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PENGUIN MODERN CLASSICS

A Streetcar Named Desire


Tennessee Williams was born in 1911 in Columbus, Mississippi, where his grandfather was the episcopal clergyman. When his father, a travelling salesman, moved with his family to St Louis some years later, both he and his sister found it impossible to settle down to city life. He entered college during the Depression and left after a couple of years to take a clerical job in a shoe company. He stayed there for two years, spending the evenings writing. He entered the University of Iowa in 1938 and completed his course, at the same time holding a number of part-time jobs of great diversity. He received a Rockefeller Fellowship in 1940 for his play Battle of Angels, and he won the Pulitzer Prize in 1948 and 1955. Among his many other plays, Penguin have published Summer and Smoke (1948), The Rose Tattoo (1951), Camino Real (1953), Cat on a Hot Tin Roof (1955), Baby Doll (1957), Orpheus Descending (1957), Something Unspoken (1958), Suddenly Last Summer (1958), Period of Adjustment (1960), The Night of the Iguana (1961), The Milk Train Doesn’t Stop Here Anymore (1963) and Small Craft Warning (1972). Tennessee Williams died in 1983.

Peter Shaffer has written of Tennessee Williams: ‘He was a born dramatist as few are ever born. Whatever he put on paper, superb or superfluous, glorious or gaudy, could not fail to be electrifyingly actable. He could not write a dull scene … Tennessee Williams will live as long as drama itself.’








Introduction

Regarding Streetcar


Memory after almost sixty years is not to be relied on but there are a few events, faces, meetings, partings that do cling to the brain unaltered. One of these is the first time I saw A Streetcar Named Desire. It had not yet opened in New York. Its director, Elia Kazan, called to invite me to come up to the Shubert Theatre in New Haven to see it. Kazan had directed All My Sons a year or so before and we had become close friends. As usual, when he had a new play in work he was casting about for almost anyone’s reactions before the critics confronted his production in the belief that a crucial idea could sometimes bubble up from the most unlikely source.

I knew Tennessee only casually. About a decade earlier I had won a Theatre Guild Bureau of New Plays Award of $1,250, a small fortune in that Depression year. The prize, offered to college students across the country, was to my knowledge the only attempt by a Broadway producer, The Guild, to encourage playwrights beyond the Manhattan boundaries. But the Guild had had an unusual beginning some years earlier, its leading people having been involved in the Provincetown Playhouse, producer of O’Neill’s first plays, and a few of its leaders still nursed a certain longing for a return to the art of the theater rather than continuing to bury themselves in its commerce. To that end, Guild members Lee Strasberg, Harold Clurman and Cheryl Crawford broke off to found the Group Theatre which, in 1939, awarded Williams $100 for three one-acts. The head of their prize committee was Kazan’s wife, Molly Day Thacher.


All of which is to suggest that I was aware of Williams’ long struggle, parallel to my own, to reach the Broadway stage, the only stage there was in those days, the off-Broadway theater being as yet unborn. I had been stirred a year or so earlier by The Glass Menagerie which seemed to me a triumph of fragility, a play utterly at odds with standard Broadway fare. Seeing it was like stumbling on a flower in a junkyard. I suppose the most striking thing about that play at the time was that one knew it had been written rather than having been overheard in somebody’s kitchen; its lines were fluent and idiomatic but at the same time rhythmically composed. Play-writing, as I have written elsewhere, was at the time regarded as something close to engineering, structure and its problems taking first place in all considerations of the art. Menagerie appeared to have no structure or at best the structure of a lyric, if that is not an overpowering contradiction. Its heart was on its sleeve. It was still a time when the convention was to suspect Chekhov’s plays as real dramas because in them ‘nothing happened.’ Of course it was all a question of emphasis; the Broadway play emphasized plot, while Williams had pushed language and character to the front of the stage as never before, in America anyway.

I can recall where I was sitting at that first Streetcar viewing – in about the seventh or eighth row to the right of center. It took only a few minutes to realize that the play and production had thrown open doors to another theater world. This was not due to any invention in the play’s structure, with its tangible, realistic storytelling line. Rather, it was the writing itself that left one excited and elevated. With possibly two exceptions – Clifford Odets and Maxwell Anderson – the writing in plays was undistinguished, probably on purpose. (Another exception was the spate of comedies and farces which did indeed reach for the memorable one-liner and the wild locution.) Anderson was hobbled by an escape into Elizabethan prosody, as he understood it, and some of his plays in this vein were popular for a time. If they took no root in theater culture, probably because they were essentially formalized, their language overly constructed rather than an expression from the heart, and bore little relation to American speech, he deserves credit for trying to escape the dead level style of the Broadway play. Odets, differently, was avowedly embarked on a campaign to poeticize American playwriting, and worked to create a swinging lyricism that indeed was quirky and easily identifiable as his own and no one else’s. It could be memorable a lot of the time and created some instant imitators. For myself, it soon lost its impact possibly because of its very success in sounding odd, original, even peculiar. ‘I’m going out to get an eight-cylinder sandwich’ can strike gold the first time it is heard but possibly because of its self-consciousness it somehow doesn’t bear repeating. Nevertheless, Odets lit up the stage for a time and in the hands of a genius director and actors might do so again, I am not sure.

On first hearing Streetcar – and one truly heard every word of it in that first production, unlike some others that have followed over the years – the impression was not that of one-liners or ‘poetry’ but of language flowing from the soul. A writer’s soul, a single voice was almost miraculously enveloping the stage. But remarkably, each character’s speech seemed at the same time uncannily his own, they seemed free to declare their contradictory selves rather than being harnessed to the play’s story-telling needs. But at the same time that story marched inexorably forward, shaped as it was by Kazan’s hand and a cast that was nothing short of superb. In fact, this production was the fullest bloom of the vanished Group Theatre’s intense, decade-long investigation into the Stanislavski Method; it was a form of realism so deeply felt as to emerge as a stylization. Williams’ dialogue, colorful as it was and packed with imagery, never let the story fade from sight but continuously pressed it forward.

In a word, this play made it seem possible for the stage to express any and all things and do so beautifully. What Streetcar’s first production did was to plant the flag of beauty on the shores of commercial theater. The audience, I believe, somehow understood this and was moved by what, in effect, was a kind of tribute to its intelligence and spiritual vitality. For the play, more than any of Williams’ other works before or afterward, approaches tragedy and its dark ending is unmitigated.


Along with Williams the other great revelation of the performance was of course Brando, a tiger on the loose, a sexual terrorist. Nobody had seen anything like him before because that kind of freedom on the stage had not existed before. He roared out Williams’ celebratory terror of sex, its awful truthfulness and its inexorable judgments, and did so with an authority that swept everything before it. Brando was a brute but he bore the truth.

The play cannot be disparaged, but this production, like few others of any play I ever saw, became the play, it was impossible to separate them, the cast had left themselves behind, became the characters. Over more than half a century I can still recall the inhaling of breath across the auditorium when Blanche said the ‘kindness of strangers’ line. When she exited on the arm of the Doctor everyone went with her. That this kind of identification could happen was, for me at least, an explosive contradiction of the prevailing wisdom that a Broadway play with literary quality could not survive the banal tastes of the New York audience which allegedly insisted on plain sidewalk speech and instant linguistic familiarity. (The play created such a buzz that the New Haven theater was filled with New Yorkers who had to be the first to know.) George Kaufman had said, ‘Satire is what closes on Saturday night,’ and the same would surely hold for the poetic play, such was the addiction to a flat realism. Williams’ speech was pleasant to hear but Southern and shaped by a literary sensibility and the audience was nevertheless passionately grateful for it, strange as it sounded on this first hearing.

Finally, there is a question of whether theater at that particular moment – the late Forties – was bearing a sort of unnamable prophetic ambience or whether this was purely imaginary; few actually spoke of any such gift or burden, but in some minds the play as a form did possess something like a fateful potential for illuminating society’s fate. This of course was, if not the function and spine of the classic masterworks then their undeniable accompaniment. Streetcar at the hour of its birth echoed the fate of the outsider in American society and raised the question of justice. But it did so from the inside out. Williams, in fact, had much earlier written what would have been labeled socially conscious plays with a distinct Leftist coloration, the hurt individual against a brutal society’s injustices. (His previously unproduced prison play, Not About Nightingales, was brought to Broadway in 1999 by Corin Redgrave in a powerful production.) With Streetcar and in other, more recondite tonalities like those in The Glass Menagerie, the individual and his inner life moved to the center and social conditions were symbolized, as in Stanley Kowalski and the disappeared father in Menagerie. Williams the poet was not as politically neutered as many assume, and some part of the immense wave of appreciation for Streetcar was a tribute to its social reality as well as its personal poetics. And it was the good fortune of play and playwright to have been guided by a Kazan who understood the New York audience and kept intact the play’s links with the familiar realistic tradition while allowing its language free play. Kazan had little patience with symbolism or abstraction, confessed his discomfort with the thought of directing Shakespeare or other classics, and would indeed fail a decade later with an ungainly production of The Changeling, its back broken, so to speak, by attempting to bend its lyricism to a tone of street realism. In Streetcar, however, the real and the lyrical were smoothly blended and emerged a unified voice.

In justice it ought to be said that the play has fared less than well half a century later. Two highly-touted productions which I saw shared a failure to embrace the language, striving for an off-the-shoulder kind of naturalism suited to television but not the stage and not this play with its foundation in joyfully enunciated speech. In one production the famous movie star playing Blanche DuBois could barely be heard at all, and in another Stanley was plainly a self-conscious variant of Brando. Caricature can be the fate of plays as successful as Streetcar, ironically because they have been so well-mined in drama schools and acting classes. Their characters have turned to stone, their eyes to marble. Streetcar is a cry of pain; forgetting that is to forget the play.

Arthur Miller
 January 2004








And so it was I entered the broken world

To trace the visionary company of love, its voice

An instant in the wind [I know not whither hurled]

But not for long to hold each desperate choice.

HART CRANE
 The Broken Tower
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