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			Tennessee Williams

			American playwright

			
					Born in Columbus, Mississippi in 1911.

					Died in New York in 1983.

					Literary awards:	Two-time winner of the Pulitzer Prize for Drama, 1948 and 1955 (for A Streetcar Named Desire and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof)

	Tony Award for Best Play, 1951 (for The Rose Tattoo)

	Four-time winner of the New York Drama Critics’ Circle Award for Best Play, 1945, 1948, 1955 and 1962 (for The Glass Menagerie, A Streetcar Named Desire, Cat on a Hot Tin Roof and The Night of the Iguana) 




					Notable honours:	President of the Jury at the Cannes Film Festival (1976)

	Member of the American Theater Hall of Fame (inducted in 1979)

	Kennedy Center Honors (1979)




					Notable works:	The Glass Menagerie (1944), play

	Cat on a Hot Tin Roof (1955), play

	Suddenly Last Summer (1958), play

	The Night of the Iguana (1961), play




			

			Thomas Lanier Williams III, better known as Tennessee Williams, was born on 26 March 1911 in Columbus, Mississippi, in the heart of the Deep South. He had a turbulent upbringing and contentious relationships with his parents, as his father was a violent alcoholic and his mother was a devout Christian who instilled strict religious and moral principles in him. He also had an older sister, Rose, and a younger brother, Dakin. This dysfunctional upbringing had a marked impact on his personal life and his writing career.

			When he was a child he contracted diphtheria, which left him confined to the house for an extended period of time. To help assuage his boredom, his mother bought him a typewriter, which awakened a lifelong passion for writing. From then on, writing became his way of escaping from the world and vanquishing his fears and inner demons. In 1927, his essay “Can a Good Wife Be a Good Sport?” was published in the literary magazine The Smart Set, and the following year his short story “The Vengeance of Nitocris” appeared in the magazine Weird Tales. In 1929, he enrolled at the University of Missouri, where he took journalism classes, although he soon dropped out. His university classmates nicknamed him “Tennessee” because of his marked Southern accent, and this stuck with him for the rest of his life. He later earned his B.A. from the University of Iowa, which was soon followed by his first professional success. He went on to enjoy a decades-long career which saw his plays garner popular and critical acclaim, with a number of them being performed on Broadway and adapted into Hollywood films.

			However, his professional success was offset by personal heartache: he struggled with depression, alcoholism and drug addiction throughout his life, suffered from the lasting effects of his difficult childhood and had a string of failed relationships.

			Did you know?

			The influence of Williams’ personal life, particularly his close relationship with his schizophrenic sister Rose, can be clearly seen in his work. With their mother’s consent, Rose underwent a lobotomy which only worsened her condition. The character of Laura in The Glass Menagerie is widely believed to be based on Rose, and a lobotomy is a plot point in Williams’ 1958 play Suddenly Last Summer.



		


		
			A Streetcar Named Desire

			The fragility of the human condition

			
					Genre: play

					Reference edition: Williams, T. (2009) A Streetcar Named Desire. London: Penguin.

					1st edition: 1947

					Themes: American culture, nostalgia, culture shock, sexuality, addiction

			

			A Streetcar Named Desire is widely considered to be one of the masterpieces of 20th-century theatre. Williams uses his characters to explore the darker sides of everyday human existence, as their hopes and expectations consistently go unfulfilled and they determinedly refuse to face up to reality. They all pretend to be somebody that they are not, seem unequipped to play the role they have been cast in and try in vain to repress their deepest desires. They constantly find themselves torn between hope and resignation, and as the play progresses and they become increasingly entrenched in their routines and patterns of behaviour, they seem to become less fortunate and more fragile, but also more human. 

			At the heart of the play are Blanche and Stella, two sisters who have little in common and represent the culture clash that divided America in the late 1940s. They come from an aristocratic family, but while Blanche represents Southern values, tradition and wealth (largely generated by the plantation system), Stella, who has married a Polish labourer, represents the wave of immigrants who arrived in the country in the aftermath of the Second World War (1939-1945) to pursue the American Dream. These two cultures, which each harbour their own prejudices and are separated by a number of irreconcilable differences, inevitably clash, and in the process reveal some of the darkest facets of human nature.

		


		
			Summary

			An unexpected arrival

			Blanche Dubois, a genteel, somewhat snobbish woman who embodies the archetype of the Southern belle, pays a surprise visit to her sister Stella, who lives with her husband Stanley Kowalski in the French Quarter of New Orleans. Their neighbourhood can be reached by taking a streetcar named Desire, hence the play’s title. When Blanche arrives, she is greeted by the Kowalskis’ neighbour Eunice and a black woman. She is planning to stay with her sister and brother-in-law indefinitely, but she immediately clashes with Stanley, who has little time for her pretensions to gentility and aristocratic prejudices. Blanche’s arrival also causes tensions between Stanley and Stella, who defends and tries to protect her sister in the face of her husband’s overt hostility.

			After Blanche moves in with the couple, their life goes on as before: they continue to socialise with their neighbours, and Stanley continues to hold poker nights with his friends Steve, Mitch and Pablo, although Blanche is opposed to gambling. Indeed, everything about the neighbourhood strikes her as coarse, vulgar and generally beneath her. She does not understand how her sister can live like this, as they were both raised to abide by a strict moral code and in great material comfort. However, we can see that Blanche is overreacting: although Stella and Stanley’s neighbourhood is undeniably working-class, it is also a picturesque place, with white houses, abundant flowers and music playing in the bars on every corner. Her real problem with the area stems from the fact that most of its inhabitants are black people or immigrants, whom she looks down on.

			Stella seems to be happy with her life, or at the very least indifferent to its more difficult aspects. All her mental energy is devoted to thoughts of her pregnancy (which she initially conceals from her sister) and her codependent relationship with her physically and emotionally abusive husband.

			The truth comes out

			Although Blanche initially claims that she is visiting because she is suffering from nervous exhaustion and the superintendent of the high school where she works suggested that she take a leave of absence, we gradually come to realise that the truth of the matter is much more complicated. Blanche did not come to Stella’s house because she wanted to see her, but because she had nowhere else to go after being fired from her job and losing Belle Reve, the family home. After her parents and uncles died and her husband, who had seemed to be the perfect man but was actually gay, committed suicide, fate dealt her a final blow and she lost her inheritance as well. Although Stella is less than thrilled when she finds out, Stanley is furious and accuses Blanche of wanting to swindle them. He refuses to believe that she has lost the house without any papers or documentation to prove it, and is convinced that she has simply squandered all the money on expensive clothes and jewellery.

			Blanche is painfully aware of her situation: she knows that in the space of a few years she has lost everything and that seeking help from her sister is her only hope. However, because of her pride she refuses to admit to anyone else just how far she has fallen.

			Meanwhile, Blanche gets to know Stanley’s friend Mitch at one of his poker nights. Unlike many of the men in the French Quarter, and unlike Stanley in particular, Mitch is sweet and well-mannered, and shares Blanche’s sensitivity and love for poetry, which form the basis of the brief relationship they embark on. Although he still lives with his mother and is somewhat spoilt, he treats women with respect and is a true romantic at heart. Blanche sees this as her chance to be with a good man who will treat her well and might take her to live somewhere else, while Mitch is staggered by her beauty and intelligence. Moreover, even though she is only around 30 years old, Blanche feels old and ugly, and is convinced that Mitch is the last man who will ever be interested in her. They decide to get married, largely because they are both lonely and desperate. 

			Descent into madness

			Stanley has still not warmed to Blanche and starts to probe into the circumstances that brought her to New Orleans. He gets talking to the supply-man at the plant where he works, who tells him that he frequently travels through Blanche’s hometown in Mississippi, and that until recently she was living at a run-down hotel there. When Stanley confronts Blanche about this, she denies knowing the man and tells Stella that the people from back home are malicious and have invented all kinds of rumours about them, especially since they lost Belle Reve.

			However, Stanley’s source is telling the truth, and tells him that when Blanche lost everything she went to live at the hotel, bringing back a different man every week. Because of this, the hotel’s owner eventually told her that she had to leave. Even worse, Blanche did not simply take a leave of absence from the school: she was fired for getting involved with a student. Stanley tells Mitch everything so that he will know that his future wife is not a chaste, innocent woman who has only kissed a few men and who has remained celibate since she lost her husband, as she pretends.

			Mitch is furious with Blanche and decides not to attend her birthday celebration, which further weakens her already fragile emotional state. When he goes to see her to tell her that he does not want to marry her any more, she is at rock bottom: she is suffering from frequent panic and anxiety attacks, can no longer conceal her burgeoning alcoholism, and has started hearing music in her head, speaking incoherently and suffering from delusions of persecution and grandeur. She is also trying to convince herself that one of her former lovers, a millionaire from Dallas, has invited her on a Caribbean cruise and that everything will be alright. When Stanley and Blanche are alone in the apartment, he pretends to believe her story, before advancing towards her and overpowering her. It is strongly implied that he rapes her, resulting in her complete mental breakdown.

			A few weeks later, Stella talks things over with Stanley and makes a difficult decision. She tells Blanche that they are going to take her to the countryside so that she can recuperate, but in reality they are going to commit her to a psychiatric hospital, as her mental state has been getting progressively worse since her birthday. When a doctor and nurse come to collect her, Blanche utters one of the play’s most famous lines: “I have always depended on the kindness of strangers”. The music in her head is still playing, and this marks the end of her story.

		


		
			Character study

			All the play’s characters are passionate people who are driven more by their instincts than by reason. As the Spanish critic Antonio Rodríguez Celada has explained, this is typical of Williams’ characters, who tend to be visceral, instinctive and unpredictable rather than rational. He adds that, although their worlds are characterised by failure and repression, there is nonetheless room in this universe for weaker figures and dreamers (1998).

			Blanche Dubois 

			Blanche is a Southern belle who feels washed up because she is around 30 and unmarried following her husband’s suicide. She has blonde hair and very pale skin, and even though her beauty is undeniably fading, she is still very physically attractive. With her refined manners, formal demeanour, pearl necklace and high heels, which give the impression that she is going out for afternoon tea, she seems very out of place in Stella’s working-class neighbourhood, whose inhabitants are constantly shouting, making fun of one another and getting into fights.

			She used to work as a high school English teacher, but was fired for sleeping with one of her students. She is an alcoholic, which she tries in vain to hide, and has a promiscuous past that is considered improper for a Southern woman. After she loses the family property and can no longer maintain her privileged lifestyle, she is forced to move in with her sister and brother-in-law in New Orleans. This change comes as a shock to her, as she is very superficial and is used to living in
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			Harold “Mitch” Mitchell

			
			Steve Hubbel

			
			Eunice Hubbel

			
			Pablo Gonzales

			
			The negro woman

			
			Strange man and strange woman
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