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    TENNESSEE WILLIAMS


    AMERICAN PLAYWRIGHT


    
      	Born in Columbus, Mississippi (United States) in 1911.


      	Died in New York, New York (United States) in 1983.


      	Notable works:


      	A Streetcar Named Desire (1947), play


      	Cat on a Hot Tin Roof (1955), play


      	Suddenly Last Summer (1958), play

    


    Amongst the most celebrated playwrights of 20th-century American drama, Tennessee Williams left his mark on literary history with his enthralling, tension-ridden oeuvre, dealing with themes as diverse and polemic as human sexuality, human relations and communications, homosexuality, social conventions and mental health. Several autobiographical details in his work have been identified and explored by critics, demonstrating that the writer drew on real life and his lived experiences in his creative processes. Parallels have been drawn, for example, between The Glass Menagerie’s Laura and Amanda Wingfield, and Williams’ own sister and mother, respectively. It was this very play, in fact, that catapulted the playwright’s career to the lofty heights of success, cementing his standing amongst such playwrights as Eugene O’Neill (1888-1953) and Arthur Miller (1915-2005). His career entered a period of steady decline later in life due to increased drug and alcohol use. This decrease in the popularity of his plays has also been attributed to Williams’ attempt at a new style. He died on 25February 1983 aged 71, having choked to death on a plastic bottle cap.

  


  
    THE GLASS MENAGERIE


    20TH-CENTURY AMERICAN DRAMA AND MEMORY PLAY


    
      	Genre: play


      	Reference edition: Williams, T. (2014) The Glass Menagerie. London: Penguin Modern Classics. Kindle Edition.


      	1st edition: 1944


      	Themes: memory, emotion, social conventions, gender divide, 1930s America, families

    


    The Glass Menagerie marked the beginning of Williams’ burgeoning career. Strongly autobiographical, the work was the writer’s first success, cementing his position in literary history alongside the great playwrights of 20th-century American drama Eugene O’Neill (1888-1953) and Arthur Miller (1915-2005). Introduced to the audience as a ‘memory play’, the work is narrated by Tom Wingfield as he recounts his experiences with his overbearing mother and socially anxious sister. The era, we are told, is the 1930s, and thus the play takes places against a backdrop of rigid, oppressive social norms, as is the case with so many of Williams’ plays. The Glass Menagerie has stood the test of time and is still performed in theatres and studied in classrooms all around the world today.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    SCENES ONE TO THREE


    Curtains open to the set of a “lower middle-class” apartment (loc.223). Glass animals (the ‘menagerie’) are visible to the audience, as is the photograph of the family’s estranged patriarch and typewriting tools. Tom enters and begins his opening speech, setting the scene and historical context for the play: 1930s America. He describes the incoming characters: his mother (Amanda), sister (Laura) and the future “gentleman caller”, as well as the looming photo of this father. Summoned to dinner by his mother, he is berated for his eating habits, giving the audience a sense of their antagonistic relationship. Laura remains nervously at the table while her mother besieges her with talk of potential “gentleman callers” – of which we learn Amanda herself once had plenty in her heyday, and of which Laura currently has none. Here, the audience first hears about the estranged father, the man whom Amanda picked from amongst this sea of potential suitors.


    The next scene shows Laura in her own world, polishing her glass collection. Until her mother arrives, that is, and she jumps up to her desk to pretend to practise her typewriting skills. But to no avail: her mother has arrived to reveal that she has found out Laura’s secret: she has not been attending business school as agreed, but instead has been wandering around parks and zoos for the past six weeks, having suffered a panic attack after her first ‘speed test’ during typewriting class. Amanda laments that the doomed destiny of the family hinges on Laura’s inability to find a potential husband. Her daughter reveals that she did, in fact, once quite like one young man named Jim she met in high school – but that the last she heard of him, he was engaged. Amanda assures her daughter that she will marry one day too, which Laura is reluctant to believe.


    Tom introduces scene three, describing the sequence of events following the revelation of Laura’s lack of attendance at business school. His mother has become increasingly obsessed with finding a suitable husband for Laura. An argument takes place between mother and son, sparked by Amanda’s disapproval of Tom’s lifestyle and constant late-night attendance of the ‘cinema’, which she refuses to believe. She also accuses him of being selfish, a claim Tom resents in view of his work at the shoe warehouse to provide for the family. Tom calls her an “ugly – babbling old – witch…” (loc.575) before attempting to storm out the door. His coat becomes caught and, frustrated, he hurls it across the room and, to Laura’s horror, breaks his sister’s glass menagerie. Amanda declares that she shall not speak to her son until he apologises, and she departs.


    SCENES FOUR AND FIVE


    The audience watches a drunken Tom stumble his way back home and up the fire escape to the apartment. He is greeted by his concerned sister, whom he calms with an absolutely unbelievable, longwinded story about his time at the movies, which the gullible Laura wholeheartedly believes. She goes on to implore her brother to resolve the quarrel between himself and their mother, which he is reluctant to agree to.


    After a while, Laura leaves to go to the shops, leaving Tom and Amanda alone for the first time since their argument. Tom eventually apologises and Amanda bewails her extreme “devotion” (loc.671) to her children and the negative effect of this. After a while, their conversation becomes tense again as Amanda harasses her son about his nightly attendance at the movies, his lack of commitment to his job and his growing resemblance to Mr Wingfield. She soon asks whether there are any “nice young men” (loc.770) down at the warehouse where Tom is working and asks him to find a suitor for his sister. He reluctantly agrees and leaves for work.


    Scene five opens with further hassling from Amanda towards her son, until the latter reveals the exciting news that he has, in fact, invited one of his work colleagues to dinner – and tomorrow. She interrogates Tom about the man – Jim – while Tom asks his mother not to put too much pressure on his sister or expect to much from her: she is “very different from other girls” (loc.964), he explains.


    SCENES SIX AND SEVEN


    The time has come for Jim’s arrival. Tom provides the audience with some background, explaining that Jim was a “high school hero” (loc.452) who has somehow lost his way, ending up in a job that is not much better than Tom’s own. When the lights come up on the Wingfield’s living room, it is clear that Amanda has worked hard to make the place as presentable as possible, complete with a new floor lamp and new white curtains. Laura is in a new dress which is being adjusted by her mother, and soon Amada leaves the stage to appear in a fancy dress of her own, a “girlish frock” (loc.1058) she wore to the cotillion and to receive her gentleman callers. Jim’s name comes up in conversation between the pair and Laura becomes panicked as it becomes clear that this is the very same boy she liked in high school. She announces that she shall no longer be able to attend dinner and refuses to answer the door to Jim and her brother. Eventually she concedes and goes to greet the pair awkwardly before dashing away. Tom and Jim begin their own conversation, wherein Jim tells his friend to take his job more seriously, and in response Tom announces his desire and decision to leave the warehouse and his family to join the Union of Merchant Seamen.


    It is soon time for dinner, but Laura faints before they can even begin eating and leaves to rest on the sofa. Jim stays with her while the other two return to wash the dishes and the pair strike up a conversation, Laura increasingly gaining confidence in his company as time goes on. Laura reveals that they knew each other in high school, reminding him of his nickname for her – Blue Roses – and he remembers, furthering their bond. Jim implores her not to be so shy and to take pride in her differences, to think of herself as “superior in some way” (loc.1541). Encouraged, Laura introduces Jim to her glass menagerie and, in return, Jim invites her to dance. They waltz clumsily together around the room until they knock the table and break one of Laura’s favourite pieces – the unicorn. She maintains her composure and Jim continues to inspire confidence in her, until, swept up in the moment, he kisses her. Moments later he remembers himself and apologises to Laura, explaining that he is actually “going steady” with another girl and will not be able to call again. With Laura now crushed anew, Amanda re-enters the living room with inappropriate gaiety for the current ambience. Jim makes his excuses and explains that he must be going to meet his girlfriend at the train station. Amanda wishes him farewell before turning on her son and accusing him of plotting to embarrass his family. Angered, Tom leaves for ‘the movies’ once again, leaving Laura and Amanda behind to console one another in the wake of the evening’s events. In his closing speech, Tom reveals that, like his father before him, he did indeed abandon his family to go travelling, but has never been able to rid himself of the memory of Laura’s face.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    TOM


    Tom introduces himself to the audience as the play’s narrator, the person whose memories are being played out on stage: “truth in the pleasant disguise of illusion.” (loc.248) As such, the play is introduced as the product of his imagination and therefore his creation, thus drawing an immediate parallel between the character and the work’s playwright: if Tom is the creator of this fictional world we see before us, does that make him the playwright? This concept is reinforced by the various links between the life of the play’s protagonist and that of Tennessee Williams himself. First and foremost, Thomas was Williams’ own birth name, establishing an immediate, simple relation between the playwright and his protagonist. Secondly, we see many similarities between the two men’s family lives. Williams, too, found himself in a monotonous, unsatisfying job in his early 20s (pushed by his father to start work at the International Shoe Company factory); Williams, too, came from a broken family composed of a predominantly absent father, a mentally fragile sister and an overbearing mother.


    As such, Tom is a rather complex character and the question of how to perceive his presentation is a difficult one. Indeed, at certain moments throughout the play, the audience feels sympathetic towards this frustrated poet, forced to provide for his difficult family and forget entirely about his dreams. When his mother chastises him for being selfish, Tom explodes with a passionate speech which truly rings home, pushing the audience to side with him: “For sixty-five dollars a month I give up all that I dream of doing and being ever!” he exclaims (loc.559), “You think I’m in love with the Continental Shoemakers? You think I want to spend fifty-five years down there […]!” (loc.506). There is, however, a desire to be selfish inside of him, a desire which he gives into by the end of the play, paying his dues for the Union of Merchant Seamen instead of his family’s electricity bill and abandoning them to begin his new life. The guilt Tom feels at this decision, however, is made evident by his confession that visions of Laura follow him wherever he goes, triggered by anything from “a familiar bit of music” (loc.1814) to a “piece of transparent glass” (loc.1814). “Oh, Laura, Laura, I tried to leave you behind me, but I am more faithful than I intended to be!” he laments (loc.1818). In this way, it would seem that the memory play is a series of recollections triggered by Tom’s guilt over the way he treated his family, further demonstrated by the ultimately – surprisingly – sympathetic presentation of both his mother and sister.


    AMANDA


    Amanda is an archetypal Tennessee Williams character: the former Southern belle desperate to reclaim her former economic and social glory, a type echoed in A Streetcar Named Desire’s Blanche Dubois and Maggie in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. Amanda’s former beauty and social standing is made clear in her introductory scene, where she waxes lyrical about the influx of suitors she received in her heyday, boasting to her children that, “One Sunday afternoon in Blue Mountain – your mother received – seventeen! – gentlemen callers!” (loc.303) It is evident that this is a common topic of conversation amongst the Wingfield family, signalled by Tom’s anticipation of the story (“I know what’s coming!”, loc.298) and Laura’s confirmation: “Yes. But let her tell it […] She loves to tell it” (loc.301). It therefore becomes clear that Amanda prefers to evoke and live in the past, further demonstrated by her choice of attire when Jim comes to visit: a “girlish frock of yellowed voile” (loc.1058), the very same dress in which she “led the cotillion” (loc.1059) and “won the cakewalk twice” (loc.1060) she explains to her audience “feverishly” (loc.1059). In this way, along with her outdated, offensive references to “niggers” (loc.302) and “darkies” (loc.292), Amanda comes to embody the nostalgia of the Deep South for a more economically prosperous time, regardless of the slavery and antiquated views about women the previous era entailed.


    While initially presented as an antagonistic character due to her constant, seemingly unfair hassling of Tom, by the end of the play her good intentions become clear. Indeed, having been subjected to the social and economic implications of living in a father-less, husband-less household in the 1930s, Amanda is simply doing everything in her power to set matters to rights. Nonetheless, she continues to play into contemporary social conventions, attempting to mould her son


    LAURA
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