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Dedication

FOR MY LOVELY AND MUCH-LOVED SISTERS,

SUSAN GHANDAKLY AND ELLEN DAY




Epigraph

Women are the mirror of all things. They see and they reflect; they take in and they teach; they harbor and they hold; women were not only created to improve the world, but they populate and shape the world. . . . I am devoted and captive to women, and I would like to be their witness.

—Tennessee Williams

We have accepted as normal the persistent oppression of women. This is chronic abuse in the guise of culture.

—Tennessee Williams
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Introduction

Does Blanche DuBois Still Matter?

[image: image]

On December 3, 2022, Blanche DuBois—arguably Tennessee Williams’s most enduring fictional character—celebrated her seventy-fifth birthday. She has aged remarkably well.

Ever since Jessica Tandy boldly stepped onto the stage as Blanche in A Streetcar Named Desire at the Ethel Barrymore Theatre in 1947 and into the history of our literature, Blanche DuBois has fascinated generations of audiences—and actresses—around the world. (Instead of the more contemporary term “actor,” I use the term “actress” as a nod to Blanche’s archfemininity.) Even in our more jaded age, the Southern belle extraordinaire known as Blanche DuBois—“French for ‘white woods’”—can still bring audiences to tears, as critic Hilton Als witnessed during Cate Blanchett’s performance at the Brooklyn Academy of Music in 2009.

Before the COVID-19 scourge began in 2020, Streetcar was being performed somewhere in the world every hour. It has been translated into a ballet, and in 1995, an opera composed by André Previn with a libretto by Philip Littell premiered at the San Francisco Opera, with no less than the great Renée Fleming as Blanche. A multiethnic cast, directed by Emily Mann with the African American actress Nicole Ari Parker as Blanche, was mounted at the Broadhurst Theatre on Broadway in 2012, and six years later, the African American Shakespeare Company of San Francisco presented the play with Jemier Jenkins as Blanche, with L. Peter Callender directing.

Streetcar is still performed regularly in Europe and Japan—more than in the United States, in fact—and it was even satirized in an episode of The Simpsons. (“A Streetcar Named Marge,” episode 2 of their fourth season, in 1992. “Williams would have loved The Simpsons’ hilarious version with Marge’s Blanche,” wrote Hilton Als.) And is the suffering, cast-out pink poodle in Babe: Pig in the City, in the 1998 sequel to Babe, another version of Blanche DuBois? In a trembling Southern accent, the bedraggled and abandoned beauty mourns, “Can you help me? I have been cruelly cast out and I have nowhere to go. Take pity on us as we are excluded . . .” There’s more. Blanche also appeared in a comic send-up in Woody Allen’s Sleeper (in which he plays Blanche and Diane Keaton plays Stanley), and as a prototype for the protagonist in his 2013 film, Blue Jasmine, starring Cate Blanchett, which earned the actress an Academy Award. Four years earlier, Blanchett played Blanche DuBois onstage in a celebrated performance, directed by another compelling actress, Liv Ullmann.

Jessica Lange played Blanche onstage opposite Alec Baldwin in 1992, and reprised the role on film in 1995. She always knew she would one day take on the part, and she’d kept a Blanche DuBois scrapbook in Minnesota when she was growing up. Her longtime partner, the late Sam Shepard, later teased her that young actresses want to play Blanche the way young actors aspire to play Hamlet.

Blanche’s remark “Don’t get up, gentlemen, I’m only passing through” made it into the Bob Dylan song “Things Have Changed” (which won the 2001 Academy Award as Best Original Song for the movie Wonder Boys). More famously, the final line of dialogue Blanche utters at the end of the play, as she is escorted to the state institution, most likely in Mandeville—“I have always depended on the kindness of strangers”—has entered the lexicon.

Even now, in a more feminist age that rejects the kind of seductive vulnerability embodied by Miss DuBois, we are still fascinated by her character and her tragedy. Why? Why has she entered our bloodstream, this living figment of one of our greatest playwright’s imagination, whose flirtatious airs and manipulative behavior we have come to reject?

Elia Kazan, who first directed Jessica Tandy in the original stage production in 1947 and Vivien Leigh in the celebrated 1951 film, wrote in his journal that he wondered if America was heading into the Age of Stanley or the Age of Blanche. We seem now to be firmly in the Age of Stanley—but we are still haunted by Blanche.

NEW ORLEANS OF THE IMAGINATION

Both of my parents were born in New Orleans, on either side of the Audubon Park Zoo. They both had early childhood memories of hearing the lions roar at night, which was exciting but which no doubt troubled their sleep. My father, Sigmund Bernard Schoenberger, moved as a young boy with his family to the tiny coastal town of Buras, in Plaquemines Parish, then controlled by the notoriously racist political boss Leander Perez. The house he grew up in was on the Mississippi River, where he and his friends would sometimes swim despite the dangerous currents. I remember visiting my grandmother’s white clapboard house as a girl. My two sisters and I would run from the car to the house with newspapers over our heads to escape the swarm of mosquitoes that greeted us. The house was surrounded by an orange orchard, with dark lilac hydrangea crowding the front door. I was amazed to learn from my grandmother that the color of their showy flowers could be changed from pink to blue by putting rusty nails in the soil. Some nights in the hot, humid summer, my sisters and I would sleep on the back porch, drowsing to the sounds of the cicadas and tree frogs, and bathed in the sweet scent wafting in from the orange blossoms. I woke up one night on that porch, believing I had seen a fairy with gossamer wings bending over me—of course, a dream, and I had probably been wakened by the mosquitoes that had made it into the screened porch. I also remember my grandmother’s collection of lacy Spanish fans displayed on one wall in her living room, collected on a European trip. Their beauty enchanted me.

My mother, Betty Beydler, grew up on Pine Street in New Orleans, and then her family moved to the suburb of Metairie. She met my father in Baton Rouge when both were students at Louisiana State University. My father, who would have a career as a test pilot and an officer in the navy, was enrolled in ROTC, and my mother was a young beauty queen on campus. She would drop out in her sophomore year to marry my father, so handsome in his white uniform! As Dad was a naval officer, our family moved every two years, though we returned each summer to Louisiana to visit our two sets of grandparents, in Buras and in Metairie. Both places seemed preserved in some storied past—the killing moss hanging from live oaks in Audubon Park, the filigreed balconies in New Orleans, the smell of damp cotton sheets, the dark scurrying cockroaches that seemed to lurk everywhere. Other states where we lived—California, Texas, Florida, Pennsylvania, Virginia—moved and evolved through time, but the Louisiana of my childhood, and of my imagination, never changed.

My mother kept that part of our childhood alive with her tales of the beautiful “octoroons” in the red light district, her stories about the pirate Lafitte, her memories of visiting the Vieux Carré, now better known as the French Quarter, and our annual summer visits to our grandparents and to the city’s tourist havens: Jackson Square, Café du Monde, Commander’s Palace, Court of the Two Sisters. Not surprisingly, perhaps, there was little or no acknowledgment of Louisiana’s pernicious, long-lasting Jim Crow era or its slaveholding past (though to be “sold down the river” was a reference to the particular horror of being sold to Louisiana plantations).

Early on, my mother was a fan of the plays of Tennessee Williams, especially A Streetcar Named Desire, set entirely in Elysian Fields, a housing project for the poor, despite its heavenly name. The streetcar itself had been put out to pasture by 1973, when Faye Dunaway played Blanche in a production at the Ahmanson Theatre in Los Angeles. She described a pilgrimage to New Orleans in which she set out to find the Desire Streetcar, only to stumble on it in “a graveyard for old, abandoned streetcars.” She wrote in her memoir,

I wandered through it picking my way through the weeds, and looking for the name Desire that I knew would be painted on the front of the car. I thought it was regrettable, but probably fitting, that the streetcar named Desire was encrusted with grime and decaying in this forgotten place.

On our visits to New Orleans, my sisters and I took the Cemeteries bus from Metairie when we went into the city. The Desire Line, which ran down Royal Street and passed through the Quarter on its way to Canal Street, had ceased to run by 1948, well before our time there. Those two names—Desire and Cemeteries—haunt Streetcar, dooming its heroine between death and desire.

Years later, after graduating from Louisiana State University in Baton Rouge, I lived for a summer on St. Charles Avenue, renting an apartment for seventy-five dollars a month from a retired magician, Franklin the Magnificent (if memory serves). He lived in a decaying Victorian house that had been broken up into apartments, and every month my roommate and I would visit his apartment on the ground floor to pay our rent. He sat magisterially under a giant poster bearing his name and image—a portly man with a Fu Manchu moustache and goatee. Our furnished apartment opened onto an interior courtyard choked with overgrown monkey grass and giant ferns, where coffee-colored cockroaches breathed under the flagstones.

For Tennessee Williams, New Orleans was not a city steeped in nostalgia as it has been for me, but a city of liberation. For the first time, he encountered a subterranean gay culture where he felt at home after the repressive and stultifying world of his parents’ cramped apartment in St. Louis, Missouri, where they had settled for a while after leaving his mother’s idyllic, but still Victorian, childhood home in Columbus, Mississippi.

In the autumn of 1935, twenty-four-year-old Tennessee Williams traveled to New Orleans to seek work from the Works Progress Administration’s Federal Writers’ Project, which employed many writers during the Depression. Once there, he found that the WPA had no work for him, but he stayed on in the city, renting a room for three dollars a week at 431 Royal Street, working as a waiter in the French Quarter among other stopgap jobs. He relished the celebratory spirit of the city—the Mardi Gras parades, the bourbon-soaked cafés, different ethnicities living cheek by jowl, blues and jazz music emanating from the streets. What also spoke to his writer’s imagination was the sense of mystery behind interior courtyards and spiral staircases, the exotic plants, the air of faded gentility. The city fed him and inspired his soul, while making him feel less and less the outsider that, like so many artists, he was born to be. He later wrote, 

It was a period of accumulation. I found the kind of freedom I had always needed, and the shock of it, against the Puritanism of my nature, has given me a subject, a theme, which I have never ceased exploiting.

The other muse who fed his imagination was Rose.

WHAT’S THE MATTER WITH ROSE?

To tell Blanche’s story one must begin with Rose Isabel Williams, Tennessee’s fragile sister and the great, enduring love of his life—the person he was most haunted and inspired by.

Two years older than Tom (who would become “Tennessee” when he published “The Field of Blue Children” under that name in Story magazine, in 1939), Rose was high strung and emotionally troubled. At twenty-six, she had no suitors, no skills, no job, no prospects. Tom idolized his older sister from childhood, but her increasingly anxious, confused, and eroticized behavior led the family to institutionalize Rose in Missouri’s Farmington State Hospital (Case no. 9014), where she was subjected to one of the early lobotomies performed in America. It was stated that Rose “had delusions of sexual immorality by members of the family.” Tennessee always felt guilty that he could not save her, and he came to believe that his homosexuality prevented him from being her heroic rescuer—another source of lifelong regret. 

BLANCHE AS TRAGEDY, BLANCHE AS COMEDY

Another early inspiration for Blanche DuBois was Tennessee’s friend the tempestuous and very Southern Tallulah Bankhead (she hailed from a prominent political family in Alabama), but she did not originate the role. In fact, Tallulah at first turned it down, feeling it was too close to home. (She reportedly said, “How would it look—an aging, promiscuous Southern woman who drinks too much playing an aging, promiscuous Southern woman who drinks too much?”) When she did finally get around to playing her in 1955 at Florida’s Coconut Grove Playhouse, many thought that Tallulah was just too strong for the role and that she played it as pure camp to an adoring and mostly gay audience. “It’s the only time Blanche has been played by a drag queen,” Tennessee joked, but he couldn’t seem to make up his mind as to whether her performance was “the worst I have seen” or one that “exceeded those of Jessica Tandy and Vivien Leigh . . .” Poor reviews, however, led to the show being closed after only fifteen performances.

A comedic use of the character of Blanche surfaced in 1999, in Pedro Almodóvar’s comedy-drama All About My Mother. The award-winning film (including the Oscar, the BAFTA, and the Golden Globe awards for Best Foreign Language Film) explores several stops along the gender and trans continuum, with one of the characters, Huma Rojo (played by Marisa Paredes), as an actress playing Blanche DuBois in Streetcar. The director dedicated his movie to “all actresses who have played actresses. To all women who act. To men who act and become women,” underlying the drag-queen quality of Tennessee’s essential heroine.

In fact, a production of Streetcar featuring “genderqueer actor” Russell Peck as Blanche DuBois opened in Crown Heights, Brooklyn, in May 2019. Peck said that they identified with Blanche’s “complex character and fight for love. As young queer people, we’re often drawn to characters that are a little damaged,” who must struggle to find love.

SEVEN BLANCHES

In his New York Times review of Cate Blanchett and Liv Ullmann’s production of Streetcar at the Brooklyn Academy of Music, Ben Brantley wrote, “The genteel belle, the imperious English teacher, the hungry sensualist, the manipulative flirt: no matter which of these aspects is in ascendancy, Ms. Blanchett keeps them all before us.” The seven actresses I’ve chosen to write about—Jessica Tandy, Vivien Leigh, Ann-Margret, Jessica Lange, Patricia Clarkson, Cate Blanchett, and Jemier Jenkins—embody different aspects of this rich, multifaceted character. If Blanchett manages to keep them all before us, Jessica Tandy was more the “imperious English teacher,” Vivien Leigh and Jemier Jenkins the “genteel belle” with a dollop of snobbery, Ann-Margret the “manipulative flirt,” Patricia Clarkson “the hungry sensualist.” In terms of the degree of madness each reflected, Jessica Lange seems the most fragile, Ann-Margret the toughest, whereas Jemier Jenkins saw the character as basically sane but driven to disaster by her untenable position. In New Orleans native Patricia Clarkson’s version, the atmosphere of the city saturates the play.

I’ve made these selections in part by the important mark left on the character by each actress, as well as the availability of the productions. Not all were filmed or videotaped, sadly, but in those cases I’ve relied on extensive reviews and in some cases personal interviews. Vivien Leigh is the most famous Blanche, of course, due to her powerful, heartrending portrayal and to Elia Kazan’s enduring film. Jemier Jenkins, the least known, is one of the few African American actresses to undertake the role, with great success, according to many laudatory reviews.

There are so many other actresses worth noting, such as Tallulah Bankhead, Claire Bloom, Carrie Nye, Rosemary Harris, Shirley Knight, Faye Dunaway, Blythe Danner, Glenn Close, Natasha Richardson, Rachel Weisz, and Gillian Anderson, and there are correspondences—a kind of passing of the baton—among several of them. Vivien Leigh and Tallulah Bankhead knew each other in London, brought together by Ken Tynan, the theater critic and dramaturge of Britain’s National Theatre under Laurence Olivier. Leigh attended the opening of Streetcar in London with Claire Bloom in the role. (Richard Burton, Claire’s lover at the time, had encouraged her to play Blanche, telling her that one day she’d know when it’s time, just as a flower knows when it’s time to bloom.)

Then there are the actresses who never quite got to play Blanche DuBois. Lillian Gish was one of them, as was Natalie Wood, who did manage to wear one of Blanche’s gossamer dresses to a costume party, the closest she ever got to the iconic role. The late actress Valerie Harper, who once played Tallulah Bankhead in the play Looped, said, “If Paris Hilton and Lindsay Lohan ever got themselves together, studied and tried to be serious actresses, they might have made terrific Blanches.”

As for Tennessee Williams’s favorite Blanche—that’s up for grabs. Rumor in theatrical circles has it that the honor goes to Alabama-born Carrie Nye, but Michael Kahn, artistic director at Washington, DC’s Shakespeare Theatre Company who knew the playwright when Kahn staged Streetcar at the McCarter Theatre in Princeton, recalls, “Every Blanche who played it that Tennessee saw, he would tell them that they were his favorite Blanche, because each actress brought something different to the role . . . and I think he liked that.” Thus, says Kahn, “there’s no one Hamlet, there’s no one . . . Lady Macbeth, there’s no one Blanche DuBois.”

Patricia Clarkson, who took on the role in 2004 long after Williams’s death on February 24, 1983, never had the pleasure of his approval. “I think because I was funny,” she said recently, “he might have liked me. And he might have liked that I looked good in my dresses.” 

Rosemary Harris recalled, “It’s the loneliest part to live through that I’ve ever played on the stage.”

Most important, however, is the way that Blanche DuBois has endured, evolving through the psyches of the many actresses who played her. As Sam Staggs wrote in his insightful text When Blanche Met Brando: The Scandalous Story of “A Streetcar Named Desire,”

Blanche is still there, where the playwright left her, as troubled and as troubling as O’Neill’s Mary Tyrone, Edward Albee’s Martha, or Emma Bovary or Norma Desmond. . . . DuBois belongs in the lineup of magnificent doomed women.

BLANCHE’S TRUNK

Blanche herself was a shape-shifting actress, and her props and costumes are in the trunk that Stanley paws through, mistaking her costume jewelry and fake furs for the real thing. “Everything I own is in that trunk,” she tells him. (Tennessee himself was no stranger to living out of a trunk. When he died by accidentally asphyxiating a pill bottle cap at the Elysée Hotel in Manhattan on February 25, 1983, there was some initial doubt about the cause of his death, so the police confiscated his suitcase and sifted through its contents for clues, finding none.) We learn a lot about Blanche from the contents of her trunk—her summer furs (probably shedding); her Mardi Gras costumes, trinkets, and paste jewelry; the few fine pieces she owned, such as a silver and turquoise pin in the shape of a seahorse. And of course, reams of papers testifying to the loss of her ancestral home, Belle Reve.

The best costumers for Streetcar include Lucinda Ballard for Kazan’s play and movie, and Thea Van Runkle, who dressed Faye Dunaway for the role. Blanche says, “Soft people have got to shimmer and glow—they’ve got to put on soft colors, the colors of butterfly wings.” Both Ballard and Van Runkle understood that Blanche must seem to, well, float airily when the situation requires it.

Dunaway and Van Runkle had been good friends since filming Bonnie and Clyde six years earlier, as the costumer had created something of a fashion revolution in her stylish—if idealized—designs for Bonnie Parker, the Depression-era bank robber played by Dunaway. As Dunaway observed,

Thea Van Runkle . . . gave Blanche a wardrobe that ran parallel to her various emotional states in a really extraordinary way. Throughout it, Thea used very fragile materials for Blanche. Always draped softly, there was nothing severe in the clothing, and, like the character, it seemed to have moods. When I would move, the dresses would almost float around me, and when I would stop, they would cling.

Van Runkle knew to cover Dunaway “in flimsy pastels that were exactly what this woman, with all her illusions and her fragile psyche, should wear.”

But the contents of Blanche’s trunk will not tell us if she’s a suicide’s ghost who will not go quietly back to her bed, or a survivor who, like that other storied Southern woman, Scarlett O’Hara, will seize upon tomorrow as another, hope-filled day.

Blanche is the Old South, land of terrors and of dreams, the playwright’s Eden from which he was cast out all too soon, but whose siren call still stirred his soul and ignited his imagination. He found himself, and other gay men like him, in New Orleans, that Frenchified city of filigreed balustrades where the too-sweet scent of Confederate jasmine and magnolia blossoms hung heavily in the streets, mingled with the odors of human waste. And there he set himself free.

SOUTHERN WOMANHOOD, OR THE ETERNAL FEMININE

The Southerners who have played Blanche—Tallulah Bankhead, Carrie Nye, Faye Dunaway, Blythe Danner, and Patricia Clarkson—had special insight into the impossible bargain Southern women historically made in order to thrive. How did they reconcile their society’s emphasis on purity with their own sexual desires? Perhaps the character of Blanche operated as a kind of cautionary tale in the 1940s and ’50s, giving rise to the urgency of feminism. And did the love of beautiful and beautifying things—flowers, manners, dresses, homes, makeup, jewelry, porcelain, furniture—operate as a distraction to the brutality that lay beneath the idealized, Southern plantation, which had as its foundation the enslavement of Black bodies and souls? It’s been suggested that magnolias were widely planted in the South because their intensely sweet blossoms hid the smell of “strange fruit”—lynched Black men and boys in the Jim Crow era. Did the exaggerated, flirtatious femininity of the Southern belle seek to distract white Southern men from the cruelties of the caste system they upheld? Did the abundance of sugary treats and sugary endearments keep Southern women childlike, easier to control?

What was Blanche’s ancestral home really like, beyond being a beautiful dream (in pidgin French) and a symbol for all that Blanche has lost? In his essay on Streetcar, “Victims on Broadway II,” the critic Daniel Mendelsohn notes that the white-columned home called Belle Reve looks at first glance to mean “beautiful dream,” except that the French word “reve” is masculine, so it would have to have been “Beau Reve” to mean “beautiful dream.” Belle Rive means “Beautiful Riverbank,” an apt description, perhaps, for a Mississippi Delta plantation home, but not what Tennessee Williams wrote. Rather, the pidgin French captures the illusory quality of memory, and Blanche’s need to sweeten reality with magic. Besides hiding her signs of aging, why else does Blanche constantly cringe from direct sunlight, placing a cheap paper lantern over the naked light bulb in the cramped, Elysian Fields apartment where she has come to reside? What does she not want us to know? 

BLANCHE AS ALTER EGO

Tennessee Williams was aware of the dangers inherent in his homosexuality, especially in the repressed 1940s and ’50s, including being beaten up by the “rough trade” he often cruised. The director Luchino Visconti felt that Tennessee’s own courtly manners were in conflict with his sexuality, just as Blanche’s are, and he sometimes called the author “Blanche.” He felt that Blanche was a cautionary tale against his own fears of madness. Elia Kazan felt the same way: “I keep linking Blanche and Tennessee, as I write ‘him (her)’ or ‘she (he).’”

One can also easily see Blanche’s doomed husband, Allan Grey, as a stand-in for the playwright. After all, he is a poet (and a beautiful young man), which is how Tennessee began his writing life, and he long considered himself a poet even after he’d devoted the rest of his life to writing plays. The character is never seen onstage but exists in Blanche’s memory, haunting her with increasing intensity until the memory of his suicide helps to drive her into madness. Because he is such an important character, though never seen, I’ve devoted a section at the end of this book to a handful of invented poems he might well have written to the girl who would become his bride. As Elizabeth Barrett Browning is evoked in the play, I imagined that his sonnets might have been inspired by her Sonnets from the Portuguese. 

THE TRUEST BLANCHE

What did critics make of her various portrayals throughout the decades? Brooks Atkinson, Frank Rich, Ben Brantley, Hilton Als, and John Lahr (one of Williams’s biographers) have all weighed in. Als, writing in The New York Review of Books, saw Blanche as essentially a queer character, treated with contempt by macho Stanley Kowalski and his poker-playing buddies.

And how did women critics see Blanche DuBois? The critic and novelist Mary McCarthy reviewed—and hated—the original 1947 stage production. She thought the play was too much of a stock “visiting-relative” comedy, and she seemed immune to its poetry and tragedy. Was she also uncomfortable with Williams’s sexual orientation, as Hilton Als suggests, writing that the formidable novelist and intellectual Mary McCarthy “more or less characterizes Williams as a mincing faggot, dramaturgically speaking, thus unqualified to write about heterosexual lives except as a kind of pornographer.” It’s possible that the iconoclastic McCarthy, forging a literary career in the male-dominated 1940s and ’50s, felt she needed to take a tough-minded stance and reject Streetcar’s heroine as “thin, sleazy stuff.”

Just as critical responses differed, the public’s perception of Blanche DuBois has shifted over the decades: In the 1940s and ’50s, the character was often perceived as primarily a liar and a tramp. Audiences sided with her antagonist, Stanley Kowalski, although he rapes her at the end of scene 10. Some believed that Blanche was responsible for the rape, having flirted with Stanley throughout the play (“We’ve had this date with each other since the beginning,” Stanley declares as he carries her inert figure to the bed). That was Jon Voight’s interpretation in 1973 when he played Stanley to Faye Dunaway’s Blanche, and he wanted Dunaway to play Blanche as “more of a seductress” in the rape scene. “Essentially he argued quite forcefully for Blanche to consciously cause the rape,” Dunaway remembered. “I had spent too many hours with Blanche, getting inside her head and her heart, to buy Jon’s scenario.” It is certainly not the current interpretation, particularly in our #MeToo era. But Brando’s powerful, game-changing performance brought sympathy to Stanley, especially for those who saw Blanche as an annoying interloper more than a tragic figure.

THE MADNESS OF BLANCHE DUBOIS

In so many of his plays, Tennessee Williams was obsessed by the terrifying specter of madness, and by its equally terrifying cures. His one-act play Suddenly Last Summer involves a plot to lobotomize its protagonist, Cathy, in order to remove her memory of her cousin Sebastian’s murder and cannibalization by street urchins he’d sexually preyed upon. The play allowed him to come to some understanding of Rose’s lobotomy, which haunted Tennessee for the rest of his life. Was it a necessary cure, or, like Cathy’s intended fate, a way to cut out a terrible secret her family didn’t want to be known or believed?

So many of the actresses who played Blanche—including the seven under consideration here—were all deeply affected by the role—you might say the tragic (and sometimes comic) character crept into their souls. Vivien Leigh, Ann-Margret, and Patricia Clarkson felt that the role came close to unhinging them. Vivien Leigh’s bipolar illness began to assert itself when she played Blanche on the London stage; she found herself
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