out a little.
willy [hesitantly]: All right. You got cards?
charley [taking a deck from his pocket]: Yeah, I got them.

Someplace. What is it with those vitamins?
willy [dealing]: They build up your bones. Chemistry.
charley: Yeah, but there’s no bones in a heartburn.
willy: What are you talkin’ about? Do you know the

first thing about it?
charley: Don’t get insulted.
willy: Don’t talk about something you don’t know any-

thing about.
[They are playing. Pause.]
charley: What’re you doin’ home?
willy: A little trouble with the car.
charley: Oh. [Pause.] I’d like to take a trip to California.
willy: Don’t say.
charley: You want a job?
willy: I got a job, I told you that. [After a slight pause]

What the hell are you offering me a job for?
charley: Don’t get insulted.
willy: Don’t insult me.
charley: I don’t see no sense in it. You don’t have to

go on this way.
willy: I got a good job. [Slight pause.] What do you keep

comin’ in here for?
charley: You want me to go?
willy [after a pause, withering]: I can’t understand it. He’s

going back to Texas again. What the hell is that?
charley: Let him go.
willy: I got nothin’ to give him, Charley, I’m clean, I’m

clean.
charley: He won’t starve. None a them starve. Forget

about him.
willy: Then what have I got to remember?
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charley: You take it too hard. To hell with it. When a
deposit bottle is broken you don’t get your nickel back.

willy: That’s easy enough for you to say.
charley: That ain’t easy for me to say.
willy: Did you see the ceiling I put up in the living-

room?
charley: Yeah, that’s a piece of work. To put up a ceil-

ing is a mystery to me. How do you do it?
willy: What’s the difference?
charley: Well, talk about it.
willy: You gonna put up a ceiling?
charley: How could I put up a ceiling?
willy: Then what the hell are you bothering me for?
charley: You’re insulted again.
willy: A man who can’t handle tools is not a man.

You’re disgusting.
charley: Don’t call me disgusting, Willy.
[uncle ben, carrying a valise and an umbrella, enters the
forestage from around the right corner of the house. He is a
stolid man, in his sixties, with a mustache and an authori-
tative air. He is utterly certain of his destiny, and there is an
aura of far places about him. He enters exactly as willy
speaks.]
willy: I’m getting awfully tired, Ben.
[ben’s music is heard. ben looks around at everything.]
charley: Good, keep playing; you’ll sleep better. Did

you call me Ben?
[ben looks at his watch.]
willy: That’s funny. For a second there you reminded

me of my brother Ben.
ben: I only have a few minutes. [He strolls, inspecting the

place. willy and charley continue playing.]
charley: You never heard from him again, heh? Since

that time?
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willy: Didn’t Linda tell you? Couple of weeks ago we
got a letter from his wife in Africa. He died.

charley: That so.
ben [chuckling]: So this is Brooklyn, eh?
charley: Maybe you’re in for some of his money.
willy: Naa, he had seven sons. There’s just one oppor-

tunity I had with that man . . .
ben: I must make a train, William. There are several

properties I’m looking at in Alaska.
willy: Sure, sure! If I’d gone with him to Alaska that

time, everything would’ve been totally different.
charley: Go on, you’d froze to death up there.
willy: What’re you talking about?
ben: Opportunity is tremendous in Alaska, William. Sur-

prised you’re not up there.
willy: Sure, tremendous.
charley: Heh?
willy: There was the only man I ever met who knew

the answers.
charley: Who?
ben: How are you all?
willy [taking a pot, smiling]: Fine, fine.
charley: Pretty sharp tonight.
ben: Is Mother living with you?
willy: No, she died a long time ago.
charley: Who?
ben: That’s too bad. Fine specimen of a lady, Mother.
willy [to charley]: Heh?
ben: I’d hoped to see the old girl.
charley: Who died?
ben: Heard anything from Father, have you?
willy [unnerved]: What do you mean, who died?
charley [taking a pot]: What’re you talkin’ about?
ben [looking at his watch]: William, it’s half past eight!
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willy [as though to dispel his confusion he angrily stops char-
ley’s hand ]: That’s my build!

charley: I put the ace—
willy: If you don’t know how to play the game I’m not

gonna throw my money away on you!
charley [rising]: It was my ace, for God’s sake!
willy: I’m through, I’m through!
ben: When did Mother die?
willy: Long ago. Since the beginning you never knew

how to play cards.
charley [picks up the cards and goes to the door]: All right!

Next time I’ll bring a deck with five aces.
willy: I don’t play that kind of game!
charley [turning to him]: You ought to be ashamed of

yourself !
willy: Yeah?
charley: Yeah! [He goes out.]
willy [slamming the door after him]: Ignoramus!
ben [as willy comes toward him through the wall-line of the

kitchen]: So you’re William.
willy [shaking ben’s hand ]: Ben! I’ve been waiting for

you so long! What’s the answer? How did you do it?
ben: Oh, there’s a story in that.
[linda enters the forestage, as of old, carrying the wash
basket.]
linda: Is this Ben?
ben [ gallantly]: How do you do, my dear.
linda: Where’ve you been all these years? Willy’s always

wondered why you—
willy [pulling ben away from her impatiently]: Where is

Dad? Didn’t you follow him? How did you get started?
ben: Well, I don’t know how much you remember.
willy: Well, I was just a baby, of course, only three or

four years old—
ben: Three years and eleven months.
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willy: What a memory, Ben!
ben: I have many enterprises, William, and I have never

kept books.
willy: I remember I was sitting under the wagon in—

was it Nebraska?
ben: It was South Dakota, and I gave you a bunch of

wildflowers.
willy: I remember you walking away down some open

road.
ben [laughing]: I was going to find Father in Alaska.
willy: Where is he?
ben: At that age I had a very faulty view of geography,

William. I discovered after a few days that I was heading
due south, so instead of Alaska, I ended up in Africa.

linda: Africa!
willy: The Gold Coast!
ben: Principally diamond mines.
linda: Diamond mines!
ben: Yes, my dear. But I’ve only a few minutes—
willy: No! Boys! Boys! [young biff and happy appear.]

Listen to this. This is your Uncle Ben, a great man! Tell my
boys, Ben!

ben: Why boys, when I was seventeen I walked into the
jungle, and when I was twenty-one I walked out. [He
laughs.] And by God I was rich.

willy [to the boys]: You see what I been talking about?
The greatest things can happen!

ben [glancing at his watch]: I have an appointment in
Ketchikan Tuesday week.

willy: No, Ben! Please tell about Dad. I want my boys
to hear. I want them to know the kind of stock they spring
from. All I remember is a man with a big beard, and I was
in Mamma’s lap, sitting around a fire, and some kind of high
music.

ben: His flute. He played the flute.
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willy: Sure, the flute, that’s right!
[New music is heard, a high, rollicking tune.]
ben: Father was a very great and a very wild-hearted man.

We would start in Boston, and he’d toss the whole family
into the wagon, and then he’d drive the team right across
the country; through Ohio, and Indiana, Michigan, Illinois,
and all the Western states. And we’d stop in the towns and
sell the flutes that he’d made on the way. Great inventor,
Father. With one gadget he made more in a week than a
man like you could make in a lifetime.

willy: That’s just the way I’m bringing them up, Ben—
rugged, well liked, all-around.

ben: Yeah? [To biff] Hit that, boy—hard as you can. [He
pounds his stomach.]

biff: Oh, no, sir!
ben [taking boxing stance]: Come on, get to me! [He

laughs.]
willy: Go to it, Biff ! Go ahead, show him!
biff: Okay! [He cocks his fists and starts in.]
linda [to willy]: Why must he fight, dear?
ben [sparring with biff]: Good boy! Good boy!
willy: How’s that, Ben, heh?
happy: Give him the left, Biff !
linda: Why are you fighting?
ben: Good boy! [Suddenly comes in, trips biff, and stands

over him, the point of his umbrella poised over biff’s eye.]
linda: Look out, Biff !
biff: Gee!
ben [patting biff’s knee]: Never fight fair with a stranger,

boy. You’ll never get out of the jungle that way. [Taking
linda’s hand and bowing] It was an honor and a pleasure to
meet you, Linda.

linda [withdrawing her hand coldly, frightened ]: Have a
nice—trip.
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ben [to willy]: And good luck with your—what do
you do?

willy: Selling.
ben: Yes. Well . . . [He raises his hand in farewell to all.]
willy: No, Ben, I don’t want you to think . . . [He

takes ben’s arm to show him.] It’s Brooklyn, I know, but we
hunt too.

ben: Really, now.
willy: Oh, sure, there’s snakes and rabbits and—that’s

why I moved out here. Why, Biff can fell any one of these
trees in no time! Boys! Go right over to where they’re build-
ing the apartment house and get some sand. We’re gonna
rebuild the entire front stoop right now! Watch this, Ben!

biff: Yes, sir! On the double, Hap!
happy [as he and biff run off ]: I lost weight, Pop, you

notice?
[charley enters in knickers, even before the boys are gone.]
charley: Listen, if they steal any more from that building

the watchman’ll put the cops on them!
linda [to willy]: Don’t let Biff . . .
[ben laughs lustily.]
willy: You shoulda seen the lumber they brought home

last week. At least a dozen six-by-tens worth all kinds a
money.

charley: Listen, if that watchman—
willy: I gave them hell, understand. But I got a couple

of fearless characters there.
charley: Willy, the jails are full of fearless characters.
ben [clapping willy on the back, with a laugh at charley]:

And the stock exchange, friend!
willy [ joining in ben’s laughter]: Where are the rest of

your pants?
charley: My wife bought them.
willy: Now all you need is a golf club and you can go
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upstairs and go to sleep. [To ben] Great athlete! Between
him and his son Bernard they can’t hammer a nail!

bernard [rushing in]: The watchman’s chasing Biff !
willy [angrily]: Shut up! He’s not stealing anything!
linda [alarmed, hurrying off left]: Where is he? Biff, dear!

[She exits.]
willy [moving toward the left, away from ben]: There’s

nothing wrong. What’s the matter with you?
ben: Nervy boy. Good!
willy [laughing]: Oh, nerves of iron, that Biff !
charley: Don’t know what it is. My New England man

comes back and he’s bleedin’, they murdered him up there.
willy: It’s contacts, Charley, I got important contacts!
charley [sarcastically]: Glad to hear it, Willy. Come in

later, we’ll shoot a little casino. I’ll take some of your Port-
land money. [He laughs at willy and exits.]

willy [turning to ben]: Business is bad, it’s murderous.
But not for me, of course.

ben: I’ll stop by on my way back to Africa.
willy [longingly]: Can’t you stay a few days? You’re just

what I need, Ben, because I—I have a fine position here,
but I—well, Dad left when I was such a baby and I never
had a chance to talk to him and I still feel—kind of tem-
porary about myself.

ben: I’ll be late for my train.
[They are at opposite ends of the stage.]
willy: Ben, my boys—can’t we talk? They’d go into the

jaws of hell for me, see, but I—
ben: William, you’re being first-rate with your boys.

Outstanding, manly chaps!
willy [hanging on to his words]: Oh, Ben, that’s good to

hear! Because sometimes I’m afraid that I’m not teaching
them the right kind of—Ben, how should I teach them?

ben [ giving great weight to each word, and with a certain vicious
audacity]: William, when I walked into the jungle, I was
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seventeen. When I walked out I was twenty-one. And, by
God, I was rich! [He goes off into darkness around the right corner
of the house.]

willy: . . . was rich! That’s just the spirit I want to imbue
them with! To walk into a jungle! I was right! I was right!
I was right!

[ben is gone, but willy is still speaking to him as linda,
in nightgown and robe, enters the kitchen, glances around for
willy, then goes to the door of the house, looks out and
sees him. Comes down to his left. He looks at her.]
linda: Willy, dear? Willy?
willy: I was right!
linda: Did you have some cheese? [He can’t answer.] It’s

very late, darling. Come to bed, heh?
willy [looking straight up]: Gotta break your neck to see

a star in this yard.
linda: You coming in?
willy: Whatever happened to that diamond watch fob?

Remember? When Ben came from Africa that time? Didn’t
he give me a watch fob with a diamond in it?

linda: You pawned it, dear. Twelve, thirteen years ago.
For Biff ’s radio correspondence course.

willy: Gee, that was a beautiful thing. I’ll take a walk.
linda: But you’re in your slippers.
willy [starting to go around the house at the left]: I was right!

I was! [Half to linda, as he goes, shaking his head] What a
man! There was a man worth talking to. I was right!

linda [calling after willy]: But in your slippers, Willy!
[willy is almost gone when biff, in his pajamas, comes
down the stairs and enters the kitchen.]
biff: What is he doing out there?
linda: Sh!
biff: God Almighty, Mom, how long has he been doing

this?
linda: Don’t, he’ll hear you.



D E A T H O F A S A L E S M A N38

biff: What the hell is the matter with him?
linda: It’ll pass by morning.
biff: Shouldn’t we do anything?
linda: Oh, my dear, you should do a lot of things, but

there’s nothing to do, so go to sleep.
[happy comes down the stairs and sits on the steps.]
happy: I never heard him so loud, Mom.
linda: Well, come around more often; you’ll hear him.
[She sits down at the table and mends the lining of willy’s
jacket.]
biff: Why didn’t you ever write me about this, Mom?
linda: How would I write to you? For over three months

you had no address.
biff: I was on the move. But you know I thought of you

all the time. You know that, don’t you, pal?
linda: I know, dear, I know. But he likes to have a letter.

Just to know that there’s still a possibility for better things.
biff: He’s not like this all the time, is he?
linda: It’s when you come home he’s always the worst.
biff: When I come home?
linda: When you write you’re coming, he’s all smiles,

and talks about the future, and—he’s just wonderful. And
then the closer you seem to come, the more shaky he gets,
and then, by the time you get here, he’s arguing, and he
seems angry at you. I think it’s just that maybe he can’t bring
himself to—to open up to you. Why are you so hateful to
each other? Why is that?

biff [evasively]: I’m not hateful, Mom.
linda: But you no sooner come in the door than you’re

fighting!
biff: I don’t know why. I mean to change. I’m tryin’,

Mom, you understand?
linda: Are you home to stay now?
biff: I don’t know. I want to look around, see what’s

doin’.
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linda: Biff, you can’t look around all your life, can you?
biff: I just can’t take hold, Mom. I can’t take hold of

some kind of a life.
linda: Biff, a man is not a bird, to come and go with the

springtime.
biff: Your hair . . . [He touches her hair.] Your hair got so

gray.
linda: Oh, it’s been gray since you were in high school.

I just stopped dyeing it, that’s all.
biff: Dye it again, will ya? I don’t want my pal looking

old. [He smiles.]
linda: You’re such a boy! You think you can go away

for a year and . . . You’ve got to get it into your head now
that one day you’ll knock on this door and there’ll be strange
people here—

biff: What are you talking about? You’re not even sixty,
Mom.

linda: But what about your father?
biff [lamely]: Well, I meant him too.
happy: He admires Pop.
linda: Biff, dear, if you don’t have any feeling for him,

then you can’t have any feeling for me.
biff: Sure I can, Mom.
linda: No. You can’t just come to see me, because I love

him. [With a threat, but only a threat, of tears] He’s the dearest
man in the world to me, and I won’t have anyone making
him feel unwanted and low and blue. You’ve got to make
up your mind now, darling, there’s no leeway any more.
Either he’s your father and you pay him that respect, or else
you’re not to come here. I know he’s not easy to get along
with—nobody knows that better than me—but . . .

willy [ from the left, with a laugh]: Hey, hey, Biffo!
biff [starting to go out after willy]: What the hell is the

matter with him? [happy stops him.]
linda: Don’t—don’t go near him!
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biff: Stop making excuses for him! He always, always
wiped the floor with you. Never had an ounce of respect
for you.

happy: He’s always had respect for—
biff: What the hell do you know about it?
happy [surlily]: Just don’t call him crazy!
biff: He’s got no character—Charley wouldn’t do this.

Not in his own house—spewing out that vomit from his
mind.

happy: Charley never had to cope with what he’s got to.
biff: People are worse off than Willy Loman. Believe me,

I’ve seen them!
linda: Then make Charley your father, Biff. You can’t

do that, can you? I don’t say he’s a great man. Willy Loman
never made a lot of money. His name was never in the
paper. He’s not the finest character that ever lived. But he’s
a human being, and a terrible thing is happening to him. So
attention must be paid. He’s not to be allowed to fall into
his grave like an old dog. Attention, attention must be finally
paid to such a person. You called him crazy—

biff: I didn’t mean—
linda: No, a lot of people think he’s lost his—balance.

But you don’t have to be very smart to know what his
trouble is. The man is exhausted.

happy: Sure!
linda: A small man can be just as exhausted as a great

man. He works for a company thirty-six years this March,
opens up unheard-of territories to their trademark, and now
in his old age they take his salary away.

happy [indignantly]: I didn’t know that, Mom.
linda: You never asked, my dear! Now that you get your

spending money someplace else you don’t trouble your
mind with him.

happy: But I gave you money last—
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linda: Christmas time, fifty dollars! To fix the hot water
it cost ninety-seven fifty! For five weeks he’s been on
straight commission, like a beginner, an unknown!

biff: Those ungrateful bastards!
linda: Are they any worse than his sons? When he

brought them business, when he was young, they were glad
to see him. But now his old friends, the old buyers that loved
him so and always found some order to hand him in a
pinch—they’re all dead, retired. He used to be able to make
six, seven calls a day in Boston. Now he takes his valises out
of the car and puts them back and takes them out again and
he’s exhausted. Instead of walking he talks now. He drives
seven hundred miles, and when he gets there no one knows
him any more, no one welcomes him. And what goes
through a man’s mind, driving seven hundred miles home
without having earned a cent? Why shouldn’t he talk to
himself ? Why? When he has to go to Charley and bor-
row fifty dollars a week and pretend to me that it’s his pay?
How long can that go on? How long? You see what I’m
sitting here and waiting for? And you tell me he has no
character? The man who never worked a day but for your
benefit? When does he get the medal for that? Is this his
reward—to turn around at the age of sixty-three and find
his sons, who he loved better than his life, one a philan-
dering bum—

happy: Mom!
linda: That’s all you are, my baby! [To biff] And you!

What happened to the love you had for him? You were such
pals! How you used to talk to him on the phone every night!
How lonely he was till he could come home to you!

biff: All right, Mom. I’ll live here in my room, and I’ll
get a job. I’ll keep away from him, that’s all.

linda: No, Biff. You can’t stay here and fight all the time.
biff: He threw me out of this house, remember that.
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linda: Why did he do that? I never knew why.
biff: Because I know he’s a fake and he doesn’t like any-

body around who knows!
linda: Why a fake? In what way? What do you mean?
biff: Just don’t lay it all at my feet. It’s between me and

him—that’s all I have to say. I’ll chip in from now on. He’ll
settle for half my pay check. He’ll be all right. I’m going to
bed. [He starts for the stairs.]

linda: He won’t be all right.
biff [turning on the stairs, furiously]: I hate this city and I’ll

stay here. Now what do you want?
linda: He’s dying, Biff.
[happy turns quickly to her, shocked.]
biff [after a pause]: Why is he dying?
linda: He’s been trying to kill himself.
biff [with great horror]: How?
linda: I live from day to day.
biff: What’re you talking about?
linda: Remember I wrote you that he smashed up the

car again? In February?
biff: Well?
linda: The insurance inspector came. He said that they

have evidence. That all these accidents in the last year—
weren’t—weren’t—accidents.

happy: How can they tell that? That’s a lie.
linda: It seems there’s a woman . . . [She takes a

breath as]
biff [sharply but contained]:} What woman?
linda [simultaneously]: . . . and this woman . . .
linda: What?
biff: Nothing. Go ahead.
linda: What did you say?
biff: Nothing. I just said what woman?
happy: What about her?
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linda: Well, it seems she was walking down the road and
saw his car. She says that he wasn’t driving fast at all, and
that he didn’t skid. She says he came to that little bridge,
and then deliberately smashed into the railing, and it was
only the shallowness of the water that saved him.

biff: Oh, no, he probably just fell asleep again.
linda: I don’t think he fell asleep.
biff: Why not?
linda: Last month . . . [With great difficulty] Oh, boys, it’s

so hard to say a thing like this! He’s just a big stupid man
to you, but I tell you there’s more good in him than in
many other people. [She chokes, wipes her eyes.] I was looking
for a fuse. The lights blew out, and I went down the cellar.
And behind the fuse box—it happened to fall out—was a
length of rubber pipe—just short.

happy: No kidding?
linda: There’s a little attachment on the end of it. I knew

right away. And sure enough, on the bottom of the water
heater there’s a new little nipple on the gas pipe.

happy [angrily]: That—jerk.
biff: Did you have it taken off ?
linda: I’m—I’m ashamed to. How can I mention it to

him? Every day I go down and take away that little rubber
pipe. But, when he comes home, I put it back where it was.
How can I insult him that way? I don’t know what to do.
I live from day to day, boys. I tell you, I know every thought
in his mind. It sounds so old-fashioned and silly, but I tell
you he put his whole life into you and you’ve turned your
backs on him. [She is bent over in the chair, weeping, her face
in her hands.] Biff, I swear to God! Biff, his life is in your
hands!

happy [to biff]: How do you like that damned fool!
biff [kissing her]: All right, pal, all right. It’s all settled now.

I’ve been remiss. I know that, Mom. But now I’ll stay, and
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I swear to you, I’ll apply myself. [Kneeling in front of her, in
a fever of self-reproach] It’s just—you see, Mom, I don’t fit in
business. Not that I won’t try. I’ll try, and I’ll make good.

happy: Sure you will. The trouble with you in business
was you never tried to please people.

biff: I know, I—
happy: Like when you worked for Harrison’s. Bob Har-

rison said you were tops, and then you go and do some
damn fool thing like whistling whole songs in the elevator
like a comedian.

biff [against happy]: So what? I like to whistle sometimes.
happy: You don’t raise a guy to a responsible job who

whistles in the elevator!
linda: Well, don’t argue about it now.
happy: Like when you’d go off and swim in the middle

of the day instead of taking the line around.
biff [his resentment rising]: Well, don’t you run off ? You

take off sometimes, don’t you? On a nice summer day?
happy: Yeah, but I cover myself !
linda: Boys!
happy: If I’m going to take a fade the boss can call any

number where I’m supposed to be and they’ll swear to him
that I just left. I’ll tell you something that I hate to say, Biff,
but in the business world some of them think you’re crazy.

biff [angered]: Screw the business world!
happy: All right, screw it! Great, but cover yourself !
linda: Hap, Hap!
biff: I don’t care what they think! They’ve laughed at

Dad for years, and you know why? Because we don’t belong
in this nuthouse of a city! We should be mixing cement on
some open plain, or—or carpenters. A carpenter is allowed
to whistle!

[willy walks in from the entrance of the house, at left.]
willy: Even your grandfather was better than a carpenter.
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[Pause. They watch him.] You never grew up. Bernard does
not whistle in the elevator, I assure you.

biff [as though to laugh willy out of it]: Yeah, but you
do, Pop.

willy: I never in my life whistled in an elevator! And
who in the business world thinks I’m crazy?

biff: I didn’t mean it like that, Pop. Now don’t make a
whole thing out of it, will ya?

willy: Go back to the West! Be a carpenter, a cowboy,
enjoy yourself !

linda: Willy, he was just saying—
willy: I heard what he said!
happy [trying to quiet willy]: Hey, Pop, come on now . . .
willy [continuing over happy’s line]: They laugh at me,

heh? Go to Filene’s, go to the Hub, go to Slattery’s, Boston.
Call out the name Willy Loman and see what happens! Big
shot!

biff: All right, Pop.
willy: Big!
biff: All right!
willy: Why do you always insult me?
biff: I didn’t say a word. [To linda] Did I say a word?
linda: He didn’t say anything, Willy.
willy [ going to the doorway of the living-room]: All right,

good night, good night.
linda: Willy, dear, he just decided . . .
willy [to biff]: If you get tired hanging around tomor-

row, paint the ceiling I put up in the living-room.
biff: I’m leaving early tomorrow.
happy: He’s going to see Bill Oliver, Pop.
willy [interestedly]: Oliver? For what?
biff [with reserve, but trying, trying]: He always said he’d

stake me. I’d like to go into business, so maybe I can take
him up on it.
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linda: Isn’t that wonderful?
willy: Don’t interrupt. What’s wonderful about it?

There’s fifty men in the City of New York who’d stake him.
[To biff] Sporting goods?

biff: I guess so. I know something about it and—
willy: He knows something about it! You know sporting

goods better than Spalding, for God’s sake! How much is he
giving you?

biff: I don’t know, I didn’t even see him yet, but—
willy: Then what’re you talkin’ about?
biff [ getting angry]: Well, all I said was I’m gonna see him,

that’s all!
willy [turning away]: Ah, you’re counting your chickens

again.
biff [starting left for the stairs]: Oh, Jesus, I’m going to sleep!
willy [calling after him]: Don’t curse in this house!
biff [turning]: Since when did you get so clean?
happy [trying to stop them]: Wait a . . .
willy: Don’t use that language to me! I won’t have it!
happy [ grabbing biff, shouts]: Wait a minute! I got an idea.

I got a feasible idea. Come here, Biff, let’s talk this over
now, let’s talk some sense here. When I was down in Florida
last time, I thought of a great idea to sell sporting goods. It
just came back to me. You and I, Biff—we have a line, the
Loman Line. We train a couple of weeks, and put on a
couple of exhibitions, see?

willy: That’s an idea!
happy: Wait! We form two basketball teams, see? Two

water-polo teams. We play each other. It’s a million dollars’
worth of publicity. Two brothers, see? The Loman Brothers.
Displays in the Royal Palms—all the hotels. And banners
over the ring and the basketball court: ‘‘Loman Brothers.’’
Baby, we could sell sporting goods!

willy: That is a one-million-dollar idea!
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linda: Marvelous!
biff: I’m in great shape as far as that’s concerned.
happy: And the beauty of it is, Biff, it wouldn’t be like

a business. We’d be out playin’ ball again . . .
biff [enthused]: Yeah, that’s . . .
willy: Million-dollar . . .
happy: And you wouldn’t get fed up with it, Biff. It’d be

the family again. There’d be the old honor, and comrade-
ship, and if you wanted to go off for a swim or somethin’
—well you’d do it! Without some smart cooky gettin’ up
ahead of you!

willy: Lick the world! You guys together could abso-
lutely lick the civilized world.

biff: I’ll see Oliver tomorrow. Hap, if we could work
that out . . .

linda: Maybe things are beginning to—
willy [wildly enthused, to linda]: Stop interrupting! [To

biff] But don’t wear sport jacket and slacks when you see
Oliver.

biff: No, I’ll—
willy: A business suit, and talk as little as possible, and

don’t crack any jokes.
biff: He did like me. Always liked me.
linda: He loved you!
willy [to linda]: Will you stop! [To biff] Walk in very

serious. You are not applying for a boy’s job. Money is to
pass. Be quiet, fine, and serious. Everybody likes a kidder,
but nobody lends him money.

happy: I’ll try to get some myself, Biff. I’m sure I can.
willy: I see great things for you kids, I think your trou-

bles are over. But remember, start big and you’ll end big.
Ask for fifteen. How much you gonna ask for?

biff: Gee, I don’t know—
willy: And don’t say ‘‘Gee.’’ ‘‘Gee’’ is a boy’s word. A
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man walking in for fifteen thousand dollars does not say
‘‘Gee’’!

biff: Ten, I think, would be top though.
willy: Don’t be so modest. You always started too low.

Walk in with a big laugh. Don’t look worried. Start off with
a couple of your good stories to lighten things up. It’s not
what you say, it’s how you say it—because personality al-
ways wins the day.

linda: Oliver always thought the highest of him—
willy: Will you let me talk?
biff: Don’t yell at her, Pop, will ya?
willy [angrily]: I was talking, wasn’t I?
biff: I don’t like you yelling at her all the time, and I’m

tellin’ you, that’s all.
willy: What’re you, takin’ over this house?
linda: Willy—
willy [turning on her]: Don’t take his side all the time,

goddammit!
biff [ furiously]: Stop yelling at her!
willy [suddenly pulling on his cheek, beaten down, guilt rid-

den]: Give my best to Bill Oliver—he may remember me.
[He exits through the living-room doorway.]

linda [her voice subdued]: What’d you have to start that
for? [biff turns away.] You see how sweet he was as soon as
you talked hopefully? [She goes over to biff.] Come up and
say good night to him. Don’t let him go to bed that way.

happy: Come on, Biff, let’s buck him up.
linda: Please, dear. Just say good night. It takes so little

to make him happy. Come. [She goes through the living-room
doorway, calling upstairs from within the living-room.] Your pa-
jamas are hanging in the bathroom, Willy!

happy [looking toward where linda went out]: What a
woman! They broke the mold when they made her. You
know that, Biff ?
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biff: He’s off salary. My God, working on commission!
happy: Well, let’s face it: he’s no hot-shot selling man.

Except that sometimes, you have to admit, he’s a sweet per-
sonality.

biff [deciding]: Lend me ten bucks, will ya? I want to buy
some new ties.

happy: I’ll take you to a place I know. Beautiful stuff.
Wear one of my striped shirts tomorrow.

biff: She got gray. Mom got awful old. Gee, I’m gonna
go in to Oliver tomorrow and knock him for a—

happy: Come on up. Tell that to Dad. Let’s give him a
whirl. Come on.

biff [steamed up]: You know, with ten thousand bucks,
boy!

happy [as they go into the living-room]: That’s the talk, Biff,
that’s the first time I’ve heard the old confidence out of you!
[From within the living-room, fading off ] You’re gonna live with
me, kid, and any babe you want just say the word . . . [The
last lines are hardly heard. They are mounting the stairs to their
parents’ bedroom.]

linda [entering her bedroom and addressing willy, who is in
the bathroom. She is straightening the bed for him.] Can you do
anything about the shower? It drips.

willy [ from the bathroom]: All of a sudden everything falls
to pieces! Goddam plumbing, oughta be sued, those people.
I hardly finished putting it in and the thing . . . [His words
rumble off.]

linda: I’m just wondering if Oliver will remember him.
You think he might?

willy [coming out of the bathroom in his pajamas]: Remem-
ber him? What’s the matter with you, you crazy? If he’d’ve
stayed with Oliver he’d be on top by now! Wait’ll Oli-
ver gets a look at him. You don’t know the average caliber
any more. The average young man today—[he is getting into
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bed]—is got a caliber of zero. Greatest thing in the world
for him was to bum around.

[biff and happy enter the bedroom. Slight pause.]
willy [stops short, looking at biff]: Glad to hear it, boy.
happy: He wanted to say good night to you, sport.
willy [to biff]: Yeah. Knock him dead, boy. What’d you

want to tell me?
biff: Just take it easy, Pop. Good night. [He turns to go.]
willy [unable to resist]: And if anything falls off the desk

while you’re talking to him—like a package or something
—don’t you pick it up. They have office boys for that.

linda: I’ll make a big breakfast—
willy: Will you let me finish? [To biff] Tell him you

were in the business in the West. Not farm work.
biff: All right, Dad.
linda: I think everything—
willy [ going right through her speech]: And don’t undersell

yourself. No less than fifteen thousand dollars.
biff [unable to bear him]: Okay. Good night, Mom. [He

starts moving.]
willy: Because you got a greatness in you, Biff, remem-

ber that. You got all kinds a greatness . . . [He lies back,
exhausted. biff walks out.]

linda [calling after biff]: Sleep well, darling!
happy: I’m gonna get married, Mom. I wanted to tell

you.
linda: Go to sleep, dear.
happy [ going]: I just wanted to tell you.
willy: Keep up the good work. [happy exits.] God . . .

remember that Ebbets Field game? The championship of the
city?

linda: Just rest. Should I sing to you?
willy: Yeah. Sing to me. [linda hums a soft lullaby.]

When that team came out—he was the tallest, remember?
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linda: Oh, yes. And in gold.
[biff enters the darkened kitchen, takes a cigarette, and leaves
the house. He comes downstage into a golden pool of light.
He smokes, staring at the night.]
willy: Like a young god. Hercules—something like that.

And the sun, the sun all around him. Remember how he
waved to me? Right up from the field, with the represen-
tatives of three colleges standing by? And the buyers I
brought, and the cheers when he came out—Loman, Lo-
man, Loman! God Almighty, he’ll be great yet. A star like
that, magnificent, can never really fade away!

[The light on willy is fading. The gas heater begins to glow
through the kitchen wall, near the stairs, a blue flame beneath
red coils.]
linda [timidly]: Willy dear, what has he got against you?
willy: I’m so tired. Don’t talk any more.
[biff slowly returns to the kitchen. He stops, stares toward
the heater.]
linda: Will you ask Howard to let you work in New

York?
willy: First thing in the morning. Everything’ll be all

right.
[biff reaches behind the heater and draws out a length of
rubber tubing. He is horrified and turns his head toward wil-
ly’s room, still dimly lit, from which the strains of linda’s
desperate but monotonous humming rise.]
willy [staring through the window into the moonlight]: Gee,

look at the moon moving between the buildings!
[biff wraps the tubing around his hand and quickly goes up
the stairs.]

curtain
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ACT TWO

Music is heard, gay and bright. The curtain rises as the music fades
away.

[willy, in shirt sleeves, is sitting at the kitchen table, sipping
coffee, his hat in his lap. linda is filling his cup when
she can.]
willy: Wonderful coffee. Meal in itself.
linda: Can I make you some eggs?
willy: No. Take a breath.
linda: You look so rested, dear.
willy: I slept like a dead one. First time in months. Imag-

ine, sleeping till ten on a Tuesday morning. Boys left nice
and early, heh?

linda: They were out of here by eight o’clock.
willy: Good work!
linda: It was so thrilling to see them leaving together. I

can’t get over the shaving lotion in this house!
willy [smiling]: Mmm—
linda: Biff was very changed this morning. His whole

attitude seemed to be hopeful. He couldn’t wait to get
downtown to see Oliver.

willy: He’s heading for a change. There’s no question,
there simply are certain men that take longer to get—solid-
ified. How did he dress?

linda: His blue suit. He’s so handsome in that suit. He
could be a—anything in that suit!

[willy gets up from the table. linda holds his jacket
for him.]
willy: There’s no question, no question at all. Gee, on

the way home tonight I’d like to buy some seeds.
linda [laughing]: That’d be wonderful. But not enough

sun gets back there. Nothing’ll grow any more.
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willy: You wait, kid, before it’s all over we’re gonna get
a little place out in the country, and I’ll raise some vegeta-
bles, a couple of chickens . . .

linda: You’ll do it yet, dear.
[willy walks out of his jacket. linda follows him.]
willy: And they’ll get married, and come for a weekend.

I’d build a little guest house. ’Cause I got so many fine tools,
all I’d need would be a little lumber and some peace of
mind.

linda [ joyfully]: I sewed the lining . . .
willy: I could build two guest houses, so they’d both

come. Did he decide how much he’s going to ask Oliver
for?

linda [ getting him into the jacket]: He didn’t mention it,
but I imagine ten or fifteen thousand. You going to talk to
Howard today?

willy: Yeah. I’ll put it to him straight and simple. He’ll
just have to take me off the road.

linda: And Willy, don’t forget to ask for a little advance,
because we’ve got the insurance premium. It’s the grace pe-
riod now.

willy: That’s a hundred . . . ?
linda: A hundred and eight, sixty-eight. Because we’re

a little short again.
willy: Why are we short?
linda: Well, you had the motor job on the car . . .
willy: That goddam Studebaker!
linda: And you got one more payment on the refriger-

ator . . .
willy: But it just broke again!
linda: Well, it’s old, dear.
willy: 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, that son-of-a-bitch.

linda: But, Willy—
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willy: Whoever heard of a Hastings refrigerator? Once
in my life I would like to own something outright before
it’s broken! I’m always in a race with the junkyard! I just
finished paying for the car and it’s on its last legs. The re-
frigerator consumes belts like a goddam maniac. They time
those things. They time them so when you finally paid for
them, they’re used up.

linda [buttoning up his jacket as he unbuttons it]: All told,
about two hundred dollars would carry us, dear. But that
includes the last payment on the mortgage. After this pay-
ment, Willy, the house belongs to us.

willy: It’s twenty-five years!
linda: Biff was nine years old when we bought it.
willy: Well, that’s a great thing. To weather a twenty-

five-year mortgage is—
linda: It’s an accomplishment.
willy: All the cement, the lumber, the reconstruction I

put in this house! There ain’t a crack to be found in it any
more.

linda: Well, it served its purpose.
willy: What purpose? Some stranger’ll come along,

move in, and that’s that. If only Biff would take this house,
and raise a family . . . [He starts to go.] Good-bye, I’m late.

linda [suddenly remembering]: Oh, I forgot! You’re sup-
posed to meet them for dinner.

willy: Me?
linda: At Frank’s Chop House on Forty-eighth near

Sixth Avenue.
willy: Is that so! How about you?
linda: No, just the three of you. They’re gonna blow

you to a big meal!
willy: Don’t say! Who thought of that?
linda: Biff came to me this morning, Willy, and he said,

‘‘Tell Dad, we want to blow him to a big meal.’’ Be there
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six o’clock. You and your two boys are going to have
dinner.

willy: Gee whiz! That’s really somethin’. I’m gonna
knock Howard for a loop, kid. I’ll get an advance, and I’ll
come home with a New York job. Goddammit, now I’m
gonna do it!

linda: Oh, that’s the spirit, Willy!
willy: I will never get behind a wheel the rest of my

life!
linda: It’s changing, Willy, I can feel it changing!
willy: Beyond a question. G’bye, I’m late. [He starts to

go again.]
linda [calling after him as she runs to the kitchen table for a

handkerchief ]: You got your glasses?
willy [ feels for them, then comes back in]: Yeah, yeah, got

my glasses.
linda [ giving him the handkerchief ]: And a handkerchief.
willy: Yeah, handkerchief.
linda: And your saccharine?
willy: Yeah, my saccharine.
linda: Be careful on the subway stairs.
[She kisses him, and a silk stocking is seen hanging from her
hand. willy notices it.]
willy: Will you stop mending stockings? At least while

I’m in the house. It gets me nervous. I can’t tell you. Please.
[linda hides the stocking in her hand as she follows willy
across the forestage in front of the house.]
linda: Remember, Frank’s Chop House.
willy [passing the apron]: Maybe beets would grow out

there.
linda [laughing]: But you tried so many times.
willy: Yeah. Well, don’t work hard today. [He disappears

around the right corner of the house.]
linda: Be careful!
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[As willy vanishes, linda waves to him. Suddenly the
phone rings. She runs across the stage and into the kitchen
and lifts it.]
linda: Hello? Oh, Biff ! I’m so glad you called, I just . . .

Yes, sure, I just told him. Yes, he’ll be there for dinner at
six o’clock, I didn’t forget. Listen, I was just dying to tell
you. You know that little rubber pipe I told you about? That
he connected to the gas heater? I finally decided to go down
the cellar this morning and take it away and destroy it. But
it’s gone! Imagine? He took it away himself, it isn’t there!
[She listens.] When? Oh, then you took it. Oh—nothing,
it’s just that I’d hoped he’d taken it away himself. Oh, I’m
not worried, darling, because this morning he left in such
high spirits, it was like the old days! I’m not afraid any more.
Did Mr. Oliver see you? . . . Well, you wait there then.
And make a nice impression on him, darling. Just don’t per-
spire too much before you see him. And have a nice time
with Dad. He may have big news too! . . . That’s right, a
New York job. And be sweet to him tonight, dear. Be lov-
ing to him. Because he’s only a little boat looking for a
harbor. [She is trembling with sorrow and joy.] Oh, that’s won-
derful, Biff, you’ll save his life. Thanks, darling. Just put your
arm around him when he comes into the restaurant. Give
him a smile. That’s the boy . . . Good-bye, dear . . . You
got your comb? . . . That’s fine. Good-bye, Biff dear.

[In the middle of her speech, howard wagner, thirty-six,
wheels on a small typewriter table on which is a wire-recording
machine and proceeds to plug it in. This is on the left
forestage. Light slowly fades on linda as it rises on how-
ard. howard is intent on threading the machine and only
glances over his shoulder as willy appears.]
willy: Pst! Pst!
howard: Hello, Willy, come in.
willy: Like to have a little talk with you, Howard.
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howard: Sorry to keep you waiting. I’ll be with you in
a minute.

willy: What’s that, Howard?
howard: Didn’t you ever see one of these? Wire re-

corder.
willy: Oh. Can we talk a minute?
howard: Records things. Just got delivery yesterday.

Been driving me crazy, the most terrific machine I ever saw
in my life. I was up all night with it.

willy: What do you do with it?
howard: I bought it for dictation, but you can do any-

thing with it. Listen to this. I had it home last night. Listen
to what I picked up. The first one is my daughter. Get this.
[He flicks the switch and ‘‘Roll out the Barrel’’ is heard being
whistled.] Listen to that kid whistle.

willy: That is lifelike, isn’t it?
howard: Seven years old. Get that tone.
willy: Ts, ts. Like to ask a little favor if you . . .
[The whistling breaks off, and the voice of howard’s
daughter is heard.]
his daughter: ‘‘Now you, Daddy.’’
howard: She’s crazy for me! [Again the same song is whis-

tled.] That’s me! Ha! [He winks.]
willy: You’re very good!
[The whistling breaks off again. The machine runs silent for
a moment.]
howard: Sh! Get this now, this is my son.
his son: ‘‘The capital of Alabama is Montgomery; the

capital of Arizona is Phoenix; the capital of Arkansas is Little
Rock; the capital of California is Sacramento . . .’’ [and on,
and on.]

howard [holding up five fingers]: Five years old, Willy!
willy: He’ll make an announcer some day!
his son [continuing]: ‘‘The capital . . .’’
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howard: Get that—alphabetical order! [The machine
breaks off suddenly.] Wait a minute. The maid kicked the
plug out.

willy: It certainly is a—
howard: Sh, for God’s sake!
his son: ‘‘It’s nine o’clock, Bulova watch time. So I have

to go to sleep.’’
willy: That really is—
howard: Wait a minute! The next is my wife.
[They wait.]
howard’s voice: ‘‘Go on, say something.’’ [Pause.]

‘‘Well, you gonna talk?’’
his wife: ‘‘I can’t think of anything.’’
howard’s voice: ‘‘Well, talk—it’s turning.’’
his wife [shyly, beaten]: ‘‘Hello.’’ [Silence.] ‘‘Oh, Howard,

I can’t talk into this . . .’’
howard [snapping the machine off ]: That was my wife.
willy: That is a wonderful machine. Can we—
howard: I tell you, Willy, I’m gonna take my camera,

and my bandsaw, and all my hobbies, and out they go. This
is the most fascinating relaxation I ever found.

willy: I think I’ll get one myself.
howard: Sure, they’re only a hundred and a half. You

can’t do without it. Supposing you wanna hear Jack Benny,
see? But you can’t be at home at that hour. So you tell the
maid to turn the radio on when Jack Benny comes on, and
this automatically goes on with the radio . . .

willy: And when you come home you . . .
howard: You can come home twelve o’clock, one

o’clock, any time you like, and you get yourself a Coke and
sit yourself down, throw the switch, and there’s Jack Benny’s
program in the middle of the night!

willy: I’m definitely going to get one. Because lots of
time I’m on the road, and I think to myself, what I must be
missing on the radio!
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howard: Don’t you have a radio in the car?
willy: Well, yeah, but who ever thinks of turning it on?
howard: Say, aren’t you supposed to be in Boston?
willy: That’s what I want to talk to you about, Howard.

You got a minute? [He draws a chair in from the wing.]
howard: What happened? What’re you doing here?
willy: Well . . .
howard: You didn’t crack up again, did you?
willy: Oh, no. No . . .
howard: Geez, you had me worried there for a minute.

What’s the trouble?
willy: Well, tell you the truth, Howard. I’ve come to

the decision that I’d rather not travel any more.
howard: Not travel! Well, what’ll you do?
willy: Remember, Christmas time, when you had the

party here? You said you’d try to think of some spot for me
here in town.

howard: With us?
willy: Well, sure.
howard: Oh, yeah, yeah. I remember. Well, I couldn’t

think of anything for you, Willy.
willy: I tell ya, Howard. The kids are all grown up,

y’know. I don’t need much any more. If I could take
home—well, sixty-five dollars a week, I could swing it.

howard: Yeah, but Willy, see I—
willy: I tell ya why, Howard. Speaking frankly and be-

tween the two of us, y’know—I’m just a little tired.
howard: Oh, I could understand that, Willy. But you’re

a road man, Willy, and we do a road business. We’ve only
got a half-dozen salesmen on the floor here.

willy: God knows, Howard, I never asked a favor of any
man. But I was with the firm when your father used to carry
you in here in his arms.

howard: I know that, Willy, but—
willy: Your father came to me the day you were born
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and asked me what I thought of the name of Howard, may
he rest in peace.

howard: I appreciate that, Willy, but there just is no spot
here for you. If I had a spot I’d slam you right in, but I just
don’t have a single solitary spot.

[He looks for his lighter. willy has picked it up and gives
it to him. Pause.]
willy [with increasing anger]: Howard, all I need to set my

table is fifty dollars a week.
howard: But where am I going to put you, kid?
willy: Look, it isn’t a question of whether I can sell

merchandise, is it?
howard: No, but it’s a business, kid, and everybody’s

gotta pull his own weight.
willy [desperately]: Just let me tell you a story, How-

ard—
howard: ’Cause you gotta admit, business is business.
willy [angrily]: Business is definitely business, but just lis-

ten for a minute. You don’t understand this. When I was a
boy—eighteen, nineteen—I was already on the road. And
there was a question in my mind as to whether selling had
a future for me. Because in those days I had a yearning to
go to Alaska. See, there were three gold strikes in one month
in Alaska, and I felt like going out. Just for the ride, you
might say.

howard [barely interested]: Don’t say.
willy: Oh, yeah, my father lived many years in Alaska.

He was an adventurous man. We’ve got quite a little streak
of self-reliance in our family. I thought I’d go out with my
older brother and try to locate him, and maybe settle in the
North with the old man. And I was almost decided to go,
when I met a salesman in the Parker House. His name was
Dave Singleman. And he was eighty-four years old, and he’d
drummed merchandise in thirty-one states. And old Dave,
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he’d go up to his room, y’understand, put on his green vel-
vet slippers—I’ll never forget—and pick up his phone and
call the buyers, and without ever leaving his room, at the
age of eighty-four, he made his living. And when I saw that,
I realized that selling was the greatest career a man could
want. ’Cause what could be more satisfying than to be able
to go, at the age of eighty-four, into twenty or thirty dif-
ferent cities, and pick up a phone, and be remembered and
loved and helped by so many different people? Do you
know? when he died—and by the way he died the death of
a salesman, in his green velvet slippers in the smoker of the
New York, New Haven, and Hartford, going into Boston
—when he died, hundreds of salesmen and buyers were at
his funeral. Things were sad on a lotta trains for months after
that. [He stands up. howard has not looked at him.] In those
days there was personality in it, Howard. There was respect,
and comradeship, and gratitude in it. Today, it’s all cut and
dried, and there’s no chance for bringing friendship to bear
—or personality. You see what I mean? They don’t know
me any more.

howard [moving away, to the right]: That’s just the thing,
Willy.

willy: If I had forty dollars a week—that’s all I’d need.
Forty dollars, Howard.

howard: Kid, I can’t take blood from a stone, I—
willy [desperation is on him now]: Howard, the year Al

Smith was nominated, your father came to me and—
howard [starting to go off ]: I’ve got to see some peo-

ple, kid.
willy [stopping him]: I’m talking about your father! There

were promises made across this desk! You mustn’t tell me
you’ve got people to see—I put thirty-four years into this
firm, Howard, and now I can’t pay my insurance! You can’t
eat the orange and throw the peel away—a man is not a
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piece of fruit! [After a pause] Now pay attention. Your
father—in 1928 I had a big year. I averaged a hundred and
seventy dollars a week in commissions.

howard [impatiently]: Now, Willy, you never aver-
aged—

willy [banging his hand on the desk]: I averaged a hundred
and seventy dollars a week in the year of 1928! And your
father came to me—or rather, I was in the office here—
it was right over this desk—and he put his hand on my
shoulder—

howard [ getting up]: You’ll have to excuse me, Willy, I
gotta see some people. Pull yourself together. [Going out] I’ll
be back in a little while.

[On howard’s exit, the light on his chair grows very bright
and strange.]
willy: Pull myself together! What the hell did I say to

him? My God, I was yelling at him! How could I! [willy
breaks off, staring at the light, which occupies the chair, animating
it. He approaches this chair, standing across the desk from it.]
Frank, Frank, don’t you remember what you told me that
time? How you put your hand on my shoulder, and Frank
. . . [He leans on the desk and as he speaks the dead man’s name
he accidentally switches on the recorder, and instantly—]

howard’s son: ‘‘. . . of New York is Albany. The capital
of Ohio is Cincinnati, the capital of Rhode Island is . . .’’
[The recitation continues.]

willy [leaping away with fright, shouting]: Ha! Howard!
Howard! Howard!

howard [rushing in]: What happened?
willy [pointing at the machine, which continues nasally, child-

ishly, with the capital cities]: Shut it off ! Shut it off !
howard [ pulling the plug out]: Look, Willy . . .
willy [ pressing his hands to his eyes]: I gotta get myself

some coffee. I’ll get some coffee . . .
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[willy starts to walk out. howard stops him.]
howard [rolling up the cord ]: Willy, look . . .
willy: I’ll go to Boston.
howard: Willy, you can’t go to Boston for us.
willy: Why can’t I go?
howard: I don’t want you to represent us. I’ve been

meaning to tell you for a long time now.
willy: Howard, are you firing me?
howard: I think you need a good long rest, Willy.
willy: Howard—
howard: And when you feel better, come back, and

we’ll see if we can work something out.
willy: But I gotta earn money, Howard. I’m in no po-

sition to—
howard: Where are your sons? Why don’t your sons

give you a hand?
willy: They’re working on a very big deal.
howard: This is no time for false pride, Willy. You go

to your sons and you tell them that you’re tired. You’ve got
two great boys, haven’t you?

willy: Oh, no question, no question, but in the mean-
time . . .

howard: Then that’s that, heh?
willy: All right, I’ll go to Boston tomorrow.
howard: No, no.
willy: I can’t throw myself on my sons. I’m not a cripple!
howard: Look, kid, I’m busy this morning.
willy [ grasping howard’s arm]: Howard, you’ve got to

let me go to Boston!
howard [hard, keeping himself under control]: I’ve got a line

of people to see this morning. Sit down, take five minutes,
and pull yourself together, and then go home, will ya? I need
the office, Willy. [He starts to go, turns, remembering the recorder,
starts to push off the table holding the recorder.] Oh, yeah. When-
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ever you can this week, stop by and drop off the samples.
You’ll feel better, Willy, and then come back and we’ll talk.
Pull yourself together, kid, there’s people outside.

[howard exits, pushing the table off left. willy stares into
space, exhausted. Now the music is heard—ben’s music—
first distantly, then closer, closer. As willy speaks, ben
enters from the right. He carries valise and umbrella.]
willy: Oh, Ben, how did you do it? What is the answer?

Did you wind up the Alaska deal already?
ben: Doesn’t take much time if you know what you’re

doing. Just a short business trip. Boarding ship in an hour.
Wanted to say good-bye.

willy: Ben, I’ve got to talk to you.
ben [ glancing at his watch]: Haven’t the time, William.
willy [crossing the apron to ben]: Ben, nothing’s working

out. I don’t know what to do.
ben: Now, look here, William. I’ve bought timberland

in Alaska and I need a man to look after things for me.
willy: God, timberland! Me and my boys in those grand

outdoors!
ben: You’ve a new continent at your doorstep, William.

Get out of these cities, they’re full of talk and time payments
and courts of law. Screw on your fists and you can fight for
a fortune up there.

willy: Yes, yes! Linda, Linda!
[linda enters as of old, with the wash.]
linda: Oh, you’re back?
ben: I haven’t much time.
willy: No, wait! Linda, he’s got a proposition for me in

Alaska.
linda: But you’ve got—[To ben] He’s got a beautiful

job here.
willy: But in Alaska, kid, I could—
linda: You’re doing well enough, Willy!
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ben [to linda]: Enough for what, my dear?
linda [ frightened of ben and angry at him]: Don’t say those

things to him! Enough to be happy right here, right now.
[To willy, while ben laughs] Why must everybody conquer
the world? You’re well liked, and the boys love you, and
someday—[to ben]—why, old man Wagner told him just
the other day that if he keeps it up he’ll be a member of the
firm, didn’t he, Willy?

willy: Sure, sure. I am building something with this firm,
Ben, and if a man is building something he must be on the
right track, mustn’t he?

ben: What are you building? Lay your hand on it. Where
is it?

willy [hesitantly]: That’s true, Linda, there’s nothing.
linda: Why? [To ben] There’s a man eighty-four years

old—
willy: That’s right, Ben, that’s right. When I look at that

man I say, what is there to worry about?
ben: Bah!
willy: It’s true, Ben. All he has to do is go into any city,

pick up the phone, and he’s making his living and you
know why?

ben [picking up his valise]: I’ve got to go.
willy [holding ben back]: Look at this boy!
[biff, in his high school sweater, enters carrying suitcase.
happy carries biff’s shoulder guards, gold helmet, and foot-
ball pants.]
willy: Without a penny to his name, three great uni-

versities are begging for him, and from there the sky’s the
limit, because it’s not what you do, Ben. It’s who you know
and the smile on your face! It’s contacts, Ben, contacts! The
whole wealth of Alaska passes over the lunch table at the
Commodore Hotel, and that’s the wonder, the wonder of
this country, that a man can end with diamonds here on the
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basis of being liked! [He turns to biff.] And that’s why when
you get out on that field today it’s important. Because
thousands of people will be rooting for you and loving you.
[To ben, who has again begun to leave] And Ben! when he
walks into a business office his name will sound out like a
bell and all the doors will open to him! I’ve seen it, Ben,
I’ve seen it a thousand times! You can’t feel it with your
hand like timber, but it’s there!

ben: Good-bye, William.
willy: Ben, am I right? Don’t you think I’m right? I

value your advice.
ben: There’s a new continent at your doorstep, William.

You could walk out rich. Rich! [He is gone.]
willy: We’ll do it here, Ben! You hear me? We’re gonna

do it here!
[Young bernard rushes in. The gay music of the boys is
heard.]
bernard: Oh, gee, I was afraid you left already!
willy: Why? What time is it?
bernard: It’s half-past one!
willy: Well, come on, everybody! Ebbets Field next

stop! Where’s the pennants? [He rushes through the wall-line of
the kitchen and out into the living-room.]

linda [to biff]: Did you pack fresh underwear?
biff [who has been limbering up]: I want to go!
bernard: Biff, I’m carrying your helmet, ain’t I?
happy: No, I’m carrying the helmet.
bernard: Oh, Biff, you promised me.
happy: I’m carrying the helmet.
bernard: How am I going to get in the locker room?
linda: Let him carry the shoulder guards. [She puts her

coat and hat on in the kitchen.]
bernard: Can I, Biff ? ’Cause I told everybody I’m going

to be in the locker room.
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happy: In Ebbets Field it’s the clubhouse.
bernard: I meant the clubhouse. Biff !
happy: Biff !
biff [ grandly, after a slight pause]: Let him carry the shoul-

der guards.
happy [as he gives bernard the shoulder guards]: Stay close

to us now.
[willy rushes in with the pennants.]
willy [handing them out]: Everybody wave when Biff

comes out on the field. [happy and bernard run off.] You
set now, boy?

[The music has died away.]
biff: Ready to go, Pop. Every muscle is ready.
willy [at the edge of the apron]: You realize what this

means?
biff: That’s right, Pop.
willy [ feeling biff’s muscles]: You’re comin’ home this

afternoon captain of the All-Scholastic Championship Team
of the City of New York.

biff: I got it, Pop. And remember, pal, when I take off
my helmet, that touchdown is for you.

willy: Let’s go! [He is starting out, with his arm around biff,
when charley enters, as of old, in knickers.] I got no room for
you, Charley.

charley: Room? For what?
willy: In the car.
charley: You goin’ for a ride? I wanted to shoot some

casino.
willy [ furiously]: Casino! [Incredulously] Don’t you realize

what today is?
linda: Oh, he knows, Willy. He’s just kidding you.
willy: That’s nothing to kid about!
charley: No. Linda, what’s goin’ on?
linda: He’s playing in Ebbets Field.



D E A T H O F A S A L E S M A N68

charley: Baseball in this weather?
willy: Don’t talk to him. Come on, come on! [He is

pushing them out.]
charley: Wait a minute, didn’t you hear the news?
willy: What?
charley: Don’t you listen to the radio? Ebbets Field just

blew up.
willy: You go to hell! [charley laughs. Pushing them out]

Come on, come on! We’re late.
charley [as they go]: Knock a homer, Biff, knock a

homer!
willy [the last to leave, turning to charley]: I don’t think

that was funny, Charley. This is the greatest day of his life.
charley: Willy, when are you going to grow up?
willy: Yeah, heh? When this game is over, Charley,

you’ll be laughing out of the other side of your face. They’ll
be calling him another Red Grange. Twenty-five thousand
a year.

charley [kidding]: Is that so?
willy: Yeah, that’s so.
charley: Well, then, I’m sorry, Willy. But tell me some-

thing.
willy: What?
charley: Who is Red Grange?
willy: Put up your hands. Goddam you, put up your

hands!
[charley, chuckling, shakes his head and walks away,
around the left corner of the stage. willy follows him. The
music rises to a mocking frenzy.]
willy: Who the hell do you think you are, better than

everybody else? You don’t know everything, you big, ig-
norant, stupid . . . Put up your hands!

[Light rises, on the right side of the forestage, on a small table
in the reception room of charley’s office. Traffic sounds are
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heard. bernard, now mature, sits whistling to himself. A
pair of tennis rackets and an overnight bag are on the floor
beside him.]
willy [offstage]: What are you walking away for? Don’t

walk away! If you’re going to say something say it to my
face! I know you laugh at me behind my back. You’ll laugh
out of the other side of your goddam face after this game.
Touchdown! Touchdown! Eighty thousand people! Touch-
down! Right between the goal posts.

[bernard is a quiet, earnest, but self-assured young man.
willy’s voice is coming from right upstage now. bernard
lowers his feet off the table and listens. jenny, his father’s
secretary, enters.]
jenny [distressed ]: Say, Bernard, will you go out in the

hall?
bernard: What is that noise? Who is it?
jenny: Mr. Loman. He just got off the elevator.
bernard [ getting up]: Who’s he arguing with?
jenny: Nobody. There’s nobody with him. I can’t deal

with him any more, and your father gets all upset everytime
he comes. I’ve got a lot of typing to do, and your father’s
waiting to sign it. Will you see him?

willy [entering]: Touchdown! Touch—[He sees jenny.]
Jenny, Jenny, good to see you. How’re ya? Workin’? Or still
honest?

jenny: Fine. How’ve you been feeling?
willy: Not much any more, Jenny. Ha, ha! [He is sur-

prised to see the rackets.]
bernard: Hello, Uncle Willy.
willy [almost shocked]: Bernard! Well, look who’s here!
[He comes quickly, guiltily, to bernard and warmly shakes
his hand.]
bernard: How are you? Good to see you.
willy: What are you doing here?
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bernard: Oh, just stopped by to see Pop. Get off my
feet till my train leaves. I’m going to Washington in a few
minutes.

willy: Is he in?
bernard: Yes, he’s in his office with the accountant. Sit

down.
willy [sitting down]: What’re you going to do in Wash-

ington?
bernard: Oh, just a case I’ve got there, Willy.
willy: That so? [Indicating the rackets] You going to play

tennis there?
bernard: I’m staying with a friend who’s got a court.
willy: Don’t say. His own tennis court. Must be fine

people, I bet.
bernard: They are, very nice. Dad tells me Biff ’s in

town.
willy [with a big smile]: Yeah, Biff ’s in. Working on a

very big deal, Bernard.
bernard: What’s Biff doing?
willy: Well, he’s been doing very big things in the West.

But he decided to establish himself here. Very big. We’re
having dinner. Did I hear your wife had a boy?

bernard: That’s right. Our second.
willy: Two boys! What do you know!
bernard: What kind of a deal has Biff got?
willy: Well, Bill Oliver—very big sporting-goods man

—he wants Biff very badly. Called him in from the West.
Long distance, carte blanche, special deliveries. Your friends
have their own private tennis court?

bernard: You still with the old firm, Willy?
willy [after a pause]: I’m—I’m overjoyed to see how you

made the grade, Bernard, overjoyed. It’s an encouraging
thing to see a young man really—really—Looks very good
for Biff—very—[He breaks off, then] Bernard—[He is so full
of emotion, he breaks off again.]
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bernard: What is it, Willy?
willy [small and alone]: What—what’s the secret?
bernard: What secret?
willy: How—how did you? Why didn’t he ever

catch on?
bernard: I wouldn’t know that, Willy.
willy [confidentially, desperately]: You were his friend, his

boyhood friend. There’s something I don’t understand about
it. His life ended after that Ebbets Field game. From the age
of seventeen nothing good ever happened to him.

bernard: He never trained himself for anything.
willy: But he did, he did. After high school he took so

many correspondence courses. Radio mechanics; television;
God knows what, and never made the slightest mark.

bernard [taking off his glasses]: Willy, do you want to talk
candidly?

willy [rising, faces bernard]: I regard you as a very bril-
liant man, Bernard. I value your advice.

bernard: Oh, the hell with the advice, Willy. I couldn’t
advise you. There’s just one thing I’ve always wanted to ask
you. When he was supposed to graduate, and the math
teacher flunked him—

willy: Oh, that son-of-a-bitch ruined his life.
bernard: Yeah, but, Willy, all he had to do was to go

to summer school and make up that subject.
willy: That’s right, that’s right.
bernard: Did you tell him not to go to summer school?
willy: Me? I begged him to go. I ordered him to go!
bernard: Then why wouldn’t he go?
willy: Why? Why! Bernard, that question has been trail-

ing me like a ghost for the last fifteen years. He flunked the
subject, and laid down and died like a hammer hit him!

bernard: Take it easy, kid.
willy: Let me talk to you—I got nobody to talk to.

Bernard, Bernard, was it my fault? Y’see? It keeps going
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around in my mind, maybe I did something to him. I got
nothing to give him.

bernard: Don’t take it so hard.
willy: Why did he lay down? What is the story there?

You were his friend!
bernard: Willy, I remember, it was June, and our grades

came out. And he’d flunked math.
willy: That son-of-a-bitch!
bernard: No, it wasn’t right then. Biff just got very an-

gry, I remember, and he was ready to enroll in summer
school.

willy [surprised ]: He was?
bernard: He wasn’t beaten by it at all. But then, Willy,

he disappeared from the block for almost a month. And I
got the idea that he’d gone up to New England to see you.
Did he have a talk with you then?

[willy stares in silence.]
bernard: Willy?
willy [with a strong edge of resentment in his voice]: Yeah,

he came to Boston. What about it?
bernard: Well, just that when he came back—I’ll never

forget this, it always mystifies me. Because I’d thought so
well of Biff, even though he’d always taken advantage of
me. I loved him, Willy, y’know? And he came back after
that month and took his sneakers—remember those sneakers
with ‘‘University of Virginia’’ printed on them? He was so
proud of those, wore them every day. And he took them
down in the cellar, and burned them up in the furnace. We
had a fist fight. It lasted at least half an hour. Just the two
of us, punching each other down the cellar, and crying right
through it. I’ve often thought of how strange it was that I
knew he’d given up his life. What happened in Boston,
Willy?

[willy looks at him as at an intruder.]
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bernard: I just bring it up because you asked me.
willy [angrily]: Nothing. What do you mean, ‘‘What

happened?’’ What’s that got to do with anything?
bernard: Well, don’t get sore.
willy: What are you trying to do, blame it on me? If a

boy lays down is that my fault?
bernard: Now, Willy, don’t get—
willy: Well, don’t—don’t talk to me that way! What

does that mean, ‘‘What happened?’’
[charley enters. He is in his vest, and he carries a bottle
of bourbon.]
charley: Hey, you’re going to miss that train. [He waves

the bottle.]
bernard: Yeah, I’m going. [He takes the bottle.] Thanks,

Pop. [He picks up his rackets and bag.] Good-bye, Willy, and
don’t worry about it. You know, ‘‘If at first you don’t suc-
ceed . . .’’

willy: Yes, I believe in that.
bernard: But sometimes, Willy, it’s better for a man just

to walk away.
willy: Walk away?
bernard: That’s right.
willy: But if you can’t walk away?
bernard [after a slight pause]: I guess that’s when it’s

tough.
[Extending his hand] Good-bye, Willy.
willy [shaking bernard’s hand]: Good-bye, boy.
charley [an arm on bernard’s shoulder]: How do you

like this kid? Gonna argue a case in front of the Supreme
Court.

bernard [protesting]: Pop!
willy [ genuinely shocked, pained, and happy]: No! The Su-

preme Court!
bernard: I gotta run. ’Bye, Dad!
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charley: Knock ’em dead, Bernard!
[bernard goes off.]
willy [as charley takes out his wallet]: The Supreme

Court! And he didn’t even mention it!
charley [counting out money on the desk]: He don’t have

to—he’s gonna do it.
willy: And you never told him what to do, did you?

You never took any interest in him.
charley: My salvation is that I never took any interest

in anything. There’s some money—fifty dollars. I got an
accountant inside.

willy: Charley, look . . . [With difficulty] I got my in-
surance to pay. If you can manage it—I need a hundred and
ten dollars.

[charley doesn’t reply for a moment; merely stops moving.]
willy: I’d draw it from my bank but Linda would know,

and I . . .
charley: Sit down, Willy.
willy [moving toward the chair]: I’m keeping an account of

everything, remember. I’ll pay every penny back. [He sits.]
charley: Now listen to me, Willy.
willy: I want you to know I appreciate . . .
charley [sitting down on the table]: Willy, what’re you

doin’? What the hell is goin’ on in your head?
willy: Why? I’m simply . . .
charley: I offered you a job. You can make fifty dollars

a week. And I won’t send you on the road.
willy: I’ve got a job.
charley: Without pay? What kind of a job is a job with-

out pay? [He rises.] Now, look, kid, enough is enough. I’m
no genius but I know when I’m being insulted.

willy: Insulted!
charley: Why don’t you want to work for me?
willy: What’s the matter with you? I’ve got a job.
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charley: Then what’re you walkin’ in here every
week for?

willy [ getting up]: Well, if you don’t want me to walk
in here—

charley: I am offering you a job.
willy: I don’t want your goddam job!
charley: When the hell are you going to grow up?
willy [ furiously]: You big ignoramus, if you say that to

me again I’ll rap you one! I don’t care how big you are!
[He’s ready to fight.]

[Pause.]
charley [kindly, going to him]: How much do you need,

Willy?
willy: Charley, I’m strapped, I’m strapped. I don’t know

what to do. I was just fired.
charley: Howard fired you?
willy: That snotnose. Imagine that? I named him. I

named him Howard.
charley: Willy, when’re you gonna realize that them

things don’t mean anything? You named him Howard, but
you can’t sell that. The only thing you got in this world is
what you can sell. And the funny thing is that you’re a
salesman, and you don’t know that.

willy: I’ve always tried to think otherwise, I guess. I
always felt that if a man was impressive, and well liked, that
nothing—

charley: Why must everybody like you? Who liked
J. P. Morgan? Was he impressive? In a Turkish bath he’d
look like a butcher. But with his pockets on he was very
well liked. Now listen, Willy, I know you don’t like me,
and nobody can say I’m in love with you, but I’ll give you
a job because—just for the hell of it, put it that way. Now
what do you say?

willy: I—I just can’t work for you, Charley.
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charley: What’re you, jealous of me?
willy: I can’t work for you, that’s all, don’t ask me why.
charley [angered, takes out more bills]: You been jealous

of me all your life, you damned fool! Here, pay your insur-
ance. [He puts the money in willy’s hand.]

willy: I’m keeping strict accounts.
charley: I’ve got some work to do. Take care of your-

self. And pay your insurance.
willy [moving to the right]: Funny, y’know? After all the

highways, and the trains, and the appointments, and the
years, you end up worth more dead than alive.

charley: Willy, nobody’s worth nothin’ dead. [After a
slight pause] Did you hear what I said?

[willy stands still, dreaming.]
charley: Willy!
willy: Apologize to Bernard for me when you see him.

I didn’t mean to argue with him. He’s a fine boy. They’re
all fine boys, and they’ll end up big—all of them. Someday
they’ll all play tennis together. Wish me luck, Charley. He
saw Bill Oliver today.

charley: Good luck.
willy [on the verge of tears]: Charley, you’re the only friend

I got. Isn’t that a remarkable thing? [He goes out.]
charley: Jesus!
[charley stares after him a moment and follows. All light
blacks out. Suddenly raucous music is heard, and a red glow
rises behind the screen at right. stanley, a young waiter,
appears, carrying a table, followed by happy, who is carrying
two chairs.]
stanley [ putting the table down]: That’s all right, Mr. Lo-

man, I can handle it myself. [He turns and takes the chairs from
happy and places them at the table.]

happy [ glancing around]: Oh, this is better.
stanley: Sure, in the front there you’re in the middle of
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all kinds a noise. Whenever you got a party, Mr. Loman,
you just tell me and I’ll put you back here. Y’know, there’s
a lotta people they don’t like it private, because when they
go out they like to see a lotta action around them because
they’re sick and tired to stay in the house by theirself. But
I know you, you ain’t from Hackensack. You know what I
mean?

happy [sitting down]: So how’s it coming, Stanley?
stanley: Ah, it’s a dog’s life. I only wish during the war

they’d a took me in the Army. I coulda been dead by now.
happy: My brother’s back, Stanley.
stanley: Oh, he come back, heh? From the Far West.
happy: Yeah, big cattle man, my brother, so treat him

right. And my father’s coming too.
stanley: Oh, your father too!
happy: You got a couple of nice lobsters?
stanley: Hundred percent, big.
happy: I want them with the claws.
stanley: Don’t worry, I don’t give you no mice. [happy

laughs.] How about some wine? It’ll put a head on the meal.
happy: No. You remember, Stanley, that recipe I brought

you from overseas? With the champagne in it?
stanley: Oh, yeah, sure. I still got it tacked up yet in

the kitchen. But that’ll have to cost a buck apiece anyways.
happy: That’s all right.
stanley: What’d you, hit a number or somethin’?
happy: No, it’s a little celebration. My brother is—I think

he pulled off a big deal today. I think we’re going into busi-
ness together.

stanley: Great! That’s the best for you. Because a family
business, you know what I mean?—that’s the best.

happy: That’s what I think.
stanley: ’Cause what’s the difference? Somebody steals?

It’s in the family. Know what I mean? [Sotto voce] Like this
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bartender here. The boss is goin’ crazy what kinda leak he’s
got in the cash register. You put it in but it don’t come out.

happy [raising his head ]: Sh!
stanley: What?
happy: You notice I wasn’t lookin’ right or left, was I?
stanley: No.
happy: And my eyes are closed.
stanley: So what’s the—?
happy: Strudel’s comin’.
stanley [catching on, looks around ]: Ah, no, there’s no—
[He breaks off as a furred, lavishly dressed girl enters and sits
at the next table. Both follow her with their eyes.]
stanley: Geez, how’d ya know?
happy: I got radar or something. [Staring directly at her

profile] Oooooooo . . . Stanley.
stanley: I think that’s for you, Mr. Loman.
happy: Look at that mouth. Oh, God. And the binoc-

ulars.
stanley: Geez, you got a life, Mr. Loman.
happy: Wait on her.
stanley [ going to the girl’s table]: Would you like a menu,

ma’am?
girl: I’m expecting someone, but I’d like a—
happy: Why don’t you bring her—excuse me, miss, do

you mind? I sell champagne, and I’d like you to try my
brand. Bring her a champagne, Stanley.

girl: That’s awfully nice of you.
happy: Don’t mention it. It’s all company money. [He

laughs.]
girl: That’s a charming product to be selling, isn’t it?
happy: Oh, gets to be like everything else. Selling is sell-

ing, y’know.
girl: I suppose.
happy: You don’t happen to sell, do you?
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girl: No, I don’t sell.
happy: Would you object to a compliment from a

stranger? You ought to be on a magazine cover.
girl [looking at him a little archly]: I have been.
[stanley comes in with a glass of champagne.]
happy: What’d I say before, Stanley? You see? She’s a

cover girl.
stanley: Oh, I could see, I could see.
happy [to the girl]: What magazine?
girl: Oh, a lot of them. [She takes the drink.] Thank you.
happy: You know what they say in France, don’t you?

‘‘Champagne is the drink of the complexion’’—Hya, Biff !
[biff has entered and sits with happy.]
biff: Hello, kid. Sorry I’m late.
happy: I just got here. Uh, Miss—?
girl: Forsythe.
happy: Miss Forsythe, this is my brother.
biff: Is Dad here?
happy: His name is Biff. You might’ve heard of him.

Great football player.
girl: Really? What team?
happy: Are you familiar with football?
girl: No, I’m afraid I’m not.
happy: Biff is quarterback with the New York Giants.
girl: Well, that is nice, isn’t it? [She drinks.]
happy: Good health.
girl: I’m happy to meet you.
happy: That’s my name. Hap. It’s really Harold, but at

West Point they called me Happy.
girl [now really impressed]: Oh, I see. How do you do?

[She turns her profile.]
biff: Isn’t Dad coming?
happy: You want her?
biff: Oh, I could never make that.
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happy: I remember the time that idea would never come
into your head. Where’s the old confidence, Biff ?

biff: I just saw Oliver—
happy: Wait a minute. I’ve got to see that old confidence

again. Do you want her? She’s on call.
biff: Oh, no. [He turns to look at the girl.]
happy: I’m telling you. Watch this. [Turning to the girl]

Honey? [She turns to him.] Are you busy?
girl: Well, I am . . . but I could make a phone call.
happy: Do that, will you, honey? And see if you can get

a friend. We’ll be here for a while. Biff is one of the greatest
football players in the country.

girl [standing up]: Well, I’m certainly happy to meet you.
happy: Come back soon.
girl: I’ll try.
happy: Don’t try, honey, try hard.
[The girl exits. stanley follows, shaking his head in be-
wildered admiration.]
happy: Isn’t that a shame now? A beautiful girl like that?

That’s why I can’t get married. There’s not a good woman
in a thousand. New York is loaded with them, kid!

biff: Hap, look—
happy: I told you she was on call!
biff [strangely unnerved ]: Cut it out, will ya? I want to say

something to you.
happy: Did you see Oliver?
biff: I saw him all right. Now look, I want to tell Dad a

couple of things and I want you to help me.
happy: What? Is he going to back you?
biff: Are you crazy? You’re out of your goddam head,

you know that?
happy: Why? What happened?
biff [breathlessly]: I did a terrible thing today, Hap. It’s

been the strangest day I ever went through. I’m all numb, I
swear.
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happy: You mean he wouldn’t see you?
biff: Well, I waited six hours for him, see? All day. Kept

sending my name in. Even tried to date his secretary so she’d
get me to him, but no soap.

happy: Because you’re not showin’ the old confidence,
Biff. He remembered you, didn’t he?

biff [stopping happy with a gesture]: Finally, about five
o’clock, he comes out. Didn’t remember who I was or any-
thing. I felt like such an idiot, Hap.

happy: Did you tell him my Florida idea?
biff: He walked away. I saw him for one minute. I got

so mad I could’ve torn the walls down! How the hell did I
ever get the idea I was a salesman there? I even believed
myself that I’d been a salesman for him! And then he gave
me one look and—I realized what a ridiculous lie my whole
life has been. We’ve been talking in a dream for fifteen years.
I was a shipping clerk.

happy: What’d you do?
biff [with great tension and wonder]: Well, he left, see. And

the secretary went out. I was all alone in the waiting-room.
I don’t know what came over me, Hap. The next thing I
know I’m in his office—paneled walls, everything. I can’t
explain it. I—Hap, I took his fountain pen.

happy: Geez, did he catch you?
biff: I ran out. I ran down all eleven flights. I ran and

ran and ran.
happy: That was an awful dumb—what’d you do that

for?
biff [agonized ]: I don’t know, I just—wanted to take

something, I don’t know. You gotta help me, Hap, I’m
gonna tell Pop.

happy: You crazy? What for?
biff: Hap, he’s got to understand that I’m not the man

somebody lends that kind of money to. He thinks I’ve been
spiting him all these years and it’s eating him up.
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happy: That’s just it. You tell him something nice.
biff: I can’t.
happy: Say you got a lunch date with Oliver tomorrow.
biff: So what do I do tomorrow?
happy: You leave the house tomorrow and come back at

night and say Oliver is thinking it over. And he thinks it
over for a couple of weeks, and gradually it fades away and
nobody’s the worse.

biff: But it’ll go on for ever!
happy: Dad is never so happy as when he’s looking for-

ward to something!
[willy enters.]
happy: Hello, scout!
willy: Gee, I haven’t been here in years!
[stanley has followed willy in and sets a chair for him.
stanley starts off but happy stops him.]
happy: Stanley!
[stanley stands by, waiting for an order.]
biff [ going to willy with guilt, as to an invalid ]: Sit down,

Pop. You want a drink?
willy: Sure, I don’t mind.
biff: Let’s get a load on.
willy: You look worried.
biff: N-no. [To stanley] Scotch all around. Make it

doubles.
stanley: Doubles, right. [He goes.]
willy: You had a couple already, didn’t you?
biff: Just a couple, yeah.
willy: Well, what happened, boy? [Nodding affirmatively,

with a smile] Everything go all right?
biff [takes a breath, then reaches out and grasps willy’s

hand]: Pal . . . [He is smiling bravely, and willy is smiling too.]
I had an experience today.

happy: Terrific, Pop.
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willy: That so? What happened?
biff [high, slightly alcoholic, above the earth]: I’m going to

tell you everything from first to last. It’s been a strange day.
[Silence. He looks around, composes himself as best he can, but his
breath keeps breaking the rhythm of his voice.] I had to wait quite
a while for him, and—

willy: Oliver?
biff: Yeah, Oliver. All day, as a matter of cold fact. And

a lot of—instances—facts, Pop, facts about my life came
back to me. Who was it, Pop? Who ever said I was a sales-
man with Oliver?

willy: Well, you were.
biff: No, Dad, I was a shipping clerk.
willy: But you were practically—
biff [with determination]: Dad, I don’t know who said it

first, but I was never a salesman for Bill Oliver.
willy: What’re you talking about?
biff: Let’s hold on to the facts tonight, Pop. We’re not

going to get anywhere bullin’ around. I was a shipping clerk.
willy [angrily]: All right, now listen to me—
biff: Why don’t you let me finish?
willy: I’m not interested in stories about the past or any

crap of that kind because the woods are burning, boys, you
understand? There’s a big blaze going on all around. I was
fired today.

biff [shocked ]: How could you be?
willy: I was fired, and I’m looking for a little good news

to tell your mother, because the woman has waited and the
woman has suffered. The gist of it is that I haven’t got a
story left in my head, Biff. So don’t give me a lecture about
facts and aspects. I am not interested. Now what’ve you got
to say to me?

[stanley enters with three drinks. They wait until he
leaves.]
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willy: Did you see Oliver?
biff: Jesus, Dad!
willy: You mean you didn’t go up there?
happy: Sure he went up there.
biff: I did. I—saw him. How could they fire you?
willy [on the edge of his chair]: What kind of a welcome

did he give you?
biff: He won’t even let you work on commission?
willy: I’m out! [Driving] So tell me, he gave you a warm

welcome?
happy: Sure, Pop, sure!
biff [driven]: Well, it was kind of—
willy: I was wondering if he’d remember you. [To

happy] Imagine, man doesn’t see him for ten, twelve years
and gives him that kind of a welcome!

happy: Damn right!
biff [trying to return to the offensive]: Pop, look—
willy: You know why he remembered you, don’t you?

Because you impressed him in those days.
biff: Let’s talk quietly and get this down to the facts, huh?
willy [as though biff had been interrupting]: Well, what

happened? It’s great news, Biff. Did he take you into his
office or’d you talk in the waiting-room?

biff: Well, he came in, see, and—
willy [with a big smile]: What’d he say? Betcha he threw

his arm around you.
biff: Well, he kinda—
willy: He’s a fine man. [To happy] Very hard man to

see, y’know.
happy [agreeing]: Oh, I know.
willy [to biff]: Is that where you had the drinks?
biff: Yeah, he gave me a couple of—no, no!
happy [cutting in]: He told him my Florida idea.
willy: Don’t interrupt. [To biff] How’d he react to the

Florida idea?
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biff: Dad, will you give me a minute to explain?
willy: I’ve been waiting for you to explain since I sat

down here! What happened? He took you into his office
and what?

biff: Well—I talked. And—and he listened, see.
willy: Famous for the way he listens, y’know. What was

his answer?
biff: His answer was—[He breaks off, suddenly angry.]

Dad, you’re not letting me tell you what I want to tell
you!

willy [accusing, angered]: You didn’t see him, did you?
biff: I did see him!
willy: What’d you insult him or something? You in-

sulted him, didn’t you?
biff: Listen, will you let me out of it, will you just let me

out of it!
happy: What the hell!
willy: Tell me what happened!
biff [to happy]: I can’t talk to him!
[A single trumpet note jars the ear. The light of green leaves
stains the house, which holds the air of night and a dream.
young bernard enters and knocks on the door of the
house.]
young bernard [ frantically]: Mrs. Loman, Mrs. Loman!
happy: Tell him what happened!
biff [to happy]: Shut up and leave me alone!
willy: No, no! You had to go and flunk math!
biff: What math? What’re you talking about?
young bernard: Mrs. Loman, Mrs. Loman!
[linda appears in the house, as of old.]
willy [wildly]: Math, math, math!
biff: Take it easy, Pop!
young bernard: Mrs. Loman!
willy [ furiously]: If you hadn’t flunked you’d’ve been set

by now!
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biff: Now, look, I’m gonna tell you what happened, and
you’re going to listen to me.

young bernard: Mrs. Loman!
biff: I waited six hours—
happy: What the hell are you saying?
biff: I kept sending in my name but he wouldn’t see me.

So finally he . . . [He continues unheard as light fades low on the
restaurant.]

young bernard: Biff flunked math!
linda: No!
young bernard: Birnbaum flunked him! They won’t

graduate him!
linda: But they have to. He’s gotta go to the university.

Where is he? Biff ! Biff !
young bernard: No, he left. He went to Grand Central.
linda: Grand—You mean he went to Boston!
young bernard: Is Uncle Willy in Boston?
linda: Oh, maybe Willy can talk to the teacher. Oh, the

poor, poor boy!
[Light on house area snaps out.]
biff [at the table, now audible, holding up a gold fountain pen]:

. . . so I’m washed up with Oliver, you understand? Are
you listening to me?

willy [at a loss]: Yeah, sure. If you hadn’t flunked—
biff: Flunked what? What’re you talking about?
willy: Don’t blame everything on me! I didn’t flunk

math—you did! What pen?
happy: That was awful dumb, Biff, a pen like that is

worth—
willy [seeing the pen for the first time]: You took Oli-

ver’s pen?
biff [weakening]: Dad, I just explained it to you.
willy: You stole Bill Oliver’s fountain pen!
biff: I didn’t exactly steal it! That’s just what I’ve been

explaining to you!
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happy: He had it in his hand and just then Oliver walked
in, so he got nervous and stuck it in his pocket!

willy: My God, Biff !
biff: I never intended to do it, Dad!
operator’s voice: Standish Arms, good evening!
willy [shouting]: I’m not in my room!
biff [ frightened]: Dad, what’s the matter? [He and happy

stand up.]
operator: Ringing Mr. Loman for you!
willy: I’m not there, stop it!
biff [horrified, gets down on one knee before willy]: Dad, I’ll

make good, I’ll make good. [willy tries to get to his feet. biff
holds him down.] Sit down now.

willy: No, you’re no good, you’re no good for anything.
biff: I am, Dad, I’ll find something else, you understand?

Now don’t worry about anything. [He holds up willy’s face.]
Talk to me, Dad.

operator: Mr. Loman does not answer. Shall I page him?
willy [attempting to stand, as though to rush and silence the

operator]: No, no, no!
happy: He’ll strike something, Pop.
willy: No, no . . .
biff [desperately, standing over willy]: Pop, listen! Listen to

me! I’m telling you something good. Oliver talked to his
partner about the Florida idea. You listening? He—he talked
to his partner, and he came to me . . . I’m going to be all
right, you hear? Dad, listen to me, he said it was just a
question of the amount!

willy: Then you . . . got it?
happy: He’s gonna be terrific, Pop!
willy [trying to stand]: Then you got it, haven’t you? You

got it! You got it!
biff [agonized, holds willy down]: No, no. Look, Pop. I’m

supposed to have lunch with them tomorrow. I’m just telling
you this so you’ll know that I can still make an impression,
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Pop. And I’ll make good somewhere, but I can’t go to-
morrow, see?

willy: Why not? You simply—
biff: But the pen, Pop!
willy: You give it to him and tell him it was an

oversight!
happy: Sure, have lunch tomorrow!
biff: I can’t say that—
willy: You were doing a crossword puzzle and acciden-

tally used his pen!
biff: Listen, kid, I took those balls years ago, now I walk

in with his fountain pen? That clinches it, don’t you see? I
can’t face him like that! I’ll try elsewhere.

page’s voice: Paging Mr. Loman!
willy: Don’t you want to be anything?
biff: Pop, how can I go back?
willy: You don’t want to be anything, is that what’s

behind it?
biff [now angry at willy for not crediting his sympathy]:

Don’t take it that way! You think it was easy walking into
that office after what I’d done to him? A team of horses
couldn’t have dragged me back to Bill Oliver!

willy: Then why’d you go?
biff: Why did I go? Why did I go! Look at you! Look

at what’s become of you!
[Off left, the woman laughs.]
willy: Biff, you’re going to go to that lunch tomor-

row, or—
biff: I can’t go. I’ve got no appointment!
happy: Biff, for . . . !
willy: Are you spiting me?
biff: Don’t take it that way! Goddammit!
willy [strikes biff and falters away from the table]: You rot-

ten little louse! Are you spiting me?
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the woman: Someone’s at the door, Willy!
biff: I’m no good, can’t you see what I am?
happy [separating them]: Hey, you’re in a restaurant! Now

cut it out, both of you! [The girls enter.] Hello, girls, sit down.
[the woman laughs, off left.]
miss forsythe: I guess we might as well. This is Letta.
the woman: Willy, are you going to wake up?
biff [ignoring willy]: How’re ya, miss, sit down. What

do you drink?
miss forsythe: Letta might not be able to stay long.
letta: I gotta get up very early tomorrow. I got jury

duty. I’m so excited! Were you fellows ever on a jury?
biff: No, but I been in front of them! [The girls laugh.]

This is my father.
letta: Isn’t he cute? Sit down with us, Pop.
happy: Sit him down, Biff !
biff [going to him]: Come on, slugger, drink us under the

table. To hell with it! Come on, sit down, pal.
[On biff’s last insistence, willy is about to sit.]
the woman [now urgently]: Willy, are you going to an-

swer the door!
[the woman’s call pulls willy back. He starts right, be-
fuddled.]
biff: Hey, where are you going?
willy: Open the door.
biff: The door?
willy: The washroom . . . the door . . . where’s the

door?
biff [leading willy to the left]: Just go straight down.
[willy moves left.]
the woman: Willy, Willy, are you going to get up,

get up, get up, get up?
[willy exits left.]
letta: I think it’s sweet you bring your daddy along.
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miss forsythe: Oh, he isn’t really your father!
biff [at left, turning to her resentfully]: Miss Forsythe, you’ve

just seen a prince walk by. A fine, troubled prince. A hard-
working, unappreciated prince. A pal, you understand? A
good companion. Always for his boys.

letta: That’s so sweet.
happy: Well, girls, what’s the program? We’re wasting

time. Come on, Biff. Gather round. Where would you like
to go?

biff: Why don’t you do something for him?
happy: Me!
biff: Don’t you give a damn for him, Hap?
happy: What’re you talking about? I’m the one who—
biff: I sense it, you don’t give a good goddam about him.

[He takes the rolled-up hose from his pocket and puts it on the
table in front of happy.] Look what I found in the cellar, for
Christ’s sake. How can you bear to let it go on?

happy: Me? Who goes away? Who runs off and—
biff: Yeah, but he doesn’t mean anything to you. You

could help him—I can’t. Don’t you understand what I’m
talking about? He’s going to kill himself, don’t you know
that?

happy: Don’t I know it! Me!
biff: Hap, help him! Jesus . . . help him . . . Help me,

help me, I can’t bear to look at his face! [Ready to weep, he
hurries out, up right.]

happy [starting after him]: Where are you going?
miss forsythe: What’s he so mad about?
happy: Come on, girls, we’ll catch up with him.
miss forsythe [as happy pushes her out]: Say, I don’t like

that temper of his!
happy: He’s just a little overstrung, he’ll be all right!
willy [off left, as the woman laughs]: Don’t answer!

Don’t answer!
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letta: Don’t you want to tell your father—
happy: No, that’s not my father. He’s just a guy. Come

on, we’ll catch Biff, and, honey, we’re going to paint this
town! Stanley, where’s the check! Hey, Stanley!

[They exit. stanley looks toward left.]
stanley [calling to happy indignantly]: Mr. Loman! Mr.

Loman!
[stanley picks up a chair and follows them off. Knocking
is heard off left. the woman enters, laughing. willy fol-
lows her. She is in a black slip; he is buttoning his shirt.
Raw, sensuous music accompanies their speech.]
willy: Will you stop laughing? Will you stop?
the woman: Aren’t you going to answer the door? He’ll

wake the whole hotel.
willy: I’m not expecting anybody.
the woman: Whyn’t you have another drink, honey,

and stop being so damn self-centered?
willy: I’m so lonely.
the woman: You know you ruined me, Willy? From

now on, whenever you come to the office, I’ll see that you
go right through to the buyers. No waiting at my desk any
more, Willy. You ruined me.

willy: That’s nice of you to say that.
the woman: Gee, you are self-centered! Why so sad?

You are the saddest, self-centeredest soul I ever did see-saw.
[She laughs. He kisses her.] Come on inside, drummer boy.
It’s silly to be dressing in the middle of the night. [As knock-
ing is heard] Aren’t you going to answer the door?

willy: They’re knocking on the wrong door.
the woman: But I felt the knocking. And he heard us

talking in here. Maybe the hotel’s on fire!
willy [his terror rising]: It’s a mistake.
the woman: Then tell him to go away!
willy: There’s nobody there.
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the woman: It’s getting on my nerves, Willy. There’s
somebody standing out there and it’s getting on my nerves!

willy [pushing her away from him]: All right, stay in the
bathroom here, and don’t come out. I think there’s a law in
Massachusetts about it, so don’t come out. It may be that
new room clerk. He looked very mean. So don’t come out.
It’s a mistake, there’s no fire.

[The knocking is heard again. He takes a few steps away
from her, and she vanishes into the wing. The light follows
him, and now he is facing young biff, who carries a suit-
case. biff steps toward him. The music is gone.]
biff: Why didn’t you answer?
willy: Biff ! What are you doing in Boston?
biff: Why didn’t you answer? I’ve been knocking for five

minutes, I called you on the phone—
willy: I just heard you. I was in the bathroom and had

the door shut. Did anything happen home?
biff: Dad—I let you down.
willy: What do you mean?
biff: Dad . . .
willy: Biffo, what’s this about? [Putting his arm around

biff] Come on, let’s go downstairs and get you a malted.
biff: Dad, I flunked math.
willy: Not for the term?
biff: The term. I haven’t got enough credits to graduate.
willy: You mean to say Bernard wouldn’t give you the

answers?
biff: He did, he tried, but I only got a sixty-one.
willy: And they wouldn’t give you four points?
biff: Birnbaum refused absolutely. I begged him, Pop, but

he won’t give me those points. You gotta talk to him before
they close the school. Because if he saw the kind of man
you are, and you just talked to him in your way, I’m sure
he’d come through for me. The class came right before prac-
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tice, see, and I didn’t go enough. Would you talk to him?
He’d like you, Pop. You know the way you could talk.

willy: You’re on. We’ll drive right back.
biff: Oh, Dad, good work! I’m sure he’ll change it

for you!
willy: Go downstairs and tell the clerk I’m checkin’ out.

Go right down.
biff: Yes, sir! See, the reason he hates me, Pop—one day

he was late for class so I got up at the blackboard and imi-
tated him. I crossed my eyes and talked with a lithp.

willy [laughing]: You did? The kids like it?
biff: They nearly died laughing!
willy: Yeah? What’d you do?
biff: The thquare root of thixthy twee is . . . [willy bursts

out laughing; biff joins him.] And in the middle of it he
walked in!

[willy laughs and the woman joins in offstage.]
willy [without hesitation]: Hurry downstairs and—
biff: Somebody in there?
willy: No, that was next door.
[the woman laughs offstage.]
biff: Somebody got in your bathroom!
willy: No, it’s the next room, there’s a party—
the woman [enters, laughing. She lisps this]: Can I come

in? There’s something in the bathtub, Willy, and it’s moving!
[willy looks at biff, who is staring open-mouthed and hor-
rified at the woman.]
willy: Ah—you better go back to your room. They

must be finished painting by now. They’re painting her
room so I let her take a shower here. Go back, go back . . .
[He pushes her.]

the woman [resisting]: But I’ve got to get dressed, Willy,
I can’t—

willy: Get out of here! Go back, go back . . . [Suddenly
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striving for the ordinary] This is Miss Francis, Biff, she’s a buyer.
They’re painting her room. Go back, Miss Francis, go
back . . .

the woman: But my clothes, I can’t go out naked in the
hall!

willy [ pushing her offstage]: Get outa here! Go back, go
back!

[biff slowly sits down on his suitcase as the argument con-
tinues offstage.]
the woman: Where’s my stockings? You promised me

stockings, Willy!
willy: I have no stockings here!
the woman: You had two boxes of size nine sheers for

me, and I want them!
willy: Here, for God’s sake, will you get outa here!
the woman [enters holding a box of stockings]: I just hope

there’s nobody in the hall. That’s all I hope. [To biff] Are
you football or baseball?

biff: Football.
the woman [angry, humiliated ]: That’s me too. G’night.

[She snatches her clothes from willy, and walks out.]
willy [after a pause]: Well, better get going. I want to get

to the school first thing in the morning. Get my suits out
of the closet. I’ll get my valise. [biff doesn’t move.] What’s
the matter? [biff remains motionless, tears falling.] She’s a
buyer. Buys for J. H. Simmons. She lives down the hall—
they’re painting. You don’t imagine—[He breaks off. After a
pause] Now listen, pal, she’s just a buyer. She sees merchan-
dise in her room and they have to keep it looking just so
. . . [Pause. Assuming command] All right, get my suits. [biff
doesn’t move.] Now stop crying and do as I say. I gave you
an order. Biff, I gave you an order! Is that what you do
when I give you an order? How dare you cry? [Putting his
arm around biff] Now look, Biff, when you grow up you’ll
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understand about these things. You mustn’t—you mustn’t
overemphasize a thing like this. I’ll see Birnbaum first thing
in the morning.

biff: Never mind.
willy [ getting down beside biff]: Never mind! He’s going

to give you those points. I’ll see to it.
biff: He wouldn’t listen to you.
willy: He certainly will listen to me. You need those

points for the U. of Virginia.
biff: I’m not going there.
willy: Heh? If I can’t get him to change that mark you’ll

make it up in summer school. You’ve got all summer to—
biff [his weeping breaking from him]: Dad . . .
willy [infected by it]: Oh, my boy . . .
biff: Dad . . .
willy: She’s nothing to me, Biff. I was lonely, I was

terribly lonely.
biff: You—you gave her Mama’s stockings! [His tears

break through and he rises to go.]
willy [ grabbing for biff]: I gave you an order!
biff: Don’t touch me, you—liar!
willy: Apologize for that!
biff: You fake! You phony little fake! You fake! [Overcome,

he turns quickly and weeping fully goes out with his suitcase. willy
is left on the floor on his knees.]

willy: I gave you an order! Biff, come back here or I’ll
beat you! Come back here! I’ll whip you!

[stanley comes quickly in from the right and stands in front
of willy.]
willy [shouts at stanley]: I gave you an order . . .
stanley: Hey, let’s pick it up, pick it up, Mr. Loman.

[He helps willy to his feet.] Your boys left with the chippies.
They said they’ll see you home.

[A second waiter watches some distance away.]
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willy: But we were supposed to have dinner together.
[Music is heard, willy’s theme.]
stanley: Can you make it?
willy: I’ll—sure, I can make it. [Suddenly concerned about

his clothes.] Do I—I look all right?
stanley: Sure, you look all right. [He flicks a speck off

willy’s lapel.]
willy: Here—here’s a dollar.
stanley: Oh, your son paid me. It’s all right.
willy [ putting it in stanley’s hand]: No, take it. You’re

a good boy.
stanley: Oh, no, you don’t have to . . .
willy: Here—here’s some more. I don’t need it any

more. [After a slight pause] Tell me—is there a seed store in
the neighborhood?

stanley: Seeds? You mean like to plant?
[As willy turns, stanley slips the money back into his
jacket pocket.]
willy: Yes. Carrots, peas . . .
stanley: Well, there’s hardware stores on Sixth Avenue,

but it may be too late now.
willy [anxiously]: Oh, I’d better hurry. I’ve got to get

some seeds. [He starts off to the right.] I’ve got to get some
seeds, right away. Nothing’s planted. I don’t have a thing in
the ground.

[willy hurries out as the light goes down. stanley moves
over to the right after him, watches him off. The other waiter
has been staring at willy.]
stanley [to the waiter]: Well, whatta you looking at?
[The waiter picks up the chairs and moves off right. stanley
takes the table and follows him. The light fades on this area.
There is a long pause, the sound of the flute coming over.
The light gradually rises on the kitchen, which is empty.
happy appears at the door of the house, followed by biff.
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happy is carrying a large bunch of long-stemmed roses. He
enters the kitchen, looks around for linda. Not seeing her,
he turns to biff, who is just outside the house door, and
makes a gesture with his hands, indicating ‘‘Not here, I
guess.’’ He looks into the living-room and freezes. Inside,
linda, unseen, is seated, willy’s coat on her lap. She rises
ominously and quietly and moves toward happy, who backs
up into the kitchen, afraid.]
happy: Hey, what’re you doing up? [linda says nothing

but moves toward him implacably.] Where’s Pop? [He keeps back-
ing to the right, and now linda is in full view in the doorway to
the living-room.] Is he sleeping?

linda: Where were you?
happy [trying to laugh it off ]: We met two girls, Mom,

very fine types. Here, we brought you some flowers. [Of-
fering them to her ] Put them in your room, Ma.

[She knocks them to the floor at biff’s feet. He has now
come inside and closed the door behind him. She stares at
biff, silent.]
happy: Now what’d you do that for? Mom, I want you

to have some flowers—
linda [cutting happy off, violently to biff]: Don’t you care

whether he lives or dies?
happy [ going to the stairs]: Come upstairs, Biff.
biff [with a flare of disgust, to happy]: Go away from me!

[To linda] What do you mean, lives or dies? Nobody’s dy-
ing around here, pal.

linda: Get out of my sight! Get out of here!
biff: I wanna see the boss.
linda: You’re not going near him!
biff: Where is he? [He moves into the living-room and linda

follows.]
linda [shouting after biff]: You invite him to dinner. He

looks forward to it all day—[biff appears in his parents’ bed-
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room, looks around, and exits]—and then you desert him there.
There’s no stranger you’d do that to!

happy: Why? He had a swell time with us. Listen, when
I—[linda comes back into the kitchen]—desert him I hope I
don’t outlive the day!

linda: Get out of here!
happy: Now look, Mom . . .
linda: Did you have to go to women tonight? You and

your lousy rotten whores!
[biff reenters the kitchen.]
happy: Mom, all we did was follow Biff around trying to

cheer him up! [To biff] Boy, what a night you gave me!
linda: Get out of here, both of you, and don’t come

back! I don’t want you tormenting him any more. Go on
now, get your things together! [To biff] You can sleep in
his apartment. [She starts to pick up the flowers and stops herself.]
Pick up this stuff, I’m not your maid any more. Pick it up,
you bum, you!

[happy turns his back to her in refusal. biff slowly moves
over and gets down on his knees, picking up the flowers.]
linda: You’re a pair of animals! Not one, not another

living soul would have had the cruelty to walk out on that
man in a restaurant!

biff [not looking at her ]: Is that what he said?
linda: He didn’t have to say anything. He was so hu-

miliated he nearly limped when he came in.
happy: But, Mom, he had a great time with us—
biff [cutting him off violently]: Shut up!
[Without another word, happy goes upstairs.]
linda: You! You didn’t even go in to see if he was all

right!
biff [still on the floor in front of linda, the flowers in his hand;

with self-loathing]: No. Didn’t. Didn’t do a damned thing.
How do you like that, heh? Left him babbling in a toilet.
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linda: You louse. You . . .
biff: Now you hit it on the nose! [He gets up, throws the

flowers in the wastebasket.] The scum of the earth, and you’re
looking at him!

linda: Get out of here!
biff: I gotta talk to the boss, Mom. Where is he?
linda: You’re not going near him. Get out of this house!
biff [with absolute assurance, determination]: No. We’re

gonna have an abrupt conversation, him and me.
linda: You’re not talking to him!
[Hammering is heard from outside the house, off right. biff
turns toward the noise.]
linda [suddenly pleading]: Will you please leave him alone?
biff: What’s he doing out there?
linda: He’s planting the garden!
biff [quietly]: Now? Oh, my God!
[biff moves outside, linda following. The light dies down
on them and comes up on the center of the apron as willy
walks into it. He is carrying a flashlight, a hoe, and a handful
of seed packets. He raps the top of the hoe sharply to fix it
firmly, and then moves to the left, measuring off the distance
with his foot. He holds the flashlight to look at the seed
packets, reading off the instructions. He is in the blue of
night.]
willy: Carrots . . . quarter-inch apart. Rows . . . one-

foot rows. [He measures it off.] One foot. [He puts down a
package and measures off.] Beets. [He puts down another package
and measures again.] Lettuce. [He reads the package, puts it
down.] One foot—[He breaks off as ben appears at the right and
moves slowly down to him.] What a proposition, ts, ts. Terrific,
terrific. ’Cause she’s suffered, Ben, the woman has suffered.
You understand me? A man can’t go out the way he came
in, Ben, a man has got to add up to something. You can’t,
you can’t—[ben moves toward him as though to interrupt.] You
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gotta consider, now. Don’t answer so quick. Remember, it’s
a guaranteed twenty-thousand-dollar proposition. Now
look, Ben, I want you to go through the ins and outs of this
thing with me. I’ve got nobody to talk to, Ben, and the
woman has suffered, you hear me?

ben [standing still, considering]: What’s the proposition?
willy: It’s twenty thousand dollars on the barrelhead.

Guaranteed, gilt-edged, you understand?
ben: You don’t want to make a fool of yourself. They

might not honor the policy.
willy: How can they dare refuse? Didn’t I work like a

coolie to meet every premium on the nose? And now they
don’t pay off ? Impossible!

ben: It’s called a cowardly thing, William.
willy: Why? Does it take more guts to stand here the

rest of my life ringing up a zero?
ben [yielding]: That’s a point, William. [He moves, thinking,

turns.] And twenty thousand—that is something one can feel
with the hand, it is there.

willy [now assured, with rising power]: Oh, Ben, that’s the
whole beauty of it! I see it like a diamond, shining in the
dark, hard and rough, that I can pick up and touch in my
hand. Not like—like an appointment! This would not be
another damned-fool appointment, Ben, and it changes all
the aspects. Because he thinks I’m nothing, see, and so he
spites me. But the funeral—[Straightening up] Ben, that fu-
neral will be massive! They’ll come from Maine, Massachu-
setts, Vermont, New Hampshire! All the old-timers with the
strange license plates—that boy will be thunderstruck, Ben,
because he never realized—I am known! Rhode Island,
New York, New Jersey—I am known, Ben, and he’ll see it
with his eyes once and for all. He’ll see what I am, Ben!
He’s in for a shock, that boy!

ben [coming down to the edge of the garden]: He’ll call you a
coward.
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willy [suddenly fearful]: No, that would be terrible.
ben: Yes. And a damned fool.
willy: No, no, he mustn’t, I won’t have that! [He is

broken and desperate.]
ben: He’ll hate you, William.
[The gay music of the boys is heard.]
willy: Oh, Ben, how do we get back to all the great

times? Used to be so full of light, and comradeship, the
sleigh-riding in winter, and the ruddiness on his cheeks. And
always some kind of good news coming up, always some-
thing nice coming up ahead. And never even let me carry
the valises in the house, and simonizing, simonizing that little
red car! Why, why can’t I give him something and not have
him hate me?

ben: Let me think about it. [He glances at his watch.] I still
have a little time. Remarkable proposition, but you’ve got
to be sure you’re not making a fool of yourself.

[ben drifts off upstage and goes out of sight. biff comes down
from the left.]
willy [suddenly conscious of biff, turns and looks up at him,

then begins picking up the packages of seeds in confusion]: Where
the hell is that seed? [Indignantly] You can’t see nothing out
here! They boxed in the whole goddam neighborhood!

biff: There are people all around here. Don’t you realize
that?

willy: I’m busy. Don’t bother me.
biff [taking the hoe from willy]: I’m saying good-bye to

you, Pop. [willy looks at him, silent, unable to move.] I’m not
coming back any more.

willy: You’re not going to see Oliver tomorrow?
biff: I’ve got no appointment, Dad.
willy: He put his arm around you, and you’ve got no

appointment?
biff: Pop, get this now, will you? Everytime I’ve left it’s

been a fight that sent me out of here. Today I realized some-
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thing about myself and I tried to explain it to you and I—
I think I’m just not smart enough to make any sense out of
it for you. To hell with whose fault it is or anything like
that. [He takes willy’s arm.] Let’s just wrap it up, heh?
Come on in, we’ll tell Mom. [He gently tries to pull willy to
left.]

willy [ frozen, immobile, with guilt in his voice]: No, I don’t
want to see her.

biff: Come on! [He pulls again, and willy tries to pull
away.]

willy [highly nervous]: No, no, I don’t want to see her.
biff [tries to look into willy’s face, as if to find the answer

there]: Why don’t you want to see her?
willy [more harshly now]: Don’t bother me, will you?
biff: What do you mean, you don’t want to see her? You

don’t want them calling you yellow, do you? This isn’t your
fault; it’s me, I’m a bum. Now come inside! [willy strains
to get away.] Did you hear what I said to you?

[willy pulls away and quickly goes by himself into the
house. biff follows.]
linda [to willy]: Did you plant, dear?
biff [at the door, to linda]: All right, we had it out. I’m

going and I’m not writing any more.
linda [ going to willy in the kitchen]: I think that’s the

best way, dear. ’Cause there’s no use drawing it out, you’ll
just never get along.

[willy doesn’t respond.]
biff: People ask where I am and what I’m doing, you

don’t know, and you don’t care. That way it’ll be off your
mind and you can start brightening up again. All right? That
clears it, doesn’t it? [willy is silent, and biff goes to him.] You
gonna wish me luck, scout? [He extends his hand ] What do
you say?

linda: Shake his hand, Willy.
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willy [turning to her, seething with hurt]: There’s no ne-
cessity to mention the pen at all, y’know.

biff [ gently]: I’ve got no appointment, Dad.
willy [erupting fiercely]: He put his arm around . . . ?
biff: Dad, you’re never going to see what I am, so what’s

the use of arguing? If I strike oil I’ll send you a check. Mean-
time forget I’m alive.

willy [to linda]: Spite, see?
biff: Shake hands, Dad.
willy: Not my hand.
biff: I was hoping not to go this way.
willy: Well, this is the way you’re going. Good-bye.
[biff looks at him a moment, then turns sharply and goes to
the stairs.]
willy [stops him with]: May you rot in hell if you leave

this house!
biff [turning]: Exactly what is it that you want from me?
willy: I want you to know, on the train, in the moun-

tains, in the valleys, wherever you go, that you cut down
your life for spite!

biff: No, no.
willy: Spite, spite, is the word of your undoing! And

when you’re down and out, remember what did it. When
you’re rotting somewhere beside the railroad tracks, remem-
ber, and don’t you dare blame it on me!

biff: I’m not blaming it on you!
willy: I won’t take the rap for this, you hear?
[happy comes down the stairs and stands on the bottom step,
watching.]
biff: That’s just what I’m telling you!
willy [sinking into a chair at the table, with full accusation]:

You’re trying to put a knife in me—don’t think I don’t
know what you’re doing!

biff: All right, phony! Then let’s lay it on the line. [He
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whips the rubber tube out of his pocket and puts it on the table.]
happy: You crazy—
linda: Biff ! [She moves to grab the hose, but biff holds it

down with his hand.]
biff: Leave it there! Don’t move it!
willy [not looking at it]: What is that?
biff: You know goddam well what that is.
willy [caged, wanting to escape]: I never saw that.
biff: You saw it. The mice didn’t bring it into the cellar!

What is this supposed to do, make a hero out of you? This
supposed to make me sorry for you?

willy: Never heard of it.
biff: There’ll be no pity for you, you hear it? No pity!
willy [to linda]: You hear the spite!
biff: No, you’re going to hear the truth—what you are

and what I am!
linda: Stop it!
willy: Spite!
happy [coming down toward biff]: You cut it now!
biff [to happy]: The man don’t know who we are! The

man is gonna know! [To willy] We never told the truth
for ten minutes in this house!

happy: We always told the truth!
biff [turning on him]: You big blow, are you the assistant

buyer? You’re one of the two assistants to the assistant,
aren’t you?

happy: Well, I’m practically—
biff: You’re practically full of it! We all are! And I’m

through with it. [To willy] Now hear this, Willy, this
is me.

willy: I know you!
biff: You know why I had no address for three months?

I stole a suit in Kansas City and I was in jail. [To linda, who
is sobbing] Stop crying. I’m through with it.

[linda turns away from them, her hands covering her face.]
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willy: I suppose that’s my fault!
biff: I stole myself out of every good job since high

school!
willy: And whose fault is that?
biff: And I never got anywhere because you blew me so

full of hot air I could never stand taking orders from any-
body! That’s whose fault it is!

willy: I hear that!
linda: Don’t, Biff !
biff: It’s goddam time you heard that! I had to be boss

big shot in two weeks, and I’m through with it!
willy: Then hang yourself ! For spite, hang yourself !
biff: No! Nobody’s hanging himself, Willy! I ran down

eleven flights with a pen in my hand today. And suddenly
I stopped, you hear me? And in the middle of that office
building, do you hear this? I stopped in the middle of that
building and I saw—the sky. I saw the things that I love in
this world. The work and the food and time to sit and
smoke. And I looked at the pen and said to myself, what
the hell am I grabbing this for? Why am I trying to become
what I don’t want to be? What am I doing in an office,
making a contemptuous, begging fool of myself, when all
I want is out there, waiting for me the minute I say I
know who I am! Why can’t I say that, Willy? [He tries to
make willy face him, but willy pulls away and moves to the
left.]

willy [with hatred, threateningly]: The door of your life is
wide open!

biff: Pop! I’m a dime a dozen, and so are you!
willy [turning on him now in an uncontrolled outburst]: I am

not a dime a dozen! I am Willy Loman, and you are Biff
Loman!

[biff starts for willy, but is blocked by happy. In his fury,
biff seems on the verge of attacking his father.]
biff: I am not a leader of men, Willy, and neither are
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you. You were never anything but a hard-working drummer
who landed in the ash can like all the rest of them! I’m one
dollar an hour, Willy! I tried seven states and couldn’t raise
it. A buck an hour! Do you gather my meaning? I’m not
bringing home any prizes any more, and you’re going to
stop waiting for me to bring them home!

willy [directly to biff]: You vengeful, spiteful mut!
[biff breaks from happy. willy, in fright, starts up the
stairs. biff grabs him.]
biff [at the peak of his fury]: Pop, I’m nothing! I’m nothing,

Pop. Can’t you understand that? There’s no spite in it any
more. I’m just what I am, that’s all.

[biff’s fury has spent itself, and he breaks down, sobbing,
holding on to willy, who dumbly fumbles for biff’s face.]
willy [astonished]: What’re you doing? What’re you do-

ing? [To linda] Why is he crying?
biff [crying, broken]: Will you let me go, for Christ’s sake?

Will you take that phony dream and burn it before some-
thing happens? [Struggling to contain himself, he pulls away and
moves to the stairs.] I’ll go in the morning. Put him—put him
to bed. [Exhausted, biff moves up the stairs to his room.]

willy [after a long pause, astonished, elevated]: Isn’t that—
isn’t that remarkable? Biff—he likes me!

linda: He loves you, Willy!
happy [deeply moved]: Always did, Pop.
willy: Oh, Biff ! [Staring wildly] He cried! Cried to me.

[He is choking with his love, and now cries out his promise.] That
boy—that boy is going to be magnificent!

[ben appears in the light just outside the kitchen.]
ben: Yes, outstanding, with twenty thousand behind him.
linda [sensing the racing of his mind, fearfully, carefully]: Now

come to bed, Willy. It’s all settled now.
willy [ finding it difficult not to rush out of the house]: Yes,

we’ll sleep. Come on. Go to sleep, Hap.
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ben: And it does take a great kind of a man to crack the
jungle.

[In accents of dread, ben’s idyllic music starts up.]
happy [his arm around linda]: I’m getting married, Pop,

don’t forget it. I’m changing everything. I’m gonna run
that department before the year is up. You’ll see, Mom. [He
kisses her.]

ben: The jungle is dark but full of diamonds, Willy.
[willy turns, moves, listening to ben.]
linda: Be good. You’re both good boys, just act that

way, that’s all.
happy: ’Night, Pop. [He goes upstairs.]
linda [to willy]: Come, dear.
ben [with greater force]: One must go in to fetch a dia-

mond out.
willy [to linda, as he moves slowly along the edge of the

kitchen, toward the door]: I just want to get settled down,
Linda. Let me sit alone for a little.

linda [almost uttering her fear]: I want you upstairs.
willy [taking her in his arms]: In a few minutes, Linda. I

couldn’t sleep right now. Go on, you look awful tired. [He
kisses her.]

ben: Not like an appointment at all. A diamond is rough
and hard to the touch.

willy: Go on now. I’ll be right up.
linda: I think this is the only way, Willy.
willy: Sure, it’s the best thing.
ben: Best thing!
willy: The only way. Everything is gonna be—go on,

kid, get to bed. You look so tired.
linda: Come right up.
willy: Two minutes.
[linda goes into the living-room, then reappears in her bed-
room. willy moves just outside the kitchen door.]
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willy: Loves me. [Wonderingly] Always loved me. Isn’t
that a remarkable thing? Ben, he’ll worship me for it!

ben [with promise]: It’s dark there, but full of diamonds.
willy: Can you imagine that magnificence with twenty

thousand dollars in his pocket?
linda [calling from her room]: Willy! Come up!
willy [calling into the kitchen]: Yes! Yes. Coming! It’s very

smart, you realize that, don’t you, sweetheart? Even Ben sees
it. I gotta go, baby. ’Bye! ’Bye! [Going over to ben, almost
dancing] Imagine? When the mail comes he’ll be ahead of
Bernard again!

ben: A perfect proposition all around.
willy: Did you see how he cried to me? Oh, if I could

kiss him, Ben!
ben: Time, William, time!
willy: Oh, Ben, I always knew one way or another we

were gonna make it, Biff and I!
ben [looking at his watch]: The boat. We’ll be late. [He

moves slowly off into the darkness.]
willy [elegiacally, turning to the house]: Now when you

kick off, boy, I want a seventy-yard boot, and get right
down the field under the ball, and when you hit, hit low
and hit hard, because it’s important, boy. [He swings around
and faces the audience.] There’s all kinds of important people
in the stands, and the first thing you know . . . [Suddenly
realizing he is alone] Ben! Ben, where do I . . . ? [He makes
a sudden movement of search.] Ben, how do I . . . ?

linda [calling]: Willy, you coming up?
willy [uttering a gasp of fear, whirling about as if to quiet her]:

Sh! [He turns around as if to find his way; sounds, faces, voices
seem to be swarming in upon him and he flicks at them, crying,
‘‘Sh! Sh!’’ Suddenly music, faint and high, stops him. It rises in
intensity, almost to an unbearable scream. He goes up and down
on his toes, and rushes off around the house.] Shhh!
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linda: Willy?
[There is no answer. linda waits. biff gets up off his bed.
He is still in his clothes. happy sits up. biff stands lis-
tening.]
linda [with real fear]: Willy, answer me! Willy!
[There is the sound of a car starting and moving away at full
speed.]
linda: No!
biff [rushing down the stairs]: Pop!
[As the car speeds off, the music crashes down in a frenzy of
sound, which becomes the soft pulsation of a single cello string.
biff slowly returns to his bedroom. He and happy gravely
don their jackets. linda slowly walks out of her room. The
music has developed into a dead march. The leaves of day
are appearing over everything. charley and bernard,
somberly dressed, appear and knock on the kitchen door. biff
and happy slowly descend the stairs to the kitchen as char-
ley and bernard enter. All stop a moment when linda,
in clothes of mourning, bearing a little bunch of roses, comes
through the draped doorway into the kitchen. She goes to
charley and takes his arm. Now all move toward the au-
dience, through the wall-line of the kitchen. At the limit of
the apron, linda lays down the flowers, kneels, and sits back
on her heels. All stare down at the grave.]
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REQUIEM

charley: It’s getting dark, Linda.
[linda doesn’t react. She stares at the grave.]
biff: How about it, Mom? Better get some rest, heh?

They’ll be closing the gate soon.
[linda makes no move. Pause.]
happy [deeply angered]: He had no right to do that. There

was no necessity for it. We would’ve helped him.
charley [ grunting]: Hmmm.
biff: Come along, Mom.
linda: Why didn’t anybody come?
charley: It was a very nice funeral.
linda: But where are all the people he knew? Maybe

they blame him.
charley: Naa. It’s a rough world, Linda. They wouldn’t

blame him.
linda: I can’t understand it. At this time especially. First

time in thirty-five years we were just about free and clear.
He only needed a little salary. He was even finished with
the dentist.

charley: No man only needs a little salary.
linda: I can’t understand it.
biff: There were a lot of nice days. When he’d come

home from a trip; or on Sundays, making the stoop; finishing
the cellar; putting on the new porch; when he built the extra
bathroom; and put up the garage. You know something,
Charley, there’s more of him in that front stoop than in all
the sales he ever made.

charley: Yeah. He was a happy man with a batch of
cement.

linda: He was so wonderful with his hands.



R E Q U I E M 111

biff: He had the wrong dreams. All, all, wrong.
happy [almost ready to fight biff]: Don’t say that!
biff: He never knew who he was.
charley [stopping happy’s movement and reply. To biff]:

Nobody dast blame this man. You don’t understand: Willy
was a salesman. And for a salesman, there is no rock bottom
to the life. He don’t put a bolt to a nut, he don’t tell you
the law or give you medicine. He’s a man way out there in
the blue, riding on a smile and a shoeshine. And when they
start not smiling back—that’s an earthquake. And then you
get yourself a couple of spots on your hat, and you’re fin-
ished. Nobody dast blame this man. A salesman is got to
dream, boy. It comes with the territory.

biff: Charley, the man didn’t know who he was.
happy [infuriated ]: Don’t say that!
biff: Why don’t you come with me, Happy?
happy: I’m not licked that easily. I’m staying right in this

city, and I’m gonna beat this racket! [He looks at biff, his chin
set.] The Loman Brothers!

biff: I know who I am, kid.
happy: All right, boy. I’m gonna show you and every-

body else that Willy Loman did not die in vain. He had a
good dream. It’s the only dream you can have—to come
out number-one man. He fought it out here, and this is
where I’m gonna win it for him.

biff [with a hopeless glance at happy, bends toward his mother]:
Let’s go, Mom.

linda: I’ll be with you in a minute. Go on, Charley. [He
hesitates.] I want to, just for a minute. I never had a chance
to say good-bye.

[charley moves away, followed by happy. biff remains a
slight distance up and left of linda. She sits there, sum-
moning herself. The flute begins, not far away, playing behind
her speech.]
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linda: Forgive me, dear. I can’t cry. I don’t know what
it is, but I can’t cry. I don’t understand it. Why did you
ever do that? Help me, Willy, I can’t cry. It seems to me
that you’re just on another trip. I keep expecting you. Willy,
dear, I can’t cry. Why did you do it? I search and search
and I search, and I can’t understand it, Willy. I made the
last payment on the house today. Today, dear. And there’ll
be nobody home. [A sob rises in her throat.] We’re free and
clear. [Sobbing more fully, released] We’re free. [biff comes
slowly toward her.] We’re free . . . We’re free . . .

[biff lifts her to her feet and moves out up right with her in
his arms. linda sobs quietly. bernard and charley come
together and follow them, followed by happy. Only the music
of the flute is left on the darkening stage as over the house
the hard towers of the apartment buildings rise into sharp
focus.]

curtain
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Home Burial

BY  R O B E R T  F R O ST

He saw her from the bottom of the stairs

Before she saw him. She was starting down,

Looking back over her shoulder at some fear.

She took a doubtful step and then undid it

To raise herself and look again. He spoke

Advancing toward her: ‘What is it you see

From up there always—for I want to know.’

She turned and sank upon her skirts at that,

And her face changed from terrified to dull.

He said to gain time: ‘What is it you see,’

Mounting until she cowered under him.

‘I will find out now—you must tell me, dear.’

She, in her place, refused him any help

With the least stiffening of her neck and silence.

She let him look, sure that he wouldn’t see,

Blind creature; and awhile he didn’t see.

But at last he murmured, ‘Oh,’ and again, ‘Oh.’

‘What is it—what?’ she said.

                                          ‘Just that I see.’

‘You don’t,’ she challenged. ‘Tell me what it is.’

‘The wonder is I didn’t see at once.

I never noticed it from here before.

I must be wonted to it—that’s the reason.

The little graveyard where my people are!

So small the window frames the whole of it.

Not so much larger than a bedroom, is it?

There are three stones of slate and one of marble,

Broad-shouldered little slabs there in the sunlight

On the sidehill. We haven’t to mind those.

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poets/robert-frost


But I understand: it is not the stones,

But the child’s mound—’

                             ‘Don’t, don’t, don’t, don’t,’ she cried.

She withdrew shrinking from beneath his arm

That rested on the banister, and slid downstairs;

And turned on him with such a daunting look,

He said twice over before he knew himself:

‘Can’t a man speak of his own child he’s lost?’

‘Not you! Oh, where’s my hat? Oh, I don’t need it!

I must get out of here. I must get air.

I don’t know rightly whether any man can.’

‘Amy! Don’t go to someone else this time.

Listen to me. I won’t come down the stairs.’

He sat and fixed his chin between his fists.

‘There’s something I should like to ask you, dear.’

‘You don’t know how to ask it.’

                                              ‘Help me, then.’

Her fingers moved the latch for all reply.

‘My words are nearly always an offense.

I don’t know how to speak of anything

So as to please you. But I might be taught

I should suppose. I can’t say I see how.

A man must partly give up being a man

With women-folk. We could have some arrangement

By which I’d bind myself to keep hands off

Anything special you’re a-mind to name.

Though I don’t like such things ’twixt those that love.

Two that don’t love can’t live together without them.

But two that do can’t live together with them.’

She moved the latch a little. ‘Don’t—don’t go.

Don’t carry it to someone else this time.

Tell me about it if it’s something human.

Let me into your grief. I’m not so much

Unlike other folks as your standing there



Apart would make me out. Give me my chance.

I do think, though, you overdo it a little.

What was it brought you up to think it the thing

To take your mother-loss of a first child

So inconsolably—in the face of love.

You’d think his memory might be satisfied—’

‘There you go sneering now!’

                                           ‘I’m not, I’m not!

You make me angry. I’ll come down to you.

God, what a woman! And it’s come to this,

A man can’t speak of his own child that’s dead.’

‘You can’t because you don't know how to speak.

If you had any feelings, you that dug

With your own hand—how could you?—his little grave;

I saw you from that very window there,

Making the gravel leap and leap in air,

Leap up, like that, like that, and land so lightly

And roll back down the mound beside the hole.

I thought, Who is that man? I didn’t know you.

And I crept down the stairs and up the stairs

To look again, and still your spade kept lifting.

Then you came in. I heard your rumbling voice

Out in the kitchen, and I don’t know why,

But I went near to see with my own eyes.

You could sit there with the stains on your shoes

Of the fresh earth from your own baby’s grave

And talk about your everyday concerns.

You had stood the spade up against the wall

Outside there in the entry, for I saw it.’

‘I shall laugh the worst laugh I ever laughed.

I’m cursed. God, if I don’t believe I’m cursed.’

‘I can repeat the very words you were saying:

“Three foggy mornings and one rainy day

Will rot the best birch fence a man can build.”

Think of it, talk like that at such a time!

What had how long it takes a birch to rot

To do with what was in the darkened parlor?



You couldn’t care! The nearest friends can go

With anyone to death, comes so far short

They might as well not try to go at all.

No, from the time when one is sick to death,

One is alone, and he dies more alone.

Friends make pretense of following to the grave,

But before one is in it, their minds are turned

And making the best of their way back to life

And living people, and things they understand.

But the world’s evil. I won’t have grief so

If I can change it. Oh, I won’t, I won’t!’

‘There, you have said it all and you feel better.

You won’t go now. You’re crying. Close the door.

The heart’s gone out of it: why keep it up.

Amy! There’s someone coming down the road!’

‘You—oh, you think the talk is all. I must go—

Somewhere out of this house. How can I make you—’

‘If—you—do!’ She was opening the door wider.

‘Where do you mean to go?  First tell me that.

I’ll follow and bring you back by force.  I will!—’
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I HEARTILY accept the motto,—“That government is best which 
governs least;” and I should like to see it acted up to more rapidly 
and systematically. Carried out, it finally amounts to this, which 
also I believe,—“That government is best which governs not at 
all; ” and when men are prepared for it, that will  be the kind of 
government which they will have. Government is at best but an 
expedient; but most governments are usually, and all governments 
are sometimes, inexpedient. The objections which have been 
brought against a standing army, and they are many and weighty, 
and deserve to prevail , may also at last be brought against a 
standing government. The standing army is only an arm of the 
standing government. The government itself, which is only the 
mode which the people have chosen to execute their will , is 
equally liable to be abused and perverted before the people can act 
through it. Witness the present Mexican war, the work of 
comparatively a few individuals using the standing government as 
their tool; for, in the outset, the people would not have consented 
to this measure.  

This American government,—what is it but a tradition, 
though a recent one, endeavoring to transmit itself unimpaired to 
posterity, but each instant losing some of its integrity? It has not 
the vitali ty and force of a single living man; for a single man can 
bend it to his will. It is a sort of wooden gun to the people 
themselves; and, if ever they should use it in earnest as a real one 
against each other, it will surely split . But it is not the less 
necessary for this; for the people must have some complicated 
machinery or other, and hear its din, to satisfy that idea of 



CIVIL  DISOBEDIENCE 4 

government which they have. Governments show thus how 
successfully men can be imposed on, even impose on themselves, 
for their own advantage. It is excellent, we must all allow; yet this 
government never of itself furthered any enterprise, but by the 
alacrity with which it got out of its way. It does not keep the 
country free. It does not settle the West. It does not educate. The 
character inherent in the American people has done all that has 
been accomplished; and it would have done somewhat more, if the 
government had not sometimes got in its way. For government is 
an expedient by which men would fain succeed in letting one 
another alone; and, as has been said, when it is most expedient, the 
governed are most let alone by it. Trade and commerce, if they 
were not made of India rubber, would never manage to bounce 
over the obstacles which legislators are continually putting in their 
way; and, if one were to judge these men wholly by the effects of 
their actions, and not partly by their intentions, they would deserve 
to be classed and punished with those mischievous persons who 
put obstructions on the rail roads.  

But, to speak practically and as a citizen, unlike those who 
call themselves no-government men, I ask for, not at once no 
government, but at once a better government. Let every man make 
known what kind of government would command his respect, and 
that will be one step toward obtaining it.  

After all , the practical reason why, when the power is once in 
the hands of the people, a majority are permitted, and for a long 
period continue, to rule, is not because they are most likely to be in 
the right, nor because this seems fairest to the minority, but 
because they are physically the strongest. But a government in 
which the majority rule in all cases cannot be based on justice, 
even as far as men understand it. Can there not be a government in 
which majorities do not virtually decide right and wrong, but 
conscience?—in which majorities decide only those questions to 
which the rule of expediency is applicable? Must the citizen ever 
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for a moment, or in the least degree, resign his conscience to the 
legislator? Why has every man a conscience, then? I think that we 
should be men first, and subjects afterward. It is not desirable to 
cultivate a respect for the law, so much as for the right. The only 
obligation which I have a right to assume, is to do at any time what 
I think right. It is truly enough said, that a corporation has no 
conscience; but a corporation of conscientious men is a corporation 
with a conscience. Law never made men a whit more just; and, by 
means of their respect for it, even the well -disposed are daily made 
the agents of injustice. A common and natural result of an undue 
respect for law is, that you may see a file of soldiers, colonel, 
captain, corporal, privates, powder-monkeys and all , marching in 
admirable order over hill and dale to the wars, against their will s, 
aye, against their common sense and consciences, which makes it 
very steep marching indeed, and produces a palpitation of the 
heart. They have no doubt that it is a damnable business in which 
they are concerned; they are all peaceably inclined. Now, what are 
they? Men at all? or small moveable forts and magazines, at the 
service of some unscrupulous man in power? Visit the Navy Yard, 
and behold a marine, such a man as an American government can 
make, or such as it can make a man with its black arts,—a mere 
shadow and reminiscence of humanity, a man laid out alive and 
standing, and already, as one may say, buried under arms with 
funeral accompaniments, though it may be  

 

“Not a drum was heard, not a funeral note, 
    As his corse to the ramparts we hurried; 
Not a soldier discharged his farewell shot 
    O’er the grave where our hero we buried.”  

 
The mass of men serve the State thus, not as men mainly, but 

as machines, with their bodies. They are the standing army, and the 
militi a, jailers, constables, posse comitatus, &c. In most cases there 
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is no free exercise whatever of the judgment or of the moral sense; 
but they put themselves on a level with wood and earth and stones; 
and wooden men can perhaps be manufactured that will serve the 
purpose as well . Such command no more respect than men of 
straw, or a lump of dirt. They have the same sort of worth only as 
horses and dogs. Yet such as these even are commonly esteemed 
good citizens. Others, as most legislators, politi cians, lawyers, 
ministers, and off ice-holders, serve the State chiefly with their 
heads; and, as they rarely make any moral distinctions, they are as 
likely to serve the devil , without intending it, as God. A very few, 
as heroes, patriots, martyrs, reformers in the great sense, and men, 
serve the State with their consciences also, and so necessarily resist 
it for the most part; and they are commonly treated by it as 
enemies. A wise man will only be useful as a man, and will not 
submit to be “clay,” and “stop a hole to keep the wind away,” but 
leave that office to his dust at least:—  

 

“ I am too high-born to be propertied, 
To be a secondary at control, 
Or useful serving-man and instrument 
To any sovereign state throughout the world.”  

 
He who gives himself entirely to his fellow-men appears to 

them useless and selfish; but he who gives himself partially to 
them is pronounced a benefactor and philanthropist.  

How does it become a man to behave toward this American 
government to-day? I answer that he cannot without disgrace be 
associated with it. I cannot for an instant recognize that political 
organization as my government which is the slave’s government 
also.  

All men recognize the right of revolution; that is, the right to 
refuse allegiance to and to resist the government, when its tyranny 
or its inefficiency are great and unendurable. But almost all say 
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that such is not the case now. But such was the case, they think, in 
the Revolution of ’ 75. If one were to tell me that this was a bad 
government because it taxed certain foreign commodities brought 
to its ports, it is most probable that I should not make an ado about 
it, for I can do without them: all machines have their friction; and 
possibly this does enough good to counterbalance the evil . At any 
rate, it is a great evil to make a stir about it. But when the friction 
comes to have its machine, and oppression and robbery are 
organized, I say, let us not have such a machine any longer. In 
other words, when a sixth of the population of a nation which has 
undertaken to be the refuge of liberty are slaves, and a whole 
country is unjustly overrun and conquered by a foreign army, and 
subjected to military law, I think that it is not too soon for honest 
men to rebel and revolutionize. What makes this duty the more 
urgent is the fact, that the country so overrun is not our own, but 
ours is the invading army.  

Paley, a common authority with many on moral questions, in 
his chapter on the “Duty of Submission to Civil Government,” 
resolves all civil obligation into expediency; and he proceeds to 
say, “ that so long as the interest of the whole society requires it, 
that is, so long as the established government cannot be resisted or 
changed without public inconveniency, it is the will of God, that 
the established government be obeyed, and no longer.”—“This 
principle being admitted, the justice of every particular case of 
resistance is reduced to a computation of the quantity of the danger 
and grievance on the one side, and of the probabili ty and expense 
of redressing it on the other.” Of this, he says, every man shall 
judge for himself. But Paley appears never to have contemplated 
those cases to which the rule of expediency does not apply, in 
which a people, as well as an individual, must do justice, cost what 
it may. If I have unjustly wrested a plank from a drowning man, I 
must restore it to him though I drown myself. This, according to 
Paley, would be inconvenient. But he that would save his li fe, in 
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such a case, shall l ose it. This people must cease to hold slaves, 
and to make war on Mexico, though it cost them their existence as 
a people.  

In their practice, nations agree with Paley; but does any one 
think that Massachusetts does exactly what is right at the present 
crisis?  

 

“A drab of state, a cloth-o’-silver slut, 
To have her train borne up, and her soul trail i n the dirt.”  

 
Practically speaking, the opponents to a reform in Massachusetts 
are not a hundred thousand politi cians at the South, but a hundred 
thousand merchants and farmers here, who are more interested in 
commerce and agriculture than they are in humanity, and are not 
prepared to do justice to the slave and to Mexico, cost what it may. 
I quarrel not with far-off foes, but with those who, near at home, 
co-operate with, and do the bidding of those far away, and without 
whom the latter would be harmless. We are accustomed to say, that 
the mass of men are unprepared; but improvement is slow, because 
the few are not materially wiser or better than the many. It is not so 
important that many should be as good as you, as that there be 
some absolute goodness somewhere; for that will l eaven the whole 
lump. There are thousands who are in opinion opposed to slavery 
and to the war, who yet in effect do nothing to put an end to them; 
who, esteeming themselves children of Washington and Franklin, 
sit down with their hands in their pockets, and say that they know 
not what to do, and do nothing; who even postpone the question of 
freedom to the question of free-trade, and quietly read the prices-
current along with the latest advices from Mexico, after dinner, 
and, it may be, fall asleep over them both. What is the price-
current of an honest man and patriot to-day? They hesitate, and 
they regret, and sometimes they petition; but they do nothing in 
earnest and with effect. They will wait, well disposed, for others to 
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remedy the evil , that they may no longer have it to regret. At most, 
they give only a cheap vote, and a feeble countenance and 
Godspeed, to the right, as it goes by them. There are nine hundred 
and ninety-nine patrons of virtue to one virtuous man; but it is 
easier to deal with the real possessor of a thing than with the 
temporary guardian of it.  

All voting is a sort of gaming, li ke checkers or backgammon, 
with a slight moral tinge to it, a playing with right and wrong, with 
moral questions; and betting naturally accompanies it. The 
character of the voters is not staked. I cast my vote, perchance, as I 
think right; but I am not vitally concerned that that right should 
prevail . I am willi ng to leave it to the majority. Its obligation, 
therefore, never exceeds that of expediency. Even voting for the 
right is doing nothing for it. It is only expressing to men feebly 
your desire that it should prevail . A wise man will not leave the 
right to the mercy of chance, nor wish it to prevail through the 
power of the majority. There is but littl e virtue in the action of 
masses of men. When the majority shall at length vote for the 
aboliti on of slavery, it will be because they are indifferent to 
slavery, or because there is but li ttle slavery left to be abolished by 
their vote. They will t hen be the only slaves. Only his vote can 
hasten the aboliti on of slavery who asserts his own freedom by his 
vote.  

I hear of a convention to be held at Baltimore, or elsewhere, 
for the selection of a candidate for the Presidency, made up chiefly 
of editors, and men who are politi cians by profession; but I think, 
what is it to any independent, intelli gent, and respectable man what 
decision they may come to, shall we not have the advantage of his 
wisdom and honesty, nevertheless? Can we not count upon some 
independent votes? Are there not many individuals in the country 
who do not attend conventions? But no: I find that the respectable 
man, so called, has immediately drifted from his position, and 
despairs of his country, when his country has more reason to 
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despair of him. He forthwith adopts one of the candidates thus 
selected as the only available one, thus proving that he is himself 
available for any purposes of the demagogue. His vote is of no 
more worth than that of any unprincipled foreigner or hireling 
native, who may have been bought. Oh for a man who is a man, 
and, as my neighbor says, has a bone in his back which you cannot 
pass your hand through! Our statistics are at fault: the population 
has been returned too large. How many men are there to a square 
thousand miles in this country? Hardly one. Does not America 
offer any inducement for men to settle here? The American has 
dwindled into an Odd Fellow,—one who may be known by the 
development of his organ of gregariousness, and a manifest lack of 
intellect and cheerful self-reliance; whose first and chief concern, 
on coming into the world, is to see that the alms-houses are in good 
repair; and, before yet he has lawfully donned the virile garb, to 
collect a fund for the support of the widows and orphans that may 
be; who, in short, ventures to li ve only by the aid of the mutual 
insurance company, which has promised to bury him decently.  

It is not a man’s duty, as a matter of course, to devote himself 
to the eradication of any, even the most enormous wrong; he may 
still properly have other concerns to engage him; but it is his duty, 
at least, to wash his hands of it, and, if he gives it no thought 
longer, not to give it practically his support. If I devote myself to 
other pursuits and contemplations, I must first see, at least, that I 
do not pursue them sitting upon another man’s shoulders. I must 
get off him first, that he may pursue his contemplations too. See 
what gross inconsistency is tolerated. I have heard some of my 
townsmen say, “ I should like to have them order me out to help put 
down an insurrection of the slaves, or to march to Mexico,—see if 
I would go;” and yet these very men have each, directly by their 
allegiance, and so indirectly, at least, by their money, furnished a 
substitute. The soldier is applauded who refuses to serve in an 
unjust war by those who do not refuse to sustain the unjust 
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government which makes the war; is applauded by those whose 
own act and authority he disregards and sets at naught; as if the 
State were penitent to that degree that it hired one to scourge it 
while it sinned, but not to that degree that it left off sinning for a 
moment. Thus, under the name of order and civil government, we 
are all made at last to pay homage to and support our own 
meanness. After the first blush of sin, comes its indifference; and 
from immoral it becomes, as it were, unmoral, and not quite 
unnecessary to that li fe which we have made.  

The broadest and most prevalent error requires the most 
disinterested virtue to sustain it. The slight reproach to which the 
virtue of patriotism is commonly liable, the noble are most likely 
to incur. Those who, while they disapprove of the character and 
measures of a government, yield to it their allegiance and support, 
are undoubtedly its most conscientious supporters, and so 
frequently the most serious obstacles to reform. Some are 
petitioning the State to dissolve the Union, to disregard the 
requisitions of the President. Why do they not dissolve it 
themselves,—the union between themselves and the State,—and 
refuse to pay their quota into its treasury? Do not they stand in the 
same relation to the State, that the State does to the Union? And 
have not the same reasons prevented the State from resisting the 
Union, which have prevented them from resisting the State?  

How can a man be satisfied to entertain an opinion merely, 
and enjoy it? Is there any enjoyment in it, if his opinion is that he 
is aggrieved? If you are cheated out of a single dollar by your 
neighbor, you do not rest satisfied with knowing that you are 
cheated, or with saying that you are cheated, or even with 
petitioning him to pay you your due; but you take effectual steps at 
once to obtain the full amount, and see that you are never cheated 
again. Action from principle,—the perception and the performance 
of right,—changes things and relations; it is essentially 
revolutionary, and does not consist wholly with any thing which 
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was. It not only divides states and churches, it divides families; 
aye, it divides the individual, separating the diabolical in him from 
the divine.  

Unjust laws exist; shall we be content to obey them, or shall 
we endeavor to amend them, and obey them until we have 
succeeded, or shall we transgress them at once? Men generally, 
under such a government as this, think that they ought to wait until 
they have persuaded the majority to alter them. They think that, if 
they should resist, the remedy would be worse than the evil . But it 
is the fault of the government itself that the remedy is worse than 
the evil . It makes it worse. Why is it not more apt to anticipate and 
provide for reform? Why does it not cherish its wise minority? 
Why does it cry and resist before it is hurt? Why does it not 
encourage its citizens to be on the alert to point out its faults, and 
do better than it would have them? Why does it always crucify 
Christ, and excommunicate Copernicus and Luther, and pronounce 
Washington and Franklin rebels?  

One would think, that a deliberate and practical denial of its 
authority, was the only offense never contemplated by 
government; else, why has it not assigned its definite, its suitable 
and proportionate penalty? If a man who has no property refuses 
but once to earn nine shilli ngs for the State, he is put in prison for a 
period unlimited by any law that I know, and determined only by 
the discretion of those who placed him there; but if he should steal 
ninety times nine shilli ngs from the State, he is soon permitted to 
go at large again.  

If the injustice is part of the necessary friction of the machine 
of government, let it go, let it go; perchance it will wear smooth,—
certainly the machine will wear out. If the injustice has a spring, or 
a pulley, or a rope, or a crank, exclusively for itself, then perhaps 
you may consider whether the remedy will not be worse than the 
evil; but if it is of such a nature that it requires you to be the agent 
of injustice to another, then, I say, break the law. Let your li fe be a 
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counter friction to stop the machine. What I have to do is to see, at 
any rate, that I do not lend myself to the wrong which I condemn.  

As for adopting the ways which the State has provided for 
remedying the evil , I know not of such ways. They take too much 
time, and a man’s li fe will be gone. I have other affairs to attend to. 
I came into this world, not chiefly to make this a good place to li ve 
in, but to li ve in it, be it good or bad. A man has not every thing to 
do, but something; and because he cannot do every thing, it is not 
necessary that he should do something wrong. It is not my business 
to be petitioning the governor or the legislature any more than it is 
theirs to petition me; and, if they should not hear my petition, what 
should I do then? But in this case the State has provided no way: 
its very Constitution is the evil . This may seem to be harsh and 
stubborn and unconcili atory; but it is to treat with the utmost 
kindness and consideration the only spirit that can appreciate or 
deserve it. So is all change for the better, li ke birth and death 
which convulse the body.  

I do not hesitate to say, that those who call themselves 
aboliti onists should at once effectually withdraw their support, 
both in person and property, from the government of 
Massachusetts, and not wait till t hey constitute a majority of one, 
before they suffer the right to prevail through them. I think that it is 
enough if they have God on their side, without waiting for that 
other one. Moreover, any man more right than his neighbors, 
constitutes a majority of one already.  

I meet this American government, or its representative the 
State government, directly, and face to face, once a year, no more, 
in the person of its tax-gatherer; this is the only mode in which a 
man situated as I am necessarily meets it; and it then says 
distinctly, Recognize me; and the simplest, the most effectual, and, 
in the present posture of affairs, the indispensablest mode of 
treating with it on this head, of expressing your littl e satisfaction 
with and love for it, is to deny it then. My civil neighbor, the tax-
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gatherer, is the very man I have to deal with,—for it is, after all , 
with men and not with parchment that I quarrel,—and he has 
voluntarily chosen to be an agent of the government. How shall he 
ever know well what he is and does as an off icer of the 
government, or as a man, until he is obliged to consider whether he 
shall treat me, his neighbor, for whom he has respect, as a neighbor 
and well -disposed man, or as a maniac and disturber of the peace, 
and see if he can get over this obstruction to his neighborliness 
without a ruder and more impetuous thought or speech 
corresponding with his action? I know this well , that if one 
thousand, if one hundred, if ten men whom I could name,—if ten 
honest men only,—aye, if one HONEST man, in this State of 
Massachusetts, ceasing to hold slaves, were actually to withdraw 
from this copartnership, and be locked up in the county jail 
therefor, it would be the aboliti on of slavery in America. For it 
matters not how small the beginning may seem to be: what is once 
well done is done for ever. But we love better to talk about it: that 
we say is our mission. Reform keeps many scores of newspapers in 
its service, but not one man. If my esteemed neighbor, the State’s 
ambassador, who will devote his days to the settlement of the 
question of human rights in the Council Chamber, instead of being 
threatened with the prisons of Carolina, were to sit down the 
prisoner of Massachusetts, that State which is so anxious to foist 
the sin of slavery upon her sister,—though at present she can 
discover only an act of inhospitali ty to be the ground of a quarrel 
with her,—the Legislature would not wholly waive the subject the 
following winter.  

Under a government which imprisons any unjustly, the true 
place for a just man is also a prison. The proper place to-day, the 
only place which Massachusetts has provided for her freer and less 
desponding spirits, is in her prisons, to be put out and locked out of 
the State by her own act, as they have already put themselves out 
by their principles. It is there that the fugitive slave, and the 
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Mexican prisoner on parole, and the Indian come to plead the 
wrongs of his race, should find them; on that separate, but more 
free and honorable ground, where the State places those who are 
not with her but against her,—the only house in a slave-state in 
which a free man can abide with honor. If any think that their 
influence would be lost there, and their voices no longer aff li ct the 
ear of the State, that they would not be as an enemy within its 
walls, they do not know by how much truth is stronger than error, 
nor how much more eloquently and effectively he can combat 
injustice who has experienced a littl e in his own person. Cast your 
whole vote, not a strip of paper merely, but your whole influence. 
A minority is powerless while it conforms to the majority; it is not 
even a minority then; but it is irresistible when it clogs by its whole 
weight. If the alternative is to keep all j ust men in prison, or give 
up war and slavery, the State will not hesitate which to choose. If a 
thousand men were not to pay their tax-bill s this year, that would 
not be a violent and bloody measure, as it would be to pay them, 
and enable the State to commit violence and shed innocent blood. 
This is, in fact, the definition of a peaceable revolution, if any such 
is possible. If the tax-gatherer, or any other public off icer, asks me, 
as one has done, “But what shall I do?” my answer is, “ If you 
really wish to do any thing, resign your office.” When the subject 
has refused allegiance, and the off icer has resigned his off ice, then 
the revolution is accomplished. But even suppose blood should 
flow. Is there not a sort of blood shed when the conscience is 
wounded? Through this wound a man’s real manhood and 
immortali ty flow out, and he bleeds to an everlasting death. I see 
this blood flowing now.  

I have contemplated the imprisonment of the offender, rather 
than the seizure of his goods,—though both will serve the same 
purpose,—because they who assert the purest right, and 
consequently are most dangerous to a corrupt State, commonly 
have not spent much time in accumulating property. To such the 
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State renders comparatively small service, and a slight tax is wont 
to appear exorbitant, particularly if they are obliged to earn it by 
special labor with their hands. If there were one who lived wholly 
without the use of money, the State itself would hesitate to demand 
it of him. But the rich man—not to make any invidious 
comparison—is always sold to the institution which makes him 
rich. Absolutely speaking, the more money, the less virtue; for 
money comes between a man and his objects, and obtains them for 
him; it was certainly no great virtue to obtain it. It puts to rest 
many questions which he would otherwise be taxed to answer; 
while the only new question which it puts is the hard but 
superfluous one, how to spend it. Thus his moral ground is taken 
from under his feet. The opportunities of li ving are diminished in 
proportion as what are called the “means” are increased. The best 
thing a man can do for his culture when he is rich is to endeavor to 
carry out those schemes which he entertained when he was poor. 
Christ answered the Herodians according to their condition. “Show 
me the tribute-money,” said he;—and one took a penny out of his 
pocket;—If you use money which has the image of Caesar on it, 
and which he has made current and valuable, that is, if you are men 
of the State, and gladly enjoy the advantages of Caesar’s 
government, then pay him back some of his own when he demands 
it; “Render therefore to Caesar that which is Caesar’s, and to God 
those things which are God’s,”—leaving them no wiser than before 
as to which was which; for they did not wish to know.  

When I converse with the freest of my neighbors, I perceive 
that, whatever they may say about the magnitude and seriousness 
of the question, and their regard for the public tranquilli ty, the long 
and the short of the matter is, that they cannot spare the protection 
of the existing government, and they dread the consequences of 
disobedience to it to their property and families. For my own part, I 
should not like to think that I ever rely on the protection of the 
State. But, if I deny the authority of the State when it presents its 
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tax-bill , it will soon take and waste all my property, and so harass 
me and my children without end. This is hard. This makes it 
impossible for a man to live honestly and at the same time 
comfortably in outward respects. It will not be worth the while to 
accumulate property; that would be sure to go again. You must hire 
or squat somewhere, and raise but a small crop, and eat that soon. 
You must live within yourself, and depend upon yourself, always 
tucked up and ready for a start, and not have many affairs. A man 
may grow rich in Turkey even, if he will be in all respects a good 
subject of the Turkish government. Confucius said,—“If a State is 
governed by the principles of reason, poverty and misery are 
subjects of shame; if a State is not governed by the principles of 
reason, riches and honors are the subjects of shame.” No: until I 
want the protection of Massachusetts to be extended to me in some 
distant southern port, where my liberty is endangered, or until I am 
bent solely on building up an estate at home by peaceful enterprise, 
I can afford to refuse allegiance to Massachusetts, and her right to 
my property and li fe. It costs me less in every sense to incur the 
penalty of disobedience to the State, than it would to obey. I should 
feel as if I were worth less in that case.  

Some years ago, the State met me in behalf of the church, and 
commanded me to pay a certain sum toward the support of a 
clergyman whose preaching my father attended, but never I 
myself. “Pay,” it said, “or be locked up in the jail .” I declined to 
pay. But, unfortunately another man saw fit to pay it. I did not see 
why the schoolmaster should be taxed to support the priest, and not 
the priest the schoolmaster: for I was not the State’s schoolmaster, 
but I supported myself by voluntary subscription. I did not see why 
the lyceum should not present its tax-bill , and have the State to 
back its demand, as well as the church. However, at the request of 
the selectmen, I condescended to make some such statement as this 
in writing:—“Know all men by these presents, that I, Henry 
Thoreau, do not wish to be regarded as a member of any 
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incorporated society which I have not joined.” This I gave to the 
town-clerk; and he has it. The State, having thus learned that I did 
not wish to be regarded as a member of that church, has never 
made a like demand on me since; though it said that it must adhere 
to its original presumption that time. If I had known how to name 
them, I should then have signed off in detail from all the societies 
which I never signed on to; but I did not know where to find a 
complete list.  

I have paid no poll -tax for six years. I was put into a jail once 
on this account, for one night; and, as I stood considering the walls 
of solid stone, two or three feet thick, the door of wood and iron, a 
foot thick, and the iron grating which strained the light, I could not 
help being struck with the foolishness of that institution which 
treated me as if I were mere flesh and blood and bones, to be 
locked up. I wondered that it should have concluded at length that 
this was the best use it could put me to, and had never thought to 
avail it self of my services in some way. I saw that, if there was a 
wall of stone between me and my townsmen, there was a still more 
diff icult one to climb or break through, before they could get to be 
as free as I was. I did not for a moment feel confined, and the walls 
seemed a great waste of stone and mortar. I felt as if I alone of all 
my townsmen had paid my tax. They plainly did not know how to 
treat me, but behaved like persons who are underbred. In every 
threat and in every compliment there was a blunder; for they 
thought that my chief desire was to stand the other side of that 
stone wall . I could not but smile to see how industriously they 
locked the door on my meditations, which followed them out again 
without let or hindrance, and they were really all that was 
dangerous. As they could not reach me, they had resolved to 
punish my body; just as boys, if they cannot come at some person 
against whom they have a spite, will abuse his dog. I saw that the 
State was half-witted, that it was timid as a lone woman with her 
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silver spoons, and that it did not know its friends from its foes, and 
I lost all my remaining respect for it, and pitied it.  

Thus the State never intentionally confronts a man’s sense, 
intellectual or moral, but only his body, his senses. It is not armed 
with superior wit or honesty, but with superior physical strength. I 
was not born to be forced. I will breathe after my own fashion. Let 
us see who is the strongest. What force has a multitude? They only 
can force me who obey a higher law than I. They force me to 
become like themselves. I do not hear of men being forced to li ve 
this way or that by masses of men. What sort of li fe were that to 
li ve? When I meet a government which says to me, “Your money 
or your li fe,” why should I be in haste to give it my money? It may 
be in a great strait, and not know what to do: I cannot help that. It 
must help itself: do as I do. It is not worth the while to snivel about 
it. I am not responsible for the successful working of the 
machinery of society. I am not the son of the engineer. I perceive 
that, when an acorn and a chestnut fall side by side, the one does 
not remain inert to make way for the other, but both obey their own 
laws, and spring and grow and flourish as best they can, till one, 
perchance, overshadows and destroys the other. If a plant cannot 
li ve according to its nature, it dies; and so a man. 

The night in prison was novel and interesting enough. The 
prisoners in their shirt-sleeves were enjoying a chat and the 
evening air in the doorway, when I entered. But the jailer said, 
“Come, boys, it is time to lock up,” and so they dispersed, and I 
heard the sound of their steps returning into the hollow apartments. 
My roommate was introduced to me by the jailer, as “a first-rate 
fellow and a clever man.” When the door was locked, he showed 
me where to hang my hat, and how he managed matters there. The 
rooms were whitewashed once a month; and this one, at least, was 
the whitest, most simply furnished, and probably the neatest 
apartment in the town. He naturally wanted to know where I came 
from, and what brought me there; and, when I had told him, I 
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asked him in my turn how he came there, presuming him to be an 
honest man, of course; and, as the world goes, I believe he was. 
“Why,” said he, “ they accuse me of burning a barn; but I never did 
it.” As near as I could discover, he had probably gone to bed in a 
barn when drunk, and smoked his pipe there; and so a barn was 
burnt. He had the reputation of being a clever man, had been there 
some three months waiting for his trial to come on, and would 
have to wait as much longer; but he was quite domesticated and 
contented, since he got his board for nothing, and thought that he 
was well treated.  

He occupied one window, and I the other; and I saw, that, if 
one stayed there long, his principal business would be to look out 
the window. I had soon read all the tracts that were left there, and 
examined where former prisoners had broken out, and where a 
grate had been sawed off , and heard the history of the various 
occupants of that room; for I found that even here there was a 
history and a gossip which never circulated beyond the walls of the 
jail . Probably this is the only house in the town where verses are 
composed, which are afterward printed in circular form, but not 
published. I was shown quite a long list of verses which were 
composed by some young men who had been detected in an 
attempt to escape, who avenged themselves by singing them.  

I pumped my fellow-prisoner as dry as I could, for fear I 
should never see him again; but at length he showed me which was 
my bed, and left me to blow out the lamp.  

It was like travelli ng into a far country, such as I had never 
expected to behold, to lie there for one night. It seemed to me that I 
never had heard the town-clock strike before, nor the evening 
sounds of the vill age; for we slept with the windows open, which 
were inside the grating. It was to see my native vill age in the light 
of the middle ages, and our Concord was turned into a Rhine 
stream, and visions of knights and castles passed before me. They 
were the voices of old burghers that I heard in the streets. I was an 
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involuntary spectator and auditor of whatever was done and said in 
the kitchen of the adjacent vill age-inn,—a wholly new and rare 
experience to me. It was a closer view of my native town. I was 
fairly inside of it. I never had seen its institutions before. This is 
one of its peculiar institutions; for it is a shire town. I began to 
comprehend what its inhabitants were about.  

In the morning, our breakfasts were put through the hole in 
the door, in small oblong-square tin pans, made to fit, and holding 
a pint of chocolate, with brown bread, and an iron spoon. When 
they called for the vessels again, I was green enough to return what 
bread I had left, but my comrade seized it, and said that I should 
lay that up for lunch or dinner. Soon after, he was let out to work at 
haying in a neighboring field, whither he went every day, and 
would not be back till noon; so he bade me good-day, saying that 
he doubted if he should see me again.  

When I came out of prison,—for some one interfered, and 
paid that tax,—I did not perceive that great changes had taken 
place on the common, such as he observed who went in a youth, 
and emerged a tottering and gray-headed man; and yet a change 
had to my eyes come over the scene,—the town, and State and 
country,—greater than any that mere time could effect. I saw yet 
more distinctly the State in which I li ved. I saw to what extent the 
people among whom I lived could be trusted as good neighbors 
and friends; that their friendship was for summer weather only; 
that they did not greatly propose to do right; that they were a 
distinct race from me by their prejudices and superstitions, as the 
Chinamen and Malays are; that, in their sacrifices to humanity, 
they ran no risks, not even to their property; that, after all , they 
were not so noble but they treated the thief as he had treated them, 
and hoped, by a certain outward observance and a few prayers, and 
by walking in a particular straight though useless path from time to 
time, to save their souls. This may be to judge my neighbors 
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harshly; for I believe that many of them are not aware that they 
have such an institution as the jail i n their vill age.  

It was formerly the custom in our vill age, when a poor debtor 
came out of jail , for his acquaintances to salute him, looking 
through their fingers, which were crossed to represent the grating 
of a jail window, “How do ye do?” My neighbors did not thus 
salute me, but first looked at me, and then at one another, as if I 
had returned from a long journey. I was put into jail as I was going 
to the shoemaker’s to get a shoe which was mended. When I was 
let out the next morning, I proceeded to finish my errand, and, 
having put on my mended shoe, joined a huckleberry party, who 
were impatient to put themselves under my conduct; and in half an 
hour,—for the horse was soon tackled,—was in the midst of a 
huckleberry field, on one of our highest hill s, two miles off , and 
then the State was nowhere to be seen.  

This is the whole history of “My Prisons.”  

I have never declined paying the highway tax, because I am as 
desirous of being a good neighbor as I am of being a bad subject; 
and, as for supporting schools, I am doing my part to educate my 
fellow-countrymen now. It is for no particular item in the tax-bil l 
that I refuse to pay it. I simply wish to refuse allegiance to the 
State, to withdraw and stand aloof from it effectually. I do not care 
to trace the course of my dollar, if I could, till i t buys a man, or a 
musket to shoot one with,—the dollar is innocent,—but I am 
concerned to trace the effects of my allegiance. In fact, I quietly 
declare war with the State, after my fashion, though I will still 
make what use and get what advantage of her I can, as is usual in 
such cases.  

If others pay the tax which is demanded of me, from a 
sympathy with the State, they do but what they have already done 
in their own case, or rather they abet injustice to a greater extent 
than the State requires. If they pay the tax from a mistaken interest 
in the individual taxed, to save his property, or prevent his going to 



HENRY  DAVID  THOREAU 23 

jail , it is because they have not considered wisely how far they let 
their private feelings interfere with the public good.  

This, then, is my position at present. But one cannot be too 
much on his guard in such a case, lest his action be biased by 
obstinacy, or an undue regard for the opinions of men. Let him see 
that he does only what belongs to himself and to the hour.  

I think sometimes, Why, this people mean well; they are only 
ignorant; they would do better if they knew how; why give your 
neighbors this pain to treat you as they are not inclined to? But I 
think, again, This is no reason why I should do as they do, or 
permit others to suffer much greater pain of a different kind. 
Again, I sometimes say to myself, When many milli ons of men, 
without heat, without ill -will , without personal feeling of any kind, 
demand of you a few shillings only, without the possibili ty, such is 
their constitution, of retracting or altering their present demand, 
and without the possibili ty, on your side, of appeal to any other 
milli ons, why expose yourself to this overwhelming brute force? 
You do not resist cold and hunger, the winds and the waves, thus 
obstinately; you quietly submit to a thousand similar necessities. 
You do not put your head into the fire. But just in proportion as I 
regard this as not wholly a brute force, but partly a human force, 
and consider that I have relations to those milli ons as to so many 
milli ons of men, and not of mere brute or inanimate things, I see 
that appeal is possible, first and instantaneously, from them to the 
Maker of them, and, secondly, from them to themselves. But, if I 
put my head deliberately into the fire, there is no appeal to fire or 
to the Maker of f ire, and I have only myself to blame. If I could 
convince myself that I have any right to be satisfied with men as 
they are, and to treat them accordingly, and not according, in some 
respects, to my requisitions and expectations of what they and I 
ought to be, then, li ke a good Mussulman and fatalist, I should 
endeavor to be satisfied with things as they are, and say it is the 
will of God. And, above all , there is this difference between 
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resisting this and a purely brute or natural force, that I can resist 
this with some effect; but I cannot expect, li ke Orpheus, to change 
the nature of the rocks and trees and beasts.  

I do not wish to quarrel with any man or nation. I do not wish 
to split hairs, to make fine distinctions, or set myself up as better 
than my neighbors. I seek rather, I may say, even an excuse for 
conforming to the laws of the land. I am but too ready to conform 
to them. Indeed, I have reason to suspect myself on this head; and 
each year, as the tax-gatherer comes round, I find myself disposed 
to review the acts and position of the general and State 
governments, and the spirit of the people, to discover a pretext for 
conformity.  

 

“We must affect our country as our parents, 
And if at any time we alienate 
Our love or industry from doing it honor, 
We must respect effects and teach the soul 
Matter of conscience and religion, 
And not desire of rule or benefit.”  

 
I believe that the State will soon be able to take all my work 

of this sort out of my hands, and then I shall be no better a patriot 
than my fellow-countrymen. Seen from a lower point of view, the 
Constitution, with all it s faults, is very good; the law and the courts 
are very respectable; even this State and this American government 
are, in many respects, very admirable and rare things, to be 
thankful for, such as a great many have described them; but seen 
from a point of view a littl e higher, they are what I have described 
them; seen from a higher still , and the highest, who shall say what 
they are, or that they are worth looking at or thinking of at all?  

However, the government does not concern me much, and I 
shall bestow the fewest possible thoughts on it. It is not many 
moments that I li ve under a government, even in this world. If a 
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man is thought-free, fancy-free, imagination-free, that which is not 
never for a long time appearing to be to him, unwise rulers or 
reformers cannot fatally interrupt him.  

I know that most men think differently from myself; but those 
whose lives are by profession devoted to the study of these or 
kindred subjects, content me as littl e as any. Statesmen and 
legislators, standing so completely within the institution, never 
distinctly and nakedly behold it. They speak of moving society, but 
have no resting-place without it. They may be men of a certain 
experience and discrimination, and have no doubt invented 
ingenious and even useful systems, for which we sincerely thank 
them; but all their wit and usefulness lie within certain not very 
wide limits. They are wont to forget that the world is not governed 
by policy and expediency. Webster never goes behind government, 
and so cannot speak with authority about it. His words are wisdom 
to those legislators who contemplate no essential reform in the 
existing government; but for thinkers, and those who legislate for 
all time, he never once glances at the subject. I know of those 
whose serene and wise speculations on this theme would soon 
reveal the limits of his mind’s range and hospitality. Yet, compared 
with the cheap professions of most reformers, and the still cheaper 
wisdom and eloquence of politi cians in general, his are almost the 
only sensible and valuable words, and we thank Heaven for him. 
Comparatively, he is always strong, original, and, above all , 
practical. Still his quali ty is not wisdom, but prudence. The 
lawyer’s truth is not truth, but consistency, or a consistent 
expediency. Truth is always in harmony with herself, and is not 
concerned chiefly to reveal the justice that may consist with 
wrong-doing. He well deserves to be called, as he has been called, 
the Defender of the Constitution. There are really no blows to be 
given by him but defensive ones. He is not a leader, but a follower. 
His leaders are the men of ’ 87. “ I have never made an effort,” he 
says, “and never propose to make an effort; I have never 
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countenanced an effort, and never mean to countenance an effort, 
to disturb the arrangement as originally made, by which the 
various States came into the Union.” Still t hinking of the sanction 
which the Constitution gives to slavery, he says, “Because it was a 
part of the original compact,—let it stand.” Notwithstanding his 
special acuteness and abili ty, he is unable to take a fact out of its 
merely politi cal relations, and behold it as it lies absolutely to be 
disposed of by the intellect,—what, for instance, it behooves a man 
to do here in America to-day with regard to slavery, but ventures, 
or is driven, to make some such desperate answer as the following, 
while professing to speak absolutely, and as a private man,—from 
which what new and singular code of social duties might be 
inferred?—“The manner,” says he, “ in which the governments of 
those States where slavery exists are to regulate it, is for their own 
consideration, under their responsibili ty to their constituents, to the 
general laws of propriety, humanity, and justice, and to God. 
Associations formed elsewhere springing from a feeling of 
humanity, or any other cause, have nothing whatever to do with it. 
They have never received any encouragement from me and they 
never will .” 1  

They who know of no purer sources of truth, who have traced 
up its stream no higher, stand, and wisely stand, by the Bible and 
the Constitution, and drink at it there with reverence and humili ty; 
but they who behold where it comes trickling into this lake or that 
pool, gird up their loins once more, and continue their pilgrimage 
toward its fountain-head.  

No man with a genius for legislation has appeared in 
America. They are rare in the history of the world. There are 
orators, politi cians, and eloquent men, by the thousand; but the 
speaker has not yet opened his mouth to speak, who is capable of 
settling the much-vexed questions of the day. We love eloquence 
for its own sake, and not for any truth which it may utter, or any 
 

1 These extracts have been inserted since the lecture was read. 
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heroism it may inspire. Our legislators have not yet learned the 
comparative value of free-trade and of freedom, of union, and of 
rectitude, to a nation. They have no genius or talent for 
comparatively humble questions of taxation and finance, 
commerce and manufactures and agriculture. If we were left solely 
to the wordy wit of legislators in Congress for our guidance, 
uncorrected by the seasonable experience and the effectual 
complaints of the people, America would not long retain her rank 
among the nations. For eighteen hundred years, though perchance I 
have no right to say it, the New Testament has been written; yet 
where is the legislator who has wisdom and practical talent enough 
to avail himself of the light which it sheds on the science of 
legislation?  

The authority of government, even such as I am willi ng to 
submit to,—for I will cheerfully obey those who know and can do 
better than I, and in many things even those who neither know nor 
can do so well ,—is still an impure one: to be strictly just, it must 
have the sanction and consent of the governed. It can have no pure 
right over my person and property but what I concede to it. The 
progress from an absolute to a limited monarchy, from a limited 
monarchy to a democracy, is a progress toward a true respect for 
the individual. Even the Chinese philosopher was wise enough to 
regard the individual as the basis of the empire. Is a democracy, 
such as we know it, the last improvement possible in government? 
Is it not possible to take a step further towards recognizing and 
organizing the rights of man? There will never be a really free and 
enlightened State, until the State comes to recognize the individual 
as a higher and independent power, from which all it s own power 
and authority are derived, and treats him accordingly. I please 
myself with imagining a State at last which can afford to be just to 
all men, and to treat the individual with respect as a neighbor; 
which even would not think it inconsistent with its own repose, if a 
few were to li ve aloof from it, not meddling with it, nor embraced 
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by it, who fulfill ed all the duties of neighbors and fellow-men. A 
State which bore this kind of fruit, and suffered it to drop off as 
fast as it ripened, would prepare the way for a still more perfect 
and glorious State, which also I have imagined, but not yet 
anywhere seen.  
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I heartily accept the motto—“That government is best which 
governs least;” and I should like to see it acted up to more rapidly 
and systematically. Carried out, it finally amounts to this, which 
also I believe—“That government is best which governs not at 
all;” and when men are prepared for it, that will be the kind of 
government which they will have. Government is at best but an 
expedient; but most governments are usually, and all governments 
are sometimes, inexpedient. The objections which have been brou-
ght against a standing army, and they are many and weighty, and 
deserve to prevail, may also at last be brought against a standing 
government. The standing army is only an arm of the standing 
government. The government itself, which is only the mode which 
the people have chosen to execute their will, is equally liable to 
be abused and perverted before the people can act through it. 
Witness the present Mexican war, the work of comparatively a few 
individuals using the standing government as their tool; for in the 
outset, the people would not have consented to this measure.

This American government—what is it but a tradition, though a 
recent one, endeavoring to transmit itself unimpaired to posterity, 
but each instant losing some of its integrity? It has not the vitality 
and force of a single living man; for a single man can bend it to 
his will. It is a sort of wooden gun to the people themselves. But 
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it is not the less necessary for this; for the people must have some 
complicated machinery or other, and hear its din, to satisfy that 
idea of government which they have. Governments show thus how 
successfully men can be imposed upon, even impose on themsel-
ves, for their own advantage. It is excellent, we must all allow. Yet 
this government never of itself furthered any enterprise, but by 
the alacrity with which it got out of its way. It does not keep the 
country free. It does not settle the West. It does not educate. The 
character inherent in the American people has done all that has 
been accomplished; and it would have done somewhat more, if the 
government had not sometimes got in its way. For government is 
an expedient, by which men would fain succeed in letting one ano-
ther alone; and, as has been said, when it is most expedient, the 
governed are most let alone by it. Trade and commerce, if they 
were not made of India-rubber, would never manage to bounce 
over obstacles which legislators are continually putting in their 
way; and if one were to judge these men wholly by the effects of 
their actions and not partly by their intentions, they would deserve 
to be classed and punished with those mischievious persons who 
put obstructions on the railroads.

But, to speak practically and as a citizen, unlike those who call 
themselves no-government men, I ask for, not at once no govern-
ment, but at once a better government. Let every man make known 
what kind of government would command his respect, and that 
will be one step toward obtaining it.

After all, the practical reason why, when the power is once in 
the hands of the people, a majority are permitted, and for a long 
period continue, to rule, is not because they are most likely to be 
in the right, nor because this seems fairest to the minority, but 
because they are physically the strongest. But a government in 
which the majority rule in all cases can not be based on justice, 
even as far as men understand it. Can there not be a government 
in which the majorities do not virtually decide right and wrong, 
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but conscience?—in which majorities decide only those questions 
to which the rule of expediency is applicable? Must the citizen ever 
for a moment, or in the least degree, resign his conscience to the 
legislator? Why has every man a conscience then? I think that we 
should be men first, and subjects afterward. It is not desirable to 
cultivate a respect for the law, so much as for the right. The only 
obligation which I have a right to assume is to do at any time what 
I think right. It is truly enough said that a corporation has no cons-
cience; but a corporation on conscientious men is a corporation 
with a conscience. Law never made men a whit more just; and, by 
means of their respect for it, even the well-disposed are daily made 
the agents of injustice. A common and natural result of an undue 
respect for the law is, that you may see a file of soldiers, colonel, 
captain, corporal, privates, powder-monkeys, and all, marching in 
admirable order over hill and dale to the wars, against their wills, 
ay, against their common sense and consciences, which makes it 
very steep marching indeed, and produces a palpitation of the 
heart. They have no doubt that it is a damnable business in which 
they are concerned; they are all peaceably inclined. Now, what are 
they? Men at all? or small movable forts and magazines, at the 
service of some unscrupulous man in power? Visit the Navy-Yard, 
and behold a marine, such a man as an American government can 
make, or such as it can make a man with its black arts—a mere 
shadow and reminiscence of humanity, a man laid out alive and 
standing, and already, as one may say, buried under arms with 
funeral accompaniment, though it may be,—

“Not a drum was heard, not a funeral note,
As his corse to the rampart we hurried;
Not a soldier discharged his farewell shot
O’er the grave where out hero was buried.” 1

1. Quoted from Charles Wolfe, “Burial of Sir John Moore at Corunna.”
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The mass of men serve the state thus, not as men mainly, but 
as machines, with their bodies. They are the standing army, and 
the militia, jailers, constables, posse comitatus, etc. In most cases 
there is no free exercise whatever of the judgement or of the moral 
sense; but they put themselves on a level with wood and earth 
and stones; and wooden men can perhaps be manufactured that 
will serve the purpose as well. Such command no more respect 
than men of straw or a lump of dirt. They have the same sort of 
worth only as horses and dogs. Yet such as these even are com-
monly esteemed good citizens. Others—as most legislators, politi-
cians, lawyers, ministers, and office-holders—serve the state chiefly 
with their heads; and, as the rarely make any moral distinctions, 
they are as likely to serve the devil, without intending it, as God. A 
very few, as heroes, patriots, martyrs, reformers in the great sense, 
and men, serve the state with their consciences also, and so neces-
sarily resist it for the most part; and they are commonly treated as 
enemies by it. A wise man will only be useful as a man, and will 
not submit to be “clay,” and “stop a hole to keep the wind away,” 2 
but leave that office to his dust at least:—

“I am too high born to be propertied,
To be a second at control,
Or useful serving-man and instrument
To any sovereign state throughout the world.” 3

He who gives himself entirely to his fellow men appears to them 
useless and selfish; but he who gives himself partially to them is 
pronounced a benefactor and philanthropist.

How does it become a man to behave toward the American 
government today? I answer, that he cannot without disgrace 
be associated with it. I cannot for an instant recognize that 

2. Shakespeare, Hamlet, V, i, 205–6.
3. Shakespeare, King John, V, ii, 78–82.
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political organization as my government which is the slave’s 
government also.

All men recognize the right of revolution; that is, the right 
to refuse allegiance to, and to resist, the government, when its 
tyranny or its inefficiency are great and unendurable. But almost 
all say that such is not the case now. But such was the case, they 
think, in the Revolution of ’75. If one were to tell me that this was 
a bad government because it taxed certain foreign commodities 
brought to its ports, it is most probable that I should not make an 
ado about it, for I can do without them. All machines have their 
friction; and possibly this does enough good to counter-balance 
the evil. At any rate, it is a great evil to make a stir about it. But 
when the friction comes to have its machine, and oppression and 
robbery are organized, I say, let us not have such a machine any 
longer. In other words, when a sixth of the population of a nation 
which has undertaken to be the refuge of liberty are slaves, and 
a whole country is unjustly overrun and conquered by a foreign 
army, and subjected to military law, I think that it is not too soon 
for honest men to rebel and revolutionize. What makes this duty 
the more urgent is the fact, that the country so overrun is not our 
own, but ours is the invading army.

Paley, a common authority with many on moral questions, in 
his chapter on the “Duty of Submission to Civil Government,” 
resolves all civil obligation into expediency; and he proceeds to 
say that “so long as the interest of the whole society requires it, 
that is, so long as the established government cannot be resisted 
or changed without public inconveniencey, it is the will of God 
that the established government be obeyed, and no longer…… 
This principle being admitted, the justice of every particular case 
of resistance is reduced to a computation of the quantity of the 
danger and grievance on the one side, and of the probability and 
expense of redressing it on the other.” Of this, he says, every man 
shall judge for himself. But Paley appears never to have contempla-
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ted those cases to which the rule of expediency does not apply, in 
which a people, as well as an individual, must do justice, cost what 
it may. If I have unjustly wrested a plank from a drowning man, I 
must restore it to him though I drown myself. This, according to 
Paley, would be inconvenient. But he that would save his life, in 
such a case, shall lose it. 4 This people must cease to hold slaves, 
and to make war on Mexico, though it cost them their existence as 
a people.

In their practice, nations agree with Paley; but does anyone 
think that Massachusetts does exactly what is right at the present 
crisis?

“A drab of state, a cloth-o’-silver slut,
To have her train borne up, and her soul trail in the dirt.” 5

Practically speaking, the opponents to a reform in Massachusetts 
are not a hundred thousand politicians at the South, but a hun-
dred thousand merchants and farmers here, who are more interes-
ted in commerce and agriculture than they are in humanity, and 
are not prepared to do justice to the slave and to Mexico, cost what 
it may. I quarrel not with far-off foes, but with those who, neat at 
home, co-operate with, and do the bidding of, those far away, and 
without whom the latter would be harmless. We are accustomed 
to say, that the mass of men are unprepared; but improvement is 
slow, because the few are not as materially wiser or better than 
the many. It is not so important that many should be good as you, 
as that there be some absolute goodness somewhere; for that will 
leaven the whole lump. There are thousands who are in opinion 
opposed to slavery and to the war, who yet in effect do nothing 
to put an end to them; who, esteeming themselves children of 
Washington and Franklin, sit down with their hands in their poc-

4. See Matthew 10:39.
5. Cyril Tourneur, The Revenger’s Tragedy, IV, iv, 71–72.
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kets, and say that they know not what to do, and do nothing; who 
even postpone the question of freedom to the question of free-
trade, and quietly read the prices-current along with the latest 
advices from Mexico, after dinner, and, it may be, fall asleep over 
them both. What is the price-current of an honest man and patriot 
today? They hesitate, and they regret, and sometimes they peti-
tion; but they do nothing in earnest and with effect. They will 
wait, well disposed, for others to remedy the evil, that they may no 
longer have it to regret. At most, they give up only a cheap vote, 
and a feeble countenance and Godspeed, to the right, as it goes by 
them. There are nine hundred and ninety-nine patrons of virtue to 
one virtuous man. But it is easier to deal with the real possessor of 
a thing than with the temporary guardian of it.

All voting is a sort of gaming, like checkers or backgammon, 
with a slight moral tinge to it, a playing with right and wrong, with 
moral questions; and betting naturally accompanies it. The charac-
ter of the voters is not staked. I cast my vote, perchance, as I think 
right; but I am not vitally concerned that that right should prevail. 
I am willing to leave it to the majority. Its obligation, therefore, 
never exceeds that of expediency. Even voting for the right is doing 
nothing for it. It is only expressing to men feebly your desire that 
it should prevail. A wise man will not leave the right to the mercy 
of chance, nor wish it to prevail through the power of the majority. 
There is but little virtue in the action of masses of men. When the 
majority shall at length vote for the abolition of slavery, it will be 
because they are indifferent to slavery, or because there is but little 
slavery left to be abolished by their vote. They will then be the only 
slaves. Only his vote can hasten the abolition of slavery who asserts 
his own freedom by his vote.

I hear of a convention to be held at Baltimore, or elsewhere, for 
the selection of a candidate for the Presidency, made up chiefly 
of editors, and men who are politicians by profession; but I think, 
what is it to any independent, intelligent, and respectable man 
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what decision they may come to? Shall we not have the advantage 
of his wisdom and honesty, nevertheless? Can we not count upon 
some independent votes? Are there not many individuals in the 
country who do not attend conventions? But no: I find that the res-
pectable man, so called, has immediately drifted from his position, 
and despairs of his country, when his country has more reasons 
to despair of him. He forthwith adopts one of the candidates thus 
selected as the only available one, thus proving that he is himself 
available for any purposes of the demagogue. His vote is of no more 
worth than that of any unprincipled foreigner or hireling native, 
who may have been bought. O for a man who is a man, and, as my 
neighbor says, has a bone in his back which you cannot pass your 
hand through! Our statistics are at fault: the population has been 
returned too large. How many men are there to a square thousand 
miles in the country? Hardly one. Does not America offer any 
inducement for men to settle here? The American has dwindled 
into an Odd Fellow—one who may be known by the development 
of his organ of gregariousness, and a manifest lack of intellect and 
cheerful self-reliance; whose first and chief concern, on coming 
into the world, is to see that the almshouses are in good repair; 
and, before yet he has lawfully donned the virile garb, to collect a 
fund to the support of the widows and orphans that may be; who, 
in short, ventures to live only by the aid of the Mutual Insurance 
company, which has promised to bury him decently.

It is not a man’s duty, as a matter of course, to devote himself 
to the eradication of any, even the most enormous, wrong; he may 
still properly have other concerns to engage him; but it is his duty, 
at least, to wash his hands of it, and, if he gives it no thought 
longer, not to give it practically his support. If I devote myself to 
other pursuits and contemplations, I must first see, at least, that I 
do not pursue them sitting upon another man’s shoulders. I must 
get off him first, that he may pursue his contemplations too. See 
what gross inconsistency is tolerated. I have heard some of my 
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townsmen say, “I should like to have them order me out to help 
put down an insurrection of the slaves, or to march to Mexico—see 
if I would go”; and yet these very men have each, directly by their 
allegiance, and so indirectly, at least, by their money, furnished 
a substitute. The soldier is applauded who refuses to serve in an 
unjust war by those who do not refuse to sustain the unjust govern-
ment which makes the war; is applauded by those whose own act 
and authority he disregards and sets at naught; as if the state were 
penitent to that degree that it hired one to scourge it while it 
sinned, but not to that degree that it left off sinning for a moment. 
Thus, under the name of Order and Civil Government, we are all 
made at last to pay homage to and support our own meanness. 
After the first blush of sin comes its indifference; and from immo-
ral it becomes, as it were, unmoral, and not quite unnecessary to 
that life which we have made.

The broadest and most prevalent error requires the most disin-
terested virtue to sustain it. The slight reproach to which the 
virtue of patriotism is commonly liable, the noble are most likely 
to incur. Those who, while they disapprove of the character and 
measures of a government, yield to it their allegiance and sup-
port, are undoubtedly its most conscientious supporters, and so 
frequently the most serious obstacles to reform. Some are peti-
tioning the State to dissolve the Union, to disregard the requisi-
tions of the President. Why do they not dissolve it themselves—the 
union between themselves and the State—and refuse to pay their 
quota into its treasury? Do not they stand in same relation to the 
State that the State does to the Union? And have not the same 
reasons prevented the State from resisting the Union which have 
prevented them from resisting the State?

How can a man be satisfied to entertain and opinion merely, 
and enjoy it? Is there any enjoyment in it, if his opinion is that 
he is aggrieved? If you are cheated out of a single dollar by your 
neighbor, you do not rest satisfied with knowing you are cheated, 
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or with saying that you are cheated, or even with petitioning him 
to pay you your due; but you take effectual steps at once to obtain 
the full amount, and see to it that you are never cheated again. 
Action from principle, the perception and the performance of 
right, changes things and relations; it is essentially revolutionary, 
and does not consist wholly with anything which was. It not only 
divides States and churches, it divides families; ay, it divides the 
individual, separating the diabolical in him from the divine.

Unjust laws exist: shall we be content to obey them, or shall 
we endeavor to amend them, and obey them until we have succee-
ded, or shall we transgress them at once? Men, generally, under 
such a government as this, think that they ought to wait until they 
have persuaded the majority to alter them. They think that, if they 
should resist, the remedy would be worse than the evil. But it is 
the fault of the government itself that the remedy is worse than 
the evil. It makes it worse. Why is it not more apt to anticipate 
and provide for reform? Why does it not cherish its wise minority? 
Why does it cry and resist before it is hurt? Why does it not encou-
rage its citizens to put out its faults, and do better than it would 
have them? Why does it always crucify Christ and excommunicate 
Copernicus and Luther, and pronounce Washington and Franklin 
rebels?

One would think, that a deliberate and practical denial of its 
authority was the only offense never contemplated by its govern-
ment; else, why has it not assigned its definite, its suitable and 
proportionate penalty? If a man who has no property refuses but 
once to earn nine shillings for the State, he is put in prison for a 
period unlimited by any law that I know, and determined only by 
the discretion of those who put him there; but if he should steal 
ninety times nine shillings from the State, he is soon permitted to 
go at large again.

If the injustice is part of the necessary friction of the machine 
of government, let it go, let it go: perchance it will wear smooth—
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certainly the machine will wear out. If the injustice has a spring, or 
a pulley, or a rope, or a crank, exclusively for itself, then perhaps 
you may consider whether the remedy will not be worse than the 
evil; but if it is of such a nature that it requires you to be the agent 
of injustice to another, then I say, break the law. Let your life be a 
counter-friction to stop the machine. What I have to do is to see, at 
any rate, that I do not lend myself to the wrong which I condemn.

As for adopting the ways of the State has provided for reme-
dying the evil, I know not of such ways. They take too much time, 
and a man’s life will be gone. I have other affairs to attend to. I 
came into this world, not chiefly to make this a good place to live 
in, but to live in it, be it good or bad. A man has not everything to 
do, but something; and because he cannot do everything, it is not 
necessary that he should do something wrong. It is not my business 
to be petitioning the Governor or the Legislature any more than it 
is theirs to petition me; and, if they should not hear my petition, 
what should I do then? But in this case the State has provided no 
way: its very Constitution is the evil. This may seem to be harsh 
and stubborn and unconcilliatory; but it is to treat with the utmost 
kindness and consideration the only spirit that can appreciate or 
deserves it. So is all change for the better, like birth and death, 
which convulse the body.

I do not hesitate to say, that those who call themselves Aboli-
tionists should at once effectually withdraw their support, both in 
person and property, from the government of Massachusetts, and 
not wait till they constitute a majority of one, before they suffer the 
right to prevail through them. I think that it is enough if they have 
God on their side, without waiting for that other one. Moreover, 
any man more right than his neighbors constitutes a majority of 
one already.

I meet this American government, or its representative, the 
State government, directly, and face to face, once a year—no 
more—in the person of its tax-gatherer; this is the only mode in 
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which a man situated as I am necessarily meets it; and it then says 
distinctly, Recognize me; and the simplest, the most effectual, and, 
in the present posture of affairs, the indispensablest mode of trea-
ting with it on this head, of expressing your little satisfaction with 
and love for it, is to deny it then. My civil neighbor, the tax-gathe-
rer, is the very man I have to deal with—for it is, after all, with 
men and not with parchment that I quarrel—and he has volunta-
rily chosen to be an agent of the government. How shall he ever 
know well that he is and does as an officer of the government, 
or as a man, until he is obliged to consider whether he will treat 
me, his neighbor, for whom he has respect, as a neighbor and well-
disposed man, or as a maniac and disturber of the peace, and see 
if he can get over this obstruction to his neighborliness without a 
ruder and more impetuous thought or speech corresponding with 
his action. I know this well, that if one thousand, if one hundred, 
if ten men whom I could name—if ten honest men only—ay, if one 
HONEST man, in this State of Massachusetts, ceasing to hold slaves, 
were actually to withdraw from this co-partnership, and be locked 
up in the county jail therefor, it would be the abolition of slavery 
in America. For it matters not how small the beginning may seem 
to be: what is once well done is done forever. But we love better to 
talk about it: that we say is our mission. Reform keeps many scores 
of newspapers in its service, but not one man. If my esteemed 
neighbor, the State’s ambassador, who will devote his days to the 
settlement of the question of human rights in the Council Cham-
ber, instead of being threatened with the prisons of Carolina, were 
to sit down the prisoner of Massachusetts, that State which is so 
anxious to foist the sin of slavery upon her sister—though at pre-
sent she can discover only an act of inhospitality to be the ground 
of a quarrel with her—the Legislature would not wholly waive the 
subject of the following winter.

Under a government which imprisons unjustly, the true place 
for a just man is also a prison. The proper place today, the only 
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place which Massachusetts has provided for her freer and less des-
pondent spirits, is in her prisons, to be put out and locked out of 
the State by her own act, as they have already put themselves out 
by their principles. It is there that the fugitive slave, and the Mexi-
can prisoner on parole, and the Indian come to plead the wrongs 
of his race should find them; on that separate but more free and 
honorable ground, where the State places those who are not with 
her, but against her—the only house in a slave State in which a free 
man can abide with honor. If any think that their influence would 
be lost there, and their voices no longer afflict the ear of the State, 
that they would not be as an enemy within its walls, they do not 
know by how much truth is stronger than error, nor how much 
more eloquently and effectively he can combat injustice who has 
experienced a little in his own person. Cast your whole vote, not 
a strip of paper merely, but your whole influence. A minority is 
powerless while it conforms to the majority; it is not even a mino-
rity then; but it is irresistible when it clogs by its whole weight. If 
the alternative is to keep all just men in prison, or give up war and 
slavery, the State will not hesitate which to choose. If a thousand 
men were not to pay their tax bills this year, that would not be a 
violent and bloody measure, as it would be to pay them, and enable 
the State to commit violence and shed innocent blood. This is, in 
fact, the definition of a peaceable revolution, if any such is possi-
ble. If the tax-gatherer, or any other public officer, asks me, as 
one has done, “But what shall I do?” my answer is, “If you really 
wish to do anything, resign your office.” When the subject has 
refused allegiance, and the officer has resigned from office, then 
the revolution is accomplished. But even suppose blood shed when 
the conscience is wounded? Through this wound a man’s real man-
hood and immortality flow out, and he bleeds to an everlasting 
death. I see this blood flowing now.

I have contemplated the imprisonment of the offender, rather 
than the seizure of his goods—though both will serve the same 
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purpose—because they who assert the purest right, and conse-
quently are most dangerous to a corrupt State, commonly have not 
spent much time in accumulating property. To such the State ren-
ders comparatively small service, and a slight tax is wont to appear 
exorbitant, particularly if they are obliged to earn it by special 
labor with their hands. If there were one who lived wholly without 
the use of money, the State itself would hesitate to demand it 
of him. But the rich man—not to make any invidious compari-
son—is always sold to the institution which makes him rich. Abso-
lutely speaking, the more money, the less virtue; for money comes 
between a man and his objects, and obtains them for him; it was 
certainly no great virtue to obtain it. It puts to rest many questions 
which he would otherwise be taxed to answer; while the only new 
question which it puts is the hard but superfluous one, how to 
spend it. Thus his moral ground is taken from under his feet. The 
opportunities of living are diminished in proportion as that are 
called the “means” are increased. The best thing a man can do 
for his culture when he is rich is to endeavor to carry out those 
schemes which he entertained when he was poor. Christ answered 
the Herodians according to their condition. “Show me the tribute-
money,” said he—and one took a penny out of his pocket—if you 
use money which has the image of Cæsar on it, and which he has 
made current and valuable, that is, if you are men of the State, and 
gladly enjoy the advantages of Cæsar’s government, then pay him 
back some of his own when he demands it. “Render therefore to 
Cæsar that which is Cæsar’s and to God those things which are 
God’s” 6—leaving them no wiser than before as to which was which; 
for they did not wish to know.

When I converse with the freest of my neighbors, I perceive 
that, whatever they may say about the magnitude and seriousness 
of the question, and their regard for the public tranquillity, the 
long and the short of the matter is, that they cannot spare the pro-

6. Matthew 15:22.
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tection of the existing government, and they dread the consequen-
ces to their property and families of disobedience to it. For my own 
part, I should not like to think that I ever rely on the protection 
of the State. But, if I deny the authority of the State when it pre-
sents its tax bill, it will soon take and waste all my property, and so 
harass me and my children without end. This is hard. This makes 
it impossible for a man to live honestly, and at the same time com-
fortably, in outward respects. It will not be worth the while to accu-
mulate property; that would be sure to go again. You must hire or 
squat somewhere, and raise but a small crop, and eat that soon. 
You must live within yourself, and depend upon yourself always 
tucked up and ready for a start, and not have many affairs. A 
man may grow rich in Turkey even, if he will be in all respects 
a good subject of the Turkish government. Confucius said: “If a 
state is governed by the principles of reason, poverty and misery 
are subjects of shame; if a state is not governed by the principles 
of reason, riches and honors are subjects of shame.” No: until I 
want the protection of Massachusetts to be extended to me in some 
distant Southern port, where my liberty is endangered, or until I 
am bent solely on building up an estate at home by peaceful enter-
prise, I can afford to refuse allegiance to Massachusetts, and her 
right to my property and life. It costs me less in every sense to 
incur the penalty of disobedience to the State than it would to 
obey. I should feel as if I were worth less in that case.

Some years ago, the State met me in behalf of the Church, and 
commanded me to pay a certain sum toward the support of a cler-
gyman whose preaching my father attended, but never I myself. 
“Pay,” it said, “or be locked up in the jail.” I declined to pay. But, 
unfortunately, another man saw fit to pay it. I did not see why the 
schoolmaster should be taxed to support the priest, and not the 
priest the schoolmaster; for I was not the State’s schoolmaster, but 
I supported myself by voluntary subscription. I did not see why the 
lyceum should not present its tax bill, and have the State to back 
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its demand, as well as the Church. However, at the request of the 
selectmen, I condescended to make some such statement as this in 
writing: “Know all men by these presents, that I, Henry Thoreau, 
do not wish to be regarded as a member of any society which I have 
not joined.” This I gave to the town clerk; and he has it. The State, 
having thus learned that I did not wish to be regarded as a member 
of that church, has never made a like demand on me since; though 
it said that it must adhere to its original presumption that time. If 
I had known how to name them, I should then have signed off in 
detail from all the societies which I never signed on to; but I did 
not know where to find such a complete list.

I have paid no poll tax for six years. I was put into a jail once on 
this account, for one night; and, as I stood considering the walls 
of solid stone, two or three feet thick, the door of wood and iron, 
a foot thick, and the iron grating which strained the light, I could 
not help being struck with the foolishness of that institution which 
treated me as if I were mere flesh and blood and bones, to be 
locked up. I wondered that it should have concluded at length that 
this was the best use it could put me to, and had never thought to 
avail itself of my services in some way. I saw that, if there was a 
wall of stone between me and my townsmen, there was a still more 
difficult one to climb or break through before they could get to 
be as free as I was. I did not for a moment feel confined, and the 
walls seemed a great waste of stone and mortar. I felt as if I alone 
of all my townsmen had paid my tax. They plainly did not know 
how to treat me, but behaved like persons who are underbred. In 
every threat and in every compliment there was a blunder; for they 
thought that my chief desire was to stand the other side of that 
stone wall. I could not but smile to see how industriously they 
locked the door on my meditations, which followed them out again 
without let or hindrance, and they were really all that was dange-
rous. As they could not reach me, they had resolved to punish 
my body; just as boys, if they cannot come at some person against 
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whom they have a spite, will abuse his dog. I saw that the State 
was half-witted, that it was timid as a lone woman with her silver 
spoons, and that it did not know its friends from its foes, and I lost 
all my remaining respect for it, and pitied it.

Thus the state never intentionally confronts a man’s sense, 
intellectual or moral, but only his body, his senses. It is not armed 
with superior wit or honesty, but with superior physical strength. 
I was not born to be forced. I will breathe after my own fashion. 
Let us see who is the strongest. What force has a multitude? They 
only can force me who obey a higher law than I. They force me to 
become like themselves. I do not hear of men being forced to live 
this way or that by masses of men. What sort of life were that to 
live? When I meet a government which says to me, “Your money 
our your life,” why should I be in haste to give it my money? It may 
be in a great strait, and not know what to do: I cannot help that. 
It must help itself; do as I do. It is not worth the while to snivel 
about it. I am not responsible for the successful working of the 
machinery of society. I am not the son of the engineer. I perceive 
that, when an acorn and a chestnut fall side by side, the one does 
not remain inert to make way for the other, but both obey their 
own laws, and spring and grow and flourish as best they can, till 
one, perchance, overshadows and destroys the other. If a plant 
cannot live according to nature, it dies; and so a man.

The night in prison was novel and interesting enough. The pri-
soners in their shirtsleeves were enjoying a chat and the evening 
air in the doorway, when I entered. But the jailer said, “Come, 
boys, it is time to lock up”; and so they dispersed, and I heard 
the sound of their steps returning into the hollow apartments. My 
roommate was introduced to me by the jailer as “a first-rate fellow 
and clever man.” When the door was locked, he showed me where 
to hang my hat, and how he managed matters there. The rooms 
were whitewashed once a month; and this one, at least, was the 
whitest, most simply furnished, and probably neatest apartment 
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in town. He naturally wanted to know where I came from, and 
what brought me there; and, when I had told him, I asked him in 
my turn how he came there, presuming him to be an honest man, 
of course; and as the world goes, I believe he was. “Why,” said he, 
“they accuse me of burning a barn; but I never did it.” As near 
as I could discover, he had probably gone to bed in a barn when 
drunk, and smoked his pipe there; and so a barn was burnt. He 
had the reputation of being a clever man, had been there some 
three months waiting for his trial to come on, and would have to 
wait as much longer; but he was quite domesticated and conten-
ted, since he got his board for nothing, and thought that he was 
well treated.

He occupied one window, and I the other; and I saw that if 
one stayed there long, his principal business would be to look out 
the window. I had soon read all the tracts that were left there, and 
examined where former prisoners had broken out, and where a 
grate had been sawed off, and heard the history of the various 
occupants of that room; for I found that even there there was a 
history and a gossip which never circulated beyond the walls of 
the jail. Probably this is the only house in the town where verses 
are composed, which are afterward printed in a circular form, but 
not published. I was shown quite a long list of young men who 
had been detected in an attempt to escape, who avenged themsel-
ves by singing them.

I pumped my fellow prisoner as dry as I could, for fear I should 
never see him again; but at length he showed me which was my 
bed, and left me to blow out the lamp.

It was like travelling into a far country, such as I had never 
expected to behold, to lie there for one night. It seemed to me 
that I never had heard the town clock strike before, not the eve-
ning sounds of the village; for we slept with the windows open, 
which were inside the grating. It was to see my native village in 
the light of the Middle Ages, and our Concord was turned into 
a Rhine stream, and visions of knights and castles passed before 
me. They were the voices of old burghers that I heard in the 
streets. I was an involuntary spectator and auditor of whatever 
was done and said in the kitchen of the adjacent village-inn—a 
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wholly new and rare experience to me. It was a closer view of my 
native town. I was fairly inside of it. I never had seen its institu-
tions before. This is one of its peculiar institutions; for it is a shire 
town. I began to comprehend what its inhabitants were about.

In the morning, our breakfasts were put through the hole in 
the door, in small oblong-square tin pans, made to fit, and holding 
a pint of chocolate, with brown bread, and an iron spoon. When 
they called for the vessels again, I was green enough to return 
what bread I had left, but my comrade seized it, and said that I 
should lay that up for lunch or dinner. Soon after he was let out to 
work at haying in a neighboring field, whither he went every day, 
and would not be back till noon; so he bade me good day, saying 
that he doubted if he should see me again.

When I came out of prison—for someone interfered, and paid 
that tax—I did not perceive that great changes had taken place on 
the common, such as he observed who went in a youth and emer-
ged a gray-headed man; and yet a change had to my eyes come 
over the scene—the town, and State, and country, greater than any 
that mere time could effect. I saw yet more distinctly the State 
in which I lived. I saw to what extent the people among whom I 
lived could be trusted as good neighbors and friends; that their 
friendship was for summer weather only; that they did not greatly 
propose to do right; that they were a distinct race from me by 
their prejudices and superstitions, as the Chinamen and Malays 
are; that, in their sacrifices to humanity, they ran no risks, not 
even to their property; that, after all, they were not so noble but 
they treated the thief as he had treated them, and hoped, by a 
certain outward observance and a few prayers, and by walking in 
a particular straight though useless path from time to time, to 
save their souls. This may be to judge my neighbors harshly; for 
I believe that many of them are not aware that they have such an 
institution as the jail in their village.

It was formerly the custom in our village, when a poor debtor 
came out of jail, for his acquaintances to salute him, looking 
through their fingers, which were crossed to represent the jail 
window, “How do ye do?” My neighbors did not thus salute me, 
but first looked at me, and then at one another, as if I had retur-
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ned from a long journey. I was put into jail as I was going to the 
shoemaker’s to get a shoe which was mended. When I was let out 
the next morning, I proceeded to finish my errand, and, having 
put on my mended shoe, joined a huckleberry party, who were 
impatient to put themselves under my conduct; and in half an 
hour—for the horse was soon tackled—was in the midst of a huc-
kleberry field, on one of our highest hills, two miles off, and then 
the State was nowhere to be seen.

This is the whole history of “My Prisons.”

I have never declined paying the highway tax, because I am as 
desirous of being a good neighbor as I am of being a bad subject; 
and as for supporting schools, I am doing my part to educate my 
fellow countrymen now. It is for no particular item in the tax bill 
that I refuse to pay it. I simply wish to refuse allegiance to the 
State, to withdraw and stand aloof from it effectually. I do not care 
to trace the course of my dollar, if I could, till it buys a man a 
musket to shoot one with—the dollar is innocent—but I am concer-
ned to trace the effects of my allegiance. In fact, I quietly declare 
war with the State, after my fashion, though I will still make use 
and get what advantages of her I can, as is usual in such cases.

If others pay the tax which is demanded of me, from a sympathy 
with the State, they do but what they have already done in their 
own case, or rather they abet injustice to a greater extent than the 
State requires. If they pay the tax from a mistaken interest in the 
individual taxed, to save his property, or prevent his going to jail, 
it is because they have not considered wisely how far they let their 
private feelings interfere with the public good.

This, then, is my position at present. But one cannot be too 
much on his guard in such a case, lest his actions be biased by 
obstinacy or an undue regard for the opinions of men. Let him see 
that he does only what belongs to himself and to the hour.

I think sometimes, Why, this people mean well; they are only 
ignorant; they would do better if they knew how: why give your 
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neighbors this pain to treat you as they are not inclined to? But 
I think again, This is no reason why I should do as they do, or 
permit others to suffer much greater pain of a different kind. 
Again, I sometimes say to myself, When many millions of men, 
without heat, without ill will, without personal feelings of any 
kind, demand of you a few shillings only, without the possibility, 
such is their constitution, of retracting or altering their present 
demand, and without the possibility, on your side, of appeal to any 
other millions, why expose yourself to this overwhelming brute 
force? You do not resist cold and hunger, the winds and the waves, 
thus obstinately; you quietly submit to a thousand similar necessi-
ties. You do not put your head into the fire. But just in proportion 
as I regard this as not wholly a brute force, but partly a human 
force, and consider that I have relations to those millions as to so 
many millions of men, and not of mere brute or inanimate things, 
I see that appeal is possible, first and instantaneously, from them 
to the Maker of them, and, secondly, from them to themselves. But 
if I put my head deliberately into the fire, there is no appeal to fire 
or to the Maker for fire, and I have only myself to blame. If I could 
convince myself that I have any right to be satisfied with men as 
they are, and to treat them accordingly, and not according, in some 
respects, to my requisitions and expectations of what they and I 
ought to be, then, like a good Mussulman and fatalist, I should 
endeavor to be satisfied with things as they are, and say it is the 
will of God. And, above all, there is this difference between resis-
ting this and a purely brute or natural force, that I can resist this 
with some effect; but I cannot expect, like Orpheus, to change the 
nature of the rocks and trees and beasts.

I do not wish to quarrel with any man or nation. I do not wish 
to split hairs, to make fine distinctions, or set myself up as better 
than my neighbors. I seek rather, I may say, even an excuse for 
conforming to the laws of the land. I am but too ready to conform 
to them. Indeed, I have reason to suspect myself on this head; and 
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each year, as the tax-gatherer comes round, I find myself disposed 
to review the acts and position of the general and State govern-
ments, and the spirit of the people to discover a pretext for confor-
mity.

“We must affect our country as our parents,
And if at any time we alienate
Our love or industry from doing it honor,
We must respect effects and teach the soul
Matter of conscience and religion,
And not desire of rule or benefit.” 7

I believe that the State will soon be able to take all my work of 
this sort out of my hands, and then I shall be no better patriot than 
my fellow countrymen. Seen from a lower point of view, the Cons-
titution, with all its faults, is very good; the law and the courts are 
very respectable; even this State and this American government 
are, in many respects, very admirable, and rare things, to be than-
kful for, such as a great many have described them; seen from a 
higher still, and the highest, who shall say what they are, or that 
they are worth looking at or thinking of at all?

However, the government does not concern me much, and I 
shall bestow the fewest possible thoughts on it. It is not many 
moments that I live under a government, even in this world. If 
a man is thought-free, fancy-free, imagination-free, that which is 
not never for a long time appearing to be to him, unwise rulers or 
reformers cannot fatally interrupt him.

I know that most men think differently from myself; but those 
whose lives are by profession devoted to the study of these or kin-
dred subjects, content me as little as any. Statesmen and legisla-
tors, standing so completely within the institution, never distinctly 

7. Quoted from George Peele, The Battle of Alcazar.



Civil Disobedience 27

and nakedly behold it. They speak of moving society, but have no 
resting-place without it. They may be men of a certain experience 
and discrimination, and have no doubt invented ingenious and 
even useful systems, for which we sincerely thank them; but all 
their wit and usefulness lie within certain not very wide limits. 
They are wont to forget that the world is not governed by policy 
and expediency. Webster never goes behind government, and so 
cannot speak with authority about it. His words are wisdom to 
those legislators who contemplate no essential reform in the exis-
ting government; but for thinkers, and those who legislate for all 
time, he never once glances at the subject. I know of those whose 
serene and wise speculations on this theme would soon reveal the 
limits of his mind’s range and hospitality. Yet, compared with the 
cheap professions of most reformers, and the still cheaper wisdom 
an eloquence of politicians in general, his are almost the only sen-
sible and valuable words, and we thank Heaven for him. Compara-
tively, he is always strong, original, and, above all, practical. Still, 
his quality is not wisdom, but prudence. The lawyer’s truth is not 
Truth, but consistency, or a consistent expediency. Truth is always 
in harmony with herself, and is not concerned chiefly to reveal the 
justice that may consist with wrong-doing. He well deserves to be 
called, as he has been called, the Defender of the Constitution. 
There are really no blows to be given him but defensive ones. He 
is not a leader, but a follower. His leaders are the men of ’87. “I 
have never made an effort,” he says, “and never propose to make 
an effort; I have never countenanced an effort, and never mean 
to countenance an effort, to disturb the arrangement as originally 
made, by which various States came into the Union.” Still thin-
king of the sanction which the Constitution gives to slavery, he 
says, “Because it was part of the original compact—let it stand.” 
Notwithstanding his special acuteness and ability, he is unable to 
take a fact out of its merely political relations, and behold it as 
it lies absolutely to be disposed of by the intellect—what, for ins-
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tance, it behooves a man to do here in America today with regard 
to slavery—but ventures, or is driven, to make some such despe-
rate answer to the following, while professing to speak absolutely, 
and as a private man—from which what new and singular of social 
duties might be inferred? “The manner,” says he, “in which the 
governments of the States where slavery exists are to regulate it is 
for their own consideration, under the responsibility to their cons-
tituents, to the general laws of propriety, humanity, and justice, 
and to God. Associations formed elsewhere, springing from a fee-
ling of humanity, or any other cause, have nothing whatever to do 
with it. They have never received any encouragement from me and 
they never will.” 8

They who know of no purer sources of truth, who have traced 
up its stream no higher, stand, and wisely stand, by the Bible and 
the Constitution, and drink at it there with reverence and huma-
nity; but they who behold where it comes trickling into this lake 
or that pool, gird up their loins once more, and continue their pil-
grimage toward its fountainhead.

No man with a genius for legislation has appeared in America. 
They are rare in the history of the world. There are orators, poli-
ticians, and eloquent men, by the thousand; but the speaker has 
not yet opened his mouth to speak, who is capable of settling the 
much-vexed questions of the day. We love eloquence for its own 
sake, and not for any truth which it may utter, or any heroism it 
may inspire. Our legislators have not yet learned the comparative 
value of free trade and of freed, of union, and of rectitude, to a 
nation. They have no genius or talent for comparatively humble 
questions of taxation and finance, commerce and manufactures 
and agriculture. If we were left solely to the wordy wit of legislators 
in Congress for our guidance, uncorrected by the seasonable expe-
rience and the effectual complaints of the people, America would 
not long retain her rank among the nations. For eighteen hundred 
8. These extracts have been inserted since the lecture was read. HDT.
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years, though perchance I have no right to say it, the New Testa-
ment has been written; yet where is the legislator who has wisdom 
and practical talent enough to avail himself of the light which it 
sheds on the science of legislation?

The authority of government, even such as I am willing to 
submit to—for I will cheerfully obey those who know and can do 
better than I, and in many things even those who neither know 
nor can do so well—is still an impure one: to be strictly just, it must 
have the sanction and consent of the governed. It can have no pure 
right over my person and property but what I concede to it. The 
progress from an absolute to a limited monarchy, from a limited 
monarchy to a democracy, is a progress toward a true respect for 
the individual. Even the Chinese philosopher was wise enough to 
regard the individual as the basis of the empire. Is a democracy, 
such as we know it, the last improvement possible in government? 
Is it not possible to take a step further towards recognizing and 
organizing the rights of man? There will never be a really free and 
enlightened State until the State comes to recognize the individual 
as a higher and independent power, from which all its own power 
and authority are derived, and treats him accordingly. I please 
myself with imagining a State at last which can afford to be just 
to all men, and to treat the individual with respect as a neighbor; 
which even would not think it inconsistent with its own repose if 
a few were to live aloof from it, not meddling with it, nor embra-
ced by it, who fulfilled all the duties of neighbors and fellow men. 
A State which bore this kind of fruit, and suffered it to drop off 
as fast as it ripened, would prepare the way for a still more per-
fect and glorious State, which I have also imagined, but not yet 
anywhere seen.
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Mr. President and Gentlemen, 
 
I greet you on the re-commencement of our literary year.  Our anniversary is 
one of hope, and, perhaps, not enough of labor.  We do not meet for games of 
strength or skill, for the recitation of histories, tragedies, and odes, like the 
ancient Greeks; for parliaments of love and poesy, like the Troubadours; nor 
for the advancement of science, like our cotemporaries in the British and 
European capitals.  Thus far, our holiday has been simply a friendly sign of the 
survival of the love of letters amongst a people too busy to give to letters any 
more.  As such, it is precious as the sign of an indestructible instinct.  Perhaps 
the time is already come, when it ought to be, and will be, something else; 
when the sluggard intellect of this continent will look from under its iron lids, 
and fill the postponed expectation of the world with something better than the 
exertions of mechanical skill.  Our day of dependence, our long apprenticeship 
to the learning of other lands, draws to a close. The millions, that around us are 
rushing into life, cannot always be fed on the sere remains of foreign harvests.  
Events, actions arise, that must be sung, that will sing themselves.  Who can 
doubt, that poetry will revive and lead in a new age, as the star in the 
constellation Harp, which now flames in our zenith, astronomers announce, 
shall one day be the pole-star for a thousand years? 
 
In this hope, I accept the topic which not only usage, but the nature of our 
association, seem to prescribe to this day, ⎯ the American Scholar.  Year by 
year, we come up hither to read one more chapter of his biography.  Let us 
inquire what light new days and events have thrown on his character, and his 
hopes. 
 
It is one of those fables, which, out of an unknown antiquity, convey an 
unlooked-for wisdom, that the gods, in the beginning, divided Man into men, 
that he might be more helpful to himself; just as the hand was divided into 
fingers, the better to answer its end. 
 
The old fable covers a doctrine ever new and sublime; that there is One Man, 
⎯ present to all particular men only partially, or through one faculty; and that 
you must take the whole society to find the whole man.  Man is not a farmer, or 
a professor, or an engineer, but he is all.  Man is priest, and scholar, and 
statesman, and producer, and soldier.  In the divided or social state, these 
functions are parceled out to individuals, each of whom aims to do his stint of 
the joint work, whilst each other performs his.  The fable implies, that the 
individual, to possess himself, must sometimes return from his own labor to 
embrace all the other laborers.  But unfortunately, this original unit, this 
fountain of power, has been so distributed to multitudes, has been so minutely 
subdivided and peddled out, that it is spilled into drops, and cannot be 
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gathered.  The state of society is one in which the members have suffered 
amputation from the trunk, and strut about so many walking monsters, ⎯ a 
good finger, a neck, a stomach, an elbow, but never a man. 
 
Man is thus metamorphosed into a thing, into many things.  The planter, who is 
Man sent out into the field to gather food, is seldom cheered by any idea of the 
true dignity of his ministry.  He sees his bushel and his cart, and nothing 
beyond, and sinks into the farmer, instead of Man on the farm.  The tradesman 
scarcely ever gives an ideal worth to his work, but is ridden by the routine of 
his craft, and the soul is subject to dollars.  The priest becomes a form; the 
attorney, a statute-book; the mechanic, a machine; the sailor, a rope of a ship. 
 
In this distribution of functions, the scholar is the delegated intellect.  In the 
right state, he is, Man Thinking.  In the degenerate state, when the victim of 
society, he tends to become a mere thinker, or, still worse, the parrot of other 
men's thinking. 
 
In this view of him, as Man Thinking, the theory of his office is contained.  
Him nature solicits with all her placid, all her monitory pictures; him the past 
instructs; him the future invites. Is not, indeed, every man a student, and do not 
all things exist for the student's behoof?  And, finally, is not the true scholar the 
only true master?  But the old oracle said, ‘All things have two handles: beware 
of the wrong one.’ In life, too often, the scholar errs with mankind and forfeits 
his privilege.  Let us see him in his school, and consider him in reference to the 
main influences he receives. 

I. 
 

The first in time and the first in importance of the influences upon the mind is 
that of nature.  Every day, the sun; and, after sunset, night and her stars.  Ever 
the winds blow; ever the grass grows.  Every day, men and women, 
conversing, beholding and beholden.  The scholar is he of all men whom this 
spectacle most engages.  He must settle its value in his mind.  What is nature to 
him?  There is never a beginning, there is never an end, to the inexplicable 
continuity of this web of God, but always circular power returning into itself.  
Therein it resembles his own spirit, whose beginning, whose ending, he never 
can find, ⎯ so entire, so boundless.  Far, too, as her splendors shine, system on 
system shooting like rays, upward, downward, without centre, without 
circumference, ⎯ in the mass and in the particle, nature hastens to render 
account of herself to the mind.  Classification begins.  To the young mind, 
every thing is individual, stands by itself.  By and by, it finds how to join two 
things, and see in them one nature; then three, then three thousand; and so, 
tyrannized over by its own unifying instinct, it goes on tying things together, 
diminishing anomalies, discovering roots running under ground, whereby 
contrary and remote things cohere, and flower out from one stem.  It presently 
learns, that, since the dawn of history, there has been a constant accumulation 
and classifying of facts.  But what is classification but the perceiving that these 
objects are not chaotic, and are not foreign, but have a law which is also a law 
of the human mind?  The astronomer discovers that geometry, a pure 
abstraction of the human mind, is the measure of planetary motion.  The 
chemist finds proportions and intelligible method throughout matter; and 
science is nothing but the finding of analogy, identity, in the most remote parts.  
The ambitious soul sits down before each refractory fact; one after another, 
reduces all strange constitutions, all new powers, to their class and their law, 
and goes on for ever to animate the last fibre of organization, the outskirts of 
nature, by insight. 
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Thus to him, to this school-boy under the bending dome of day, is suggested, 
that he and it proceed from one root; one is leaf and one is flower; relation, 
sympathy, stirring in every vein.  And what is that Root?  Is not that the soul of 
his soul?  ⎯ A thought too bold, ⎯ a dream too wild.  Yet when this spiritual 
light shall have revealed the law of more earthly natures, ⎯ when he has 
learned to worship the soul, and to see that the natural philosophy that now is, 
is only the first gropings of its gigantic hand, he shall look forward to an ever 
expanding knowledge as to a becoming creator.  He shall see, that nature is the 
opposite of the soul, answering to it part for part.  One is seal, and one is print.  
Its beauty is the beauty of his own mind.  Its laws are the laws of his own 
mind. Nature then becomes to him the measure of his attainments.  So much of 
nature as he is ignorant of, so much of his own mind does he not yet possess.  
And, in fine, the ancient precept, “Know thyself,” and the modern precept, 
“Study nature,” become at last one maxim. 
 

II. 
 
The next great influence into the spirit of the scholar, is, the mind of the Past, 
⎯ in whatever form, whether of literature, of art, of institutions, that mind is 
inscribed.  Books are the best type of the influence of the past, and perhaps we 
shall get at the truth, ⎯ learn the amount of this influence more conveniently, 
⎯ by considering their value alone. 
 
The theory of books is noble.  The scholar of the first age received into him the 
world around; brooded thereon; gave it the new arrangement of his own mind, 
and uttered it again.  It came into him, life; it went out from him, truth.  It came 
to him, short-lived actions; it went out from him, immortal thoughts.  It came 
to him, business; it went from him, poetry.  It was dead fact; now, it is quick 
thought.  It can stand, and it can go.  It now endures, it now flies, it now 
inspires.  Precisely in proportion to the depth of mind from which it issued, so 
high does it soar, so long does it sing. 
 
Or, I might say, it depends on how far the process had gone, of transmuting life 
into truth.  In proportion to the completeness of the distillation, so will the 
purity and imperishableness of the product be.  But none is quite perfect.  As 
no air-pump can by any means make a perfect vacuum, so neither can any artist 
entirely exclude the conventional, the local, the perishable from his book, or 
write a book of pure thought, that shall be as efficient, in all respects, to a 
remote posterity, as to cotemporaries, or rather to the second age.  Each age, it 
is found, must write its own books; or rather, each generation for the next 
succeeding.  The books of an older period will not fit this. 
 
Yet hence arises a grave mischief.  The sacredness which attaches to the act of 
creation, ⎯ the act of thought, ⎯ is transferred to the record.  The poet 
chanting, was felt to be a divine man: henceforth the chant is divine also.  The 
writer was a just and wise spirit: henceforward it is settled, the book is perfect; 
as love of the hero corrupts into worship of his statue. Instantly, the book 
becomes noxious: the guide is a tyrant.  The sluggish and perverted mind of the 
multitude, slow to open to the incursions of Reason, having once so opened, 
having once received this book, stands upon it, and makes an outcry, if it is 
disparaged. Colleges are built on it.  Books are written on it by thinkers, not by 
Man Thinking; by men of talent, that is, who start wrong, who set out from 
accepted dogmas, not from their own sight of principles. Meek young men 
grow up in libraries, believing it their duty to accept the views, which Cicero, 
which Locke, which Bacon, have given, forgetful that Cicero, Locke, and 
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Bacon were only young men in libraries, when they wrote these books. 
 
Hence, instead of Man Thinking, we have the bookworm.  Hence, the book-
learned class, who value books, as such; not as related to nature and the human 
constitution, but as making a sort of Third Estate with the world and the soul.  
Hence, the restorers of readings, the emendators, the bibliomaniacs of all 
degrees. 
 
Books are the best of things, well used; abused, among the worst.  What is the 
right use?  What is the one end, which all means go to effect?  They are for 
nothing but to inspire.  I had better never see a book, than to be warped by its 
attraction clean out of my own orbit, and made a satellite instead of a system.  
The one thing in the world, of value, is the active soul.  This every man is 
entitled to; this every man contains within him, although, in almost all men, 
obstructed, and as yet unborn.  The soul active sees absolute truth; and utters 
truth, or creates.  In this action, it is genius; not the privilege of here and there a 
favorite, but the sound estate of every man.  In its essence, it is progressive.  
The book, the college, the school of art, the institution of any kind, stop with 
some past utterance of genius.  This is good, say they, ⎯ let us hold by this.  
They pin me down.  They look backward and not forward.  But genius looks 
forward: the eyes of man are set in his forehead, not in his hindhead: man 
hopes: genius creates.  Whatever talents may be, if the man create not, the pure 
efflux of the Deity is not his; ⎯ cinders and smoke there may be, but not yet 
flame. There are creative manners, there are creative actions, and creative 
words; manners, actions, words, that is, indicative of no custom or authority, 
but springing spontaneous from the mind's own sense of good and fair. 
 
On the other part, instead of being its own seer, let it receive from another 
mind its truth, though it were in torrents of light, without periods of solitude, 
inquest, and self-recovery, and a fatal disservice is done.  Genius is always 
sufficiently the enemy of genius by over influence.  The literature of every 
nation bear me witness.  The English dramatic poets have Shakspearized now 
for two hundred years. 
 
Undoubtedly there is a right way of reading, so it be sternly subordinated.  Man 
Thinking must not be subdued by his instruments. Books are for the scholar's 
idle times.  When he can read God directly, the hour is too precious to be 
wasted in other men's transcripts of their readings.  But when the intervals of 
darkness come, as come they must, ⎯ when the sun is hid, and the stars 
withdraw their shining, ⎯ we repair to the lamps which were kindled by their 
ray, to guide our steps to the East again, where the dawn is.  We hear, that we 
may speak.  The Arabian proverb says, “A fig tree, looking on a fig tree, 
becometh fruitful.” 
 
It is remarkable, the character of the pleasure we derive from the best books.  
They impress us with the conviction, that one nature wrote and the same reads.  
We read the verses of one of the great English poets, of Chaucer, of Marvell, of 
Dryden, with the most modern joy, ⎯ with a pleasure, I mean, which is in 
great part caused by the abstraction of all time from their verses.  There is some 
awe mixed with the joy of our surprise, when this poet, who lived in some past 
world, two or three hundred years ago, says that which lies close to my own 
soul, that which I also had wellnigh thought and said.  But for the evidence 
thence afforded to the philosophical doctrine of the identity of all minds, we 
should suppose some pre-established harmony, some foresight of souls that 
were to be, and some preparation of stores for their future wants, like the fact 
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observed in insects, who lay up food before death for the young grub they shall 
never see. 
 
I would not be hurried by any love of system, by any exaggeration of instincts, 
to underrate the Book.  We all know, that, as the human body can be nourished 
on any food, though it were boiled grass and the broth of shoes, so the human 
mind can be fed by any knowledge.  And great and heroic men have existed, 
who had almost no other information than by the printed page.  I only would 
say, that it needs a strong head to bear that diet.  One must be an inventor to 
read well.  As the proverb says, “He that would bring home the wealth of the 
Indies, must carry out the wealth of the Indies.” There is then creative reading 
as well as creative writing.  When the mind is braced by labor and invention, 
the page of whatever book we read becomes luminous with manifold allusion.  
Every sentence is doubly significant, and the sense of our author is as broad as 
the world. We then see, what is always true, that, as the seer's hour of vision is 
short and rare among heavy days and months, so is its record, perchance, the 
least part of his volume.  The discerning will read, in his Plato or Shakespeare, 
only that least part, ⎯ only the authentic utterances of the oracle; ⎯ all the rest 
he rejects, were it never so many times Plato's and Shakespeare's. 
 
Of course, there is a portion of reading quite indispensable to a wise man.  
History and exact science he must learn by laborious reading.  Colleges, in like 
manner, have their indispensable office, ⎯ to teach elements.  But they can 
only highly serve us, when they aim not to drill, but to create; when they gather 
from far every ray of various genius to their hospitable halls, and, by the 
concentrated fires, set the hearts of their youth on flame.  Thought and 
knowledge are natures in which apparatus and pretension avail nothing.  
Gowns, and pecuniary foundations, though of towns of gold, can never 
countervail the least sentence or syllable of wit.  Forget this, and our American 
colleges will recede in their public importance, whilst they grow richer every 
year. 
 

III. 
 
There goes in the world a notion, that the scholar should be a recluse, a 
valetudinarian, ⎯ as unfit for any handiwork or public labor, as a penknife for 
an axe.  The so-called ‘practical men’ sneer at speculative men, as if, because 
they speculate or see, they could do nothing.  I have heard it said that the 
clergy, ⎯ who are always, more universally than any other class, the scholars 
of their day, ⎯ are addressed as women; that the rough, spontaneous 
conversation of men they do not hear, but only a mincing and diluted speech.  
They are often virtually disfranchised; and, indeed, there are advocates for their 
celibacy.  As far as this is true of the studious classes, it is not just and wise.  
Action is with the scholar subordinate, but it is essential.  Without it, he is not 
yet man.  Without it, thought can never ripen into truth.  Whilst the world 
hangs before the eye as a cloud of beauty, we cannot even see its beauty.  
Inaction is cowardice, but there can be no scholar without the heroic mind.  
The preamble of thought, the transition through which it passes from the 
unconscious to the conscious, is action.  Only so much do I know, as I have 
lived.  Instantly we know whose words are loaded with life, and whose not. 
 
The world, ⎯ this shadow of the soul, or other me, lies wide around.  Its 
attractions are the keys which unlock my thoughts and make me acquainted 
with myself.  I run eagerly into this resounding tumult.  I grasp the hands of 
those next me, and take my place in the ring to suffer and to work, taught by an 
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instinct, that so shall the dumb abyss be vocal with speech.  I pierce its order; I 
dissipate its fear; I dispose of it within the circuit of my expanding life.  So 
much only of life as I know by experience, so much of the wilderness have I 
vanquished and planted, or so far have I extended my being, my dominion.  I 
do not see how any man can afford, for the sake of his nerves and his nap, to 
spare any action in which he can partake.  It is pearls and rubies to his 
discourse.  Drudgery, calamity, exasperation, want, are instructers in eloquence 
and wisdom.  The true scholar grudges every opportunity of action past by, as a 
loss of power. 
 
It is the raw material out of which the intellect moulds her splendid products.  
A strange process too, this, by which experience is converted into thought, as a 
mulberry leaf is converted into satin.  The manufacture goes forward at all 
hours. 
 
The actions and events of our childhood and youth, are now matters of calmest 
observation.  They lie like fair pictures in the air.  Not so with our recent 
actions, ⎯ with the business which we now have in hand.  On this we are quite 
unable to speculate.  Our affections as yet circulate through it.  We no more 
feel or know it, than we feel the feet, or the hand, or the brain of our body.  The 
new deed is yet a part of life, ⎯ remains for a time immersed in our 
unconscious life.  In some contemplative hour, it detaches itself from the life 
like a ripe fruit, to become a thought of the mind. Instantly, it is raised, 
transfigured; the corruptible has put on incorruption.  Henceforth it is an object 
of beauty, however base its origin and neighborhood.  Observe, too, the 
impossibility of antedating this act.  In its grub state, it cannot fly, it cannot 
shine, it is a dull grub.  But suddenly, without observation, the selfsame thing 
unfurls beautiful wings, and is an angel of wisdom. So is there no fact, no 
event, in our private history, which shall not, sooner or later, lose its adhesive, 
inert form, and astonish us by soaring from our body into the empyrean.  
Cradle and infancy, school and playground, the fear of boys, and dogs, and 
ferules, the love of little maids and berries, and many another fact that once 
filled the whole sky, are gone already; friend and relative, profession and party, 
town and country, nation and world, must also soar and sing. 
 
Of course, he who has put forth his total strength in fit actions, has the richest 
return of wisdom.  I will not shut myself out of this globe of action, and 
transplant an oak into a flower-pot, there to hunger and pine; nor trust the 
revenue of some single faculty, and exhaust one vein of thought, much like 
those Savoyards, who, getting their livelihood by carving shepherds, 
shepherdesses, and smoking Dutchmen, for all Europe, went out one day to the 
mountain to find stock, and discovered that they had whittled up the last of 
their pine-trees.  Authors we have, in numbers, who have written out their vein, 
and who, moved by a commendable prudence, sail for Greece or Palestine, 
follow the trapper into the prairie, or ramble round Algiers, to replenish their 
merchantable stock. 
 
If it were only for a vocabulary, the scholar would be covetous of action.  Life 
is our dictionary.  Years are well spent in country labors; in town, ⎯ in the 
insight into trades and manufactures; in frank intercourse with many men and 
women; in science; in art; to the one end of mastering in all their facts a 
language by which to illustrate and embody our perceptions.  I learn 
immediately from any speaker how much he has already lived, through the 
poverty or the splendor of his speech.  Life lies behind us as the quarry from 
whence we get tiles and copestones for the masonry of today.  This is the way 
to learn grammar.  Colleges and books only copy the language which the field 
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and the work-yard made. 
 
But the final value of action, like that of books, and better than books, is, that it 
is a resource.  That great principle of Undulation in nature, that shows itself in 
the inspiring and expiring of the breath; in desire and satiety; in the ebb and 
flow of the sea; in day and night; in heat and cold; and as yet more deeply 
ingrained in every atom and every fluid, is known to us under the name of 
Polarity, ⎯ these “fits of easy transmission and reflection,” as Newton called 
them, are the law of nature because they are the law of spirit. 
 
The mind now thinks; now acts; and each fit reproduces the other.  When the 
artist has exhausted his materials, when the fancy no longer paints, when 
thoughts are no longer apprehended, and books are a weariness, ⎯ he has 
always the resource to live.  Character is higher than intellect.  Thinking is the 
function.  Living is the functionary.  The stream retreats to its source.  A great 
soul will be strong to live, as well as strong to think.  Does he lack organ or 
medium to impart his truths?  He can still fall back on this elemental force of 
living them.  This is a total act.  Thinking is a partial act.  Let the grandeur of 
justice shine in his affairs.  Let the beauty of affection cheer his lowly roof.  
Those ‘far from fame,’ who dwell and act with him, will feel the force of his 
constitution in the doings and passages of the day better than it can be 
measured by any public and designed display.  Time shall teach him, that the 
scholar loses no hour which the man lives.  Herein he unfolds the sacred germ 
of his instinct, screened from influence.  What is lost in seemliness is gained in 
strength.  Not out of those, on whom systems of education have exhausted their 
culture, comes the helpful giant to destroy the old or to build the new, but out 
of unhandselled savage nature, out of terrible Druids and Berserkirs, come at 
last Alfred and Shakespeare. 
 
I hear therefore with joy whatever is beginning to be said of the dignity and 
necessity of labor to every citizen.  There is virtue yet in the hoe and the spade, 
for learned as well as for unlearned hands.  And labor is everywhere welcome; 
always we are invited to work; only be this limitation observed, that a man 
shall not for the sake of wider activity sacrifice any opinion to the popular 
judgments and modes of action. 
 
I have now spoken of the education of the scholar by nature, by books, and by 
action.  It remains to say somewhat of his duties. 
 
They are such as become Man Thinking.  They may all be comprised in self-
trust.  The office of the scholar is to cheer, to raise, and to guide men by 
showing them facts amidst appearances.  He plies the slow, unhonored, and 
unpaid task of observation.  Flamsteed and Herschel, in their glazed 
observatories, may catalogue the stars with the praise of all men, and, the 
results being splendid and useful, honor is sure.  But he, in his private 
observatory, cataloguing obscure and nebulous stars of the human mind, which 
as yet no man has thought of as such, ⎯ watching days and months, 
sometimes, for a few facts; correcting still his old records; ⎯ must relinquish 
display and immediate fame.  In the long period of his preparation, he must 
betray often an ignorance and shiftlessness in popular arts, incurring the 
disdain of the able who shoulder him aside.  Long he must stammer in his 
speech; often forego the living for the dead.  Worse yet, he must accept, ⎯ 
how often! poverty and solitude.  For the ease and pleasure of treading the old 
road, accepting the fashions, the education, the religion of society, he takes the 
cross of making his own, and, of course, the self-accusation, the faint heart, the 



Emerson on American Scholar  8 

frequent uncertainty and loss of time, which are the nettles and tangling vines 
in the way of the self-relying and self-directed; and the state of virtual hostility 
in which he seems to stand to society, and especially to educated society.  For 
all this loss and scorn, what offset?  He is to find consolation in exercising the 
highest functions of human nature.  He is one, who raises himself from private 
considerations, and breathes and lives on public and illustrious thoughts.  He is 
the world’s eye. He is the world’s heart.  He is to resist the vulgar prosperity 
that retrogrades ever to barbarism, by preserving and communicating heroic 
sentiments, noble biographies, melodious verse, and the conclusions of history.  
Whatsoever oracles the human heart, in all emergencies, in all solemn hours, 
has uttered as its commentary on the world of actions, ⎯ these he shall receive 
and impart.  And whatsoever new verdict Reason from her inviolable seat 
pronounces on the passing men and events of today, ⎯ this he shall hear and 
promulgate. 
 
These being his functions, it becomes him to feel all confidence in himself, and 
to defer never to the popular cry.  He and he only knows the world.  The world 
of any moment is the merest appearance.  Some great decorum, some fetish of 
a government, some ephemeral trade, or war, or man, is cried up by half 
mankind and cried down by the other half, as if all depended on this particular 
up or down.  The odds are that the whole question is not worth the poorest 
thought which the scholar has lost in listening to the controversy.  Let him not 
quit his belief that a popgun is a popgun, though the ancient and honorable of 
the earth affirm it to be the crack of doom.  In silence, in steadiness, in severe 
abstraction, let him hold by himself; add observation to observation, patient of 
neglect, patient of reproach; and bide his own time, ⎯ happy enough, if he can 
satisfy himself alone, that this day he has seen something truly.  Success treads 
on every right step.  For the instinct is sure, that prompts him to tell his brother 
what he thinks.  He then learns, that in going down into the secrets of his own 
mind, he has descended into the secrets of all minds.  He learns that he who has 
mastered any law in his private thoughts, is master to that extent of all men 
whose language he speaks, and of all into whose language his own can be 
translated.  The poet, in utter solitude remembering his spontaneous thoughts 
and recording them, is found to have recorded that, which men in crowded 
cities find true for them also.  The orator distrusts at first the fitness of his frank 
confessions, ⎯ his want of knowledge of the persons he addresses, ⎯ until he 
finds that he is the complement of his hearers; ⎯ that they drink his words 
because he fulfils for them their own nature; the deeper he dives into his 
privatest, secretest presentiment, to his wonder he finds, this is the most 
acceptable, most public, and universally true.  The people delight in it; the 
better part of every man feels, This is my music; this is myself. 
 
In self-trust, all the virtues are comprehended.  Free should the scholar be, ⎯ 
free and brave.  Free even to the definition of freedom, “without any hindrance 
that does not arise out of his own constitution.” Brave; for fear is a thing, 
which a scholar by his very function puts behind him.  Fear always springs 
from ignorance. It is a shame to him if his tranquillity, amid dangerous times, 
arise from the presumption, that, like children and women, his is a protected 
class; or if he seek a temporary peace by the diversion of his thoughts from 
politics or vexed questions, hiding his head like an ostrich in the flowering 
bushes, peeping into microscopes, and turning rhymes, as a boy whistles to 
keep his courage up.  So is the danger a danger still; so is the fear worse.  
Manlike let him turn and face it.  Let him look into its eye and search its 
nature, inspect its origin, ⎯ see the whelping of this lion, ⎯ which lies no 
great way back; he will then find in himself a perfect comprehension of its 
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nature and extent; he will have made his hands meet on the other side, and can 
henceforth defy it, and pass on superior.  The world is his, who can see through 
its pretension. What deafness, what stone-blind custom, what overgrown error 
you behold, is there only by sufferance, ⎯ by your sufferance.  See it to be a 
lie, and you have already dealt it its mortal blow. 
 
Yes, we are the cowed, ⎯ we the trustless.  It is a mischievous notion that we 
are come late into nature; that the world was finished a long time ago.  As the 
world was plastic and fluid in the hands of God, so it is ever to so much of his 
attributes as we bring to it.  To ignorance and sin, it is flint.  They adapt 
themselves to it as they may; but in proportion as a man has any thing in him 
divine, the firmament flows before him and takes his signet and form.  Not he 
is great who can alter matter, but he who can alter my state of mind.  They are 
the kings of the world who give the color of their present thought to all nature 
and all art, and persuade men by the cheerful serenity of their carrying the 
matter, that this thing which they do, is the apple which the ages have desired 
to pluck, now at last ripe, and inviting nations to the harvest.  The great man 
makes the great thing.  Wherever Macdonald sits, there is the head of the table.  
Linnaeus makes botany the most alluring of studies, and wins it from the 
farmer and the herb-woman; Davy, chemistry; and Cuvier, fossils.  The day is 
always his, who works in it with serenity and great aims.  The unstable 
estimates of men crowd to him whose mind is filled with a truth, as the heaped 
waves of the Atlantic follow the moon. 
 
For this self-trust, the reason is deeper than can be fathomed, ⎯ darker than 
can be enlightened.  I might not carry with me the feeling of my audience in 
stating my own belief.  But I have already shown the ground of my hope, in 
adverting to the doctrine that man is one.  I believe man has been wronged; he 
has wronged himself.  He has almost lost the light that can lead him back to his 
prerogatives. Men are become of no account.  Men in history, men in the world 
of today are bugs, are spawn, and are called ‘the mass’ and ‘the herd.’ In a 
century, in a millennium, one or two men; that is to say, ⎯ one or two 
approximations to the right state of every man.  All the rest behold in the hero 
or the poet their own green and crude being, ⎯ ripened; yes, and are content to 
be less, so that may attain to its full stature.  What a testimony, ⎯ full of 
grandeur, full of pity, is borne to the demands of his own nature, by the poor 
clansman, the poor partisan, who rejoices in the glory of his chief.  The poor 
and the low find some amends to their immense moral capacity, for their 
acquiescence in a political and social inferiority.  They are content to be 
brushed like flies from the path of a great person, so that justice shall be done 
by him to that common nature which it is the dearest desire of all to see 
enlarged and glorified.  They sun themselves in the great man’s light, and feel 
it to be their own element.  They cast the dignity of man from their downtrod 
selves upon the shoulders of a hero, and will perish to add one drop of blood to 
make that great heart beat, those giant sinews combat and conquer.  He lives 
for us, and we live in him. 
 
Men such as they are, very naturally seek money or power; and power because 
it is as good as money, ⎯ the “spoils,” so called, “of office.” And why not? for 
they aspire to the highest, and this, in their sleep-walking, they dream is 
highest.  Wake them, and they shall quit the false good, and leap to the true, 
and leave governments to clerks and desks.  This revolution is to be wrought 
by the gradual domestication of the idea of Culture.  The main enterprise of the 
world for splendor, for extent, is the upbuilding of a man.  Here are the 
materials strown along the ground.  The private life of one man shall be a more 
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illustrious monarchy, ⎯ more formidable to its enemy, more sweet and serene 
in its influence to its friend, than any kingdom in history.  For a man, rightly 
viewed, comprehendeth the particular natures of all men.  Each philosopher, 
each bard, each actor, has only done for me, as by a delegate, what one day I 
can do for myself.  The books which once we valued more than the apple of the 
eye, we have quite exhausted.  What is that but saying, that we have come up 
with the point of view which the universal mind took through the eyes of one 
scribe; we have been that man, and have passed on.  First, one; then, another; 
we drain all cisterns, and, waxing greater by all these supplies, we crave a 
better and more abundant food.  The man has never lived that can feed us ever.  
The human mind cannot be enshrined in a person, who shall set a barrier on 
any one side to this unbounded, unboundable empire. It is one central fire, 
which, flaming now out of the lips of Etna, lightens the capes of Sicily; and, 
now out of the throat of Vesuvius, illuminates the towers and vineyards of 
Naples.  It is one light which beams out of a thousand stars.  It is one soul 
which animates all men. 
 
But I have dwelt perhaps tediously upon this abstraction of the Scholar.  I 
ought not to delay longer to add what I have to say, of nearer reference to the 
time and to this country. 
 
Historically, there is thought to be a difference in the ideas which predominate 
over successive epochs, and there are data for marking the genius of the 
Classic, of the Romantic, and now of the Reflective or Philosophical age.  With 
the views I have intimated of the oneness or the identity of the mind through all 
individuals, I do not much dwell on these differences.  In fact, I believe each 
individual passes through all three.  The boy is a Greek; the youth, romantic; 
the adult, reflective.  I deny not, however, that a revolution in the leading idea 
may be distinctly enough traced. 
 
Our age is bewailed as the age of Introversion.  Must that needs be evil?  We, it 
seems, are critical; we are embarrassed with second thoughts; we cannot enjoy 
any thing for hankering to know whereof the pleasure consists; we are lined 
with eyes; we see with our feet; the time is infected with Hamlet's unhappiness, 
⎯ “Sicklied o'er with the pale cast of thought.” 
 
Is it so bad then?  Sight is the last thing to be pitied. Would we be blind?  Do 
we fear lest we should outsee nature and God, and drink truth dry?  I look upon 
the discontent of the literary class, as a mere announcement of the fact, that 
they find themselves not in the state of mind of their fathers, and regret the 
coming state as untried; as a boy dreads the water before he has learned that he 
can swim.  If there is any period one would desire to be born in, ⎯ is it not the 
age of Revolution; when the old and the new stand side by side, and admit of 
being compared; when the energies of all men are searched by fear and by 
hope; when the historic glories of the old, can be compensated by the rich 
possibilities of the new era?  This time, like all times, is a very good one, if we 
but know what to do with it. 
 
I read with joy some of the auspicious signs of the coming days, as they 
glimmer already through poetry and art, through philosophy and science, 
through church and state. 
 
One of these signs is the fact that the same movement which effected the 
elevation of what was called the lowest class in the state, assumed in literature 
a very marked and as benign an aspect. Instead of the sublime and beautiful; 
the near, the low, the common, was explored and poetized.  That, which had 
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been negligently trodden under foot by those who were harnessing and 
provisioning themselves for long journeys into far countries, is suddenly found 
to be richer than all foreign parts.  The literature of the poor, the feelings of the 
child, the philosophy of the street, the meaning of household life, are the topics 
of the time.  It is a great stride.  It is a sign, ⎯ is it not? of new vigor, when the 
extremities are made active, when currents of warm life run into the hands and 
the feet. I ask not for the great, the remote, the romantic; what is doing in Italy 
or Arabia; what is Greek art, or Provencal minstrelsy; I embrace the common, I 
explore and sit at the feet of the familiar, the low.  Give me insight into today, 
and you may have the antique and future worlds.  What would we really know 
the meaning of?  The meal in the firkin; the milk in the pan; the ballad in the 
street; the news of the boat; the glance of the eye; the form and the gait of the 
body; ⎯ show me the ultimate reason of these matters; show me the sublime 
presence of the highest spiritual cause lurking, as always it does lurk, in these 
suburbs and extremities of nature; let me see every trifle bristling with the 
polarity that ranges it instantly on an eternal law; and the shop, the plough, and 
the ledger, referred to the like cause by which light undulates and poets sing; 
⎯ and the world lies no longer a dull miscellany and lumber-room, but has 
form and order; there is no trifle; there is no puzzle; but one design unites and 
animates the farthest pinnacle and the lowest trench. 
 
This idea has inspired the genius of Goldsmith, Burns, Cowper, and, in a newer 
time, of Goethe, Wordsworth, and Carlyle.  This idea they have differently 
followed and with various success.  In contrast with their writing, the style of 
Pope, of Johnson, of Gibbon, looks cold and pedantic.  This writing is blood-
warm.  Man is surprised to find that things near are not less beautiful and 
wondrous than things remote.  The near explains the far.  The drop is a small 
ocean.  A man is related to all nature.  This perception of the worth of the 
vulgar is fruitful in discoveries.  Goethe, in this very thing the most modern of 
the moderns, has shown us, as none ever did, the genius of the ancients. 
 
There is one man of genius, who has done much for this philosophy of life, 
whose literary value has never yet been rightly estimated; ⎯ I mean Emanuel 
Swedenborg.  The most imaginative of men, yet writing with the precision of a 
mathematician, he endeavored to engraft a purely philosophical Ethics on the 
popular Christianity of his time.  Such an attempt, of course, must have 
difficulty, which no genius could surmount.  But he saw and showed the 
connection between nature and the affections of the soul.  He pierced the 
emblematic or spiritual character of the visible, audible, tangible world.  
Especially did his shade-loving muse hover over and interpret the lower parts 
of nature; he showed the mysterious bond that allies moral evil to the foul 
material forms, and has given in epical parables a theory of isanity, of beasts, 
of unclean and fearful things. 
 
Another sign of our times, also marked by an analogous political movement, is, 
the new importance given to the single person.  Every thing that tends to 
insulate the individual, ⎯ to surround him with barriers of natural respect, so 
that each man shall feel the world is his, and man shall treat with man as a 
sovereign state with a sovereign state; ⎯ tends to true union as well as 
greatness.  “I learned,” said the melancholy Pestalozzi, “that no man in God's 
wide earth is either willing or able to help any other man.” Help must come 
from the bosom alone.  The scholar is that man who must take up into himself 
all the ability of the time, all the contributions of the past, all the hopes of the 
future.  He must be a university of knowledges.  If there be one lesson more 
than another, which should pierce his ear, it is, The world is nothing, the man is 
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all; in yourself is the law of all nature, and you know not yet how a globule of 
sap ascends; in yourself slumbers the whole of Reason; it is for you to know 
all, it is for you to dare all.  Mr. President and Gentlemen, this confidence in 
the unsearched might of man belongs, by all motives, by all prophecy, by all 
preparation, to the American Scholar.  We have listened too long to the courtly 
muses of Europe.  The spirit of the American freeman is already suspected to 
be timid, imitative, tame.  Public and private avarice make the air we breathe 
thick and fat.  The scholar is decent, indolent, complaisant.  See already the 
tragic consequence.  The mind of this country, taught to aim at low objects, 
eats upon itself.  There is no work for any but the decorous and the 
complaisant.  Young men of the fairest promise, who begin life upon our 
shores, inflated by the mountain winds, shined upon by all the stars of God, 
find the earth below not in unison with these, ⎯ but are hindered from action 
by the disgust which the principles on which business is managed inspire, and 
turn drudges, or die of disgust, ⎯ some of them suicides.  What is the remedy?  
They did not yet see, and thousands of young men as hopeful now crowding to 
the barriers for the career, do not yet see, that, if the single man plant himself 
indomitably on his instincts, and there abide, the huge world will come round 
to him.  Patience, ⎯ patience; ⎯ with the shades of all the good and great for 
company; and for solace, the perspective of your own infinite life; and for 
work, the study and the communication of principles, the making those 
instincts prevalent, the conversion of the world.  Is it not the chief disgrace in 
the world, not to be a unit; ⎯ not to be reckoned one character; ⎯ not to yield 
that peculiar fruit which each man was created to bear, but to be reckoned in 
the gross, in the hundred, or the thousand, of the party, the section, to which we 
belong; and our opinion predicted geographically, as the north, or the south?  
Not so, brothers and friends, ⎯ please God, ours shall not be so.  We will walk 
on our own feet; we will work with our own hands; we will speak our own 
minds.  The study of letters shall be no longer a name for pity, for doubt, and 
for sensual indulgence.  The dread of man and the love of man shall be a wall 
of defense and a wreath of joy around all.  A nation of men will for the first 
time exist, because each believes himself inspired by the Divine Soul which 
also inspires all men. 
 
 



I felt a Funeral, in my Brain, (340)
BY  E M I LY  D I C K I N S O N

Notes:

Note to POL students: The inclusion or omission of the numeral in the title of the poem should not affect the

accuracy score. It is optional during recitation. 

I felt a Funeral, in my Brain,

And Mourners to and fro

Kept treading - treading - till it seemed

That Sense was breaking through -

And when they all were seated,

A Service, like a Drum -

Kept beating - beating - till I thought

My mind was going numb -

And then I heard them lift a Box

And creak across my Soul

With those same Boots of Lead, again,

Then Space - began to toll,

As all the Heavens were a Bell,

And Being, but an Ear,

And I, and Silence, some strange Race,

Wrecked, solitary, here -

And then a Plank in Reason, broke,

And I dropped down, and down -

And hit a World, at every plunge,

And Finished knowing - then -
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