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    TENNESSEE WILLIAMS


    AMERICAN PLAYWRIGHT


    
      	Born in Columbus, Mississippi in 1914.


      	Died in New York in 1983.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	Battle of Angels (1940), play


          	The Glass Menagerie (1944), play


          	A Streetcar Named Desire (1947), play

        

      

    


    Thomas Lanier Williams, better known by his penname Tennessee Williams, was an American playwright. He held a BA in English from the University of Iowa (1938). Williams had one sister, Rose, who was mentally ill. He grew up in the South in a deeply Puritan environment. Williams was eager to escape this environment and moved to New Orleans in 1938, prompted by his literary ambitions. He had started publishing poetry at an early age and had his first success with the play Battle of Angels. He became famous overnight for his play The Glass Menagerie in 1944; however, he felt pressured by his fame, which led to a lifelong depression. Williams battled this with drugs, alcohol and daily writing. He lived with his partner Frank Merlo until Merlo’s death in 1963, which deeply affected Williams. His writing was deeply influenced by his homosexuality and the mental condition of his sister. Another influence on his writing was the poetry of Hart Crane (American poet, 1899-1932). Williams won the Gold Medal for Drama from the American Academy of Arts and Letters in 1969.

  


  
    SUDDENLY LAST SUMMER


    A GOTHIC MELODRAMA SET IN NEW ORLEANS


    
      	Genre: play


      	Reference edition: Williams, T. (1976) Four Plays. New York: Penguin Books USA.


      	1st edition: 1958


      	Themes: mental illness, lobotomy, feminism, homophobia, sexual assault, revenge

    


    Suddenly Last Summer is sometimes described as belonging to a trilogy of plays, the other two being Orpheus Descending and Sweet Bird of Youth (Clum, 1997:128). According to Clum, these plays all exemplify religious parables in that their male hero is sacrificed. Suddenly Last Summer is described as a “grotesque parody of the Eucharist” (ibid.). The martyrdom in the three plays, Clum explains, is due to the failure of the main characters to follow the prescribed rules in a patriarchal society (ibid.) Suddenly Last Summer consists of one act divided into four scenes. Sebastian Venable died in gruesome circumstances the summer preceding the time of the play. His mother, Mrs. Venable, blames his cousin Catherine for his death and tries to convince Dr. Sugar to perform a lobotomy on Catherine. In the course of the play, the reader learns the truth about Sebastian’s death and personality.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    The play opens with a conversation between Mrs. Venable, the mother of the lately deceased Sebastian, and Dr. Cukrowicz, who insists on being called Dr. Sugar. It transpires that Mrs. Venable is greatly distressed by the recent death of her son and blames his cousin, Catherine, for it. She has invited the Doctor to her house for him to analyse Catherine’s state of mind and to try out his new method of surgically treating certain mental conditions (lobotomy). She cannot bear to tolerate what she terms Catherine’s unfounded lies and slander about her son. She also talks about Sebastian and their journeys together. She particularly recalls one incident on the Encantadas, when they were watching sea turtles hatch and Sebastian saw this as a statement on God.


    Soon, the arrival of Miss Catherine is announced, upon which Mrs. Venable flees inside to partake of her afternoon cocktail. Miss Catherine and the Doctor collide when he leaves the stage. Catherine is accompanied by Sister Felicity, as she is only allowed out for this afternoon visit – she is usually accommodated in an asylum (Saint Mary’s), where Mrs. Venable has had her locked up since Sebastian’s death.


    They are soon joined by Mrs. Holly (Catherine’s mother) and George (Catherine’s brother) – both implore Catherine to tell a different story than hitherto, as Mrs. Venable is currently blocking the payment of a considerable fortune, bequeathed by Sebastian to George and Catherine. However, Catherine insists on her need to tell the truth.


    CATHERINE AND DR. SUGAR


    Catherine is left alone for a while with Dr. Sugar, who proceeds to inject her with a drug that will force her to tell the truth. In the following moments, Catherine’s desperate need for love becomes clear: she tricks the Doctor into holding her and then forcefully kisses him. At this, they are interrupted by George, who is appalled by Catherine’s behaviour. They are soon joined on stage by the other characters, and the Doctor proceeds to question Catherine. At this, he is frequently interrupted by Mrs. Venable, who constantly tries to denigrate Catherine.


    CATHERINE’S STORY


    In the end, the Doctor succeeds in silencing Mrs. Venable, and Catherine tells the story of how Sebastian died. She starts, however, a while earlier: the previous year, she was a debutante in London and was tricked by another guest at a ball into letting him accompany her home. On the way home, the man apparently proceeded to rape her. After this, Catherine started to write her diary in the third person. Sebastian asked her to go on holiday with him as his mother had suffered a mild stroke and was unable to travel. Catherine explains that Sebastian used her sex appeal to lure unsuspecting boys to him in order for him to sexually violate them: he forced her to go swimming in the sea in a white swimsuit every day, which became see-through when she emerged from the water.


    One evening, Sebastian and Catherine were dining near the beach. Sebastian was already feeling unwell – he seemed to be depressed and frequently took pills. He was upset by a few boys who played on the beach near the restaurant, begged for money and food and made loud music. Sebastian fled from the restaurant with Catherine in tow, and they were followed by the boys. Catherine urged Sebastian to run downhill, but he ignored her and ran uphill instead, followed by the mass of boys. Catherine ran for help, and when she finally caught up with Sebastian he was dead, and it looked like pieces of flesh had been ripped out by the children and eaten. Mrs. Venable is outraged and shocked and tries to hit Catherine, then flees the stage. The play ends with Dr. Sugar saying that they all should consider the truth of Catherine’s story – he is the only one who believes her.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    MRS. VENABLE


    Violet Venable is an old lady who suffered a stroke about a year before the events in the play. Her outward appearance is described thus: “She has light orange or pink hair and wears a lavender dress, and over her withered bosom is pinned a starfish of diamonds” (p.9). Mrs. Venable is very wealthy. She is and was devoted to her son, Sebastian, and to preserving his untainted memory. She despises her deceased husband’s relations, the Hollys (p.57). She is very scheming and calculating: she even locks up her niece, Catherine, in order to protect the memory of her son. Her name can be seen as alluding to the adjective ‘venerable’, which stands in complete contrast to her actual character.


    SEBASTIAN VENABLE


    Although Sebastian never makes an appearance in the play, he is described at length by both his mother and his cousin, and the audience therefore gets an indirect characterisation of him. In his mother’s eyes, Sebastian is almost angelic: he is a tragically misunderstood poet, who never sought fame during his lifetime but did want his poetic genius to be remembered after his death. He seems to have been on a continuous quest to find God (p.17) and used to travel once a year with his mother. When she is incapable of accompanying him, he asks his cousin Catherine to come with him instead. Catherine paints Sebastian as highly manipulative and calculating but also lonely (p.81): “Fed up with dark ones, famished for light ones: that’s how he talked about people, as if they were-items on a menu” (p.39). He also seems to be suffering from depression (p.84). Sebastian is secretly gay, and a sexual predator – he uses both his mother and Catherine to lure other males, mostly young boys, to him. In the end, he is killed by some of his victims.


    CATHERINE HOLLY


    Catherine is desperate for love (p.71). She has one brother, George. She is locked up in an asylum for telling the truth about Sebastian’s death. Catherine seems to be very fragile throughout the play, but desperate for someone to believe the horror she has witnessed. She is, however, also very witty and even feisty (p.35), and occasionally cheerful to the point of hysteria (p.67).


    Catherine was a victim of a sexual predator and ironically afterwards turns for help to her cousin, who also exploits her sex appeal for his own sexual abuse of young boys. She is in love with Sebastian (p.39).


    DR. CUKROWICZ


    Everyone calls Dr. Cukrowicz Dr. Sugar, as his name is very hard to pronounce. He is a psychiatric doctor and works at a mental institution called Lion’s View. He performs lobotomies on some of his hopeless patients: he operates on their brains so that afterwards, they seem to be very quiet and very happy. Dr. Sugar seems to be very thoughtful and reserved – he listens to both Catherine’s and Mrs. Venable’s stories and then forms an informed opinion. To Catherine, the Doctor seems almost angelic: “The Doctor’s still at the window but he’s too blond to hide behind window curtains, he catches the light, he shines through them” (p.39)


    MRS. HOLLY


    Mrs. Holly is introduced as a “fatuous Southern lady” (p.41). She has two children, Catherine and George, whom she calls ‘Gawge’ – this emphasises her southern accent. Mrs. Holly does not support her daughter in the troublesome time she is going through – on the contrary, she attempts to silence her, as she wants access to Sebastian’s heritage and fortune. Mrs. Holly is a very superficial character.
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