Death of a Salesman

Act 1 Stream of Consciousness Activity
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Stream of Consciousness is a technique or method in modern narrative fiction which attempts to convey a characters' rambling thought process and sensory impressions. Willy’s psychological shifts are an example of this technique. This activity is designed to help you identify shifts in Willy’s stream of consciousness throughout the play as well as to give you a better understanding of the plot and this literary technique in general.


Willy, in his sixties, tired and under stress, cannot always tell whether he is in the present or the past (poor Willy!). Sometimes he addresses someone from the past while he is talking with a present friend or family member. Despite Willy’s difficulties in separating the past and present time periods, the author provides several clues so that the reader can tell when he is drifting from the present into the past and your job is going to be to identify them…

The Past:

· Identify instances in Act 1 where Willy’s mind wanders to the past. Note what stage directions and detail are given, as well as the changing attitudes, behaviors, and appearances of the characters.

The Present:

· What symbolizes the present in terms of stage direction and setting? Note the shifts between the past & present and identify any telling details that alert the reader. How do characters feel and behave in the present in contrast to the past?

The Hallucinate Present (daydreams):

· What character is introduced during one of Willy’s confused episodes? How do other characters react to his “daydreaming”? What behaviors does Willy exhibit during these shifts, and, finally, why do you think these daydreams take place?

