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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


      	The Glass Menagerie (1944), 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.

  


  
    CAT ON A HOT TIN ROOF


    20TH-CENTURY AMERICAN DRAMA


    
      	Genre: play


      	Reference edition: Williams, T. (2009) Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. London: Penguin Modern Classics. [Kindle Edition].


      	1st edition: 1955


      	Themes: human emotion, communication, marginalisation, sexuality, homosexuality, misogyny

    


    An exploration of the extremes of human emotion, Williams’ prize-winning drama explores one closeted gay man’s internalized homophobia and self-disgust, and the consequences this has for him and the rest of his family, including his wife. It was written in the 1950s, when homosexuality and homophobia were still relatively new topics to the mainstream American media, and Williams utilizes his play both to speak out on this important topic and to offer insight into the failings and importance of human communication. Despite the controversial subject matter, the play was a major success upon its premiere and continues to be studied in classrooms and lecture halls today. And although we may have come a long way since the 1950s, the ideas and themes explored in the work remain of utmost importance in modern, 21st-century society.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    ACT ONE


    Curtains open to a ‘bed-sitting-room’ in a house on a Mississippi plantation. The audience is plunged into an everyday interaction between an apparently highly-strung married couple on a summer evening. The wife, Margaret, complains to her husband, Brick, about the antics of “Gooper’s kiddies” (loc.165) who, it transpires, are the children of Brick’s brother and his wife, Mae. Margaret reveals that Gooper and Mae are conspiring to block Brick from his rightful inheritance – and that Brick’s father is dying of cancer, which appears to be of secondary importance to Margaret. Brick’s alcoholism is revealed to the audience by Margaret, and it appears that this is the key to Gooper and Mae’s plan: to play upon Brick’s drinking problem, as well as Margaret’s apparent inability to conceive, to have him declared an unfit inheritor. Soon, doubts are cast on Margaret’s ‘inability’ and it comes to light that Brick is no longer intimate with her. She remains devoted to her husband, even though he implores her to take a lover. Brick continues drinking, in pursuit of the “click” (loc.401) he so needs before he can reach a state of calm, while Margaret explains the importance of the upcoming birthday party for Big Daddy Pollitt, Brick’s father. Brick’s mother, Big Mama, enters the room. She comes bearing seemingly good news, being under the impression that her husband tested negative for cancer and has instead been diagnosed with a “spastic colon” (loc.555). However, this is a lie which has been told to Big Mama and Big Daddy to spare the birthday celebrations.


    The conversation between Big Mama and Margaret turns to Margaret’s supposed failings as a wife, with her mother-in-law chastising her for turning Brick to the bottle, a claim vehemently contested by Margaret. She departs, leaving Margaret alone in the room. Brick enters and she turns on him, expounding the amount of men who are interested in her. The conversation turns monetary once again as Margaret claims she does not have the money to leave even if she wanted to, leading her back to the importance of his father’s will. The conversation turns to a discussion about a man named Skipper, Brick’s dead friend who, according to Margaret, entertained the idea of a non-platonic relationship between the two men, much to Brick’s supposed disgust. It transpires that Margaret once confronted Skipper, leading to a violent altercation between the two and, ultimately, attempted intercourse as Skipper tried to prove the inaccuracy of Margaret’s claims. As she continues to discuss the matter, Brick becomes violent, and hurls his crutch at her. One of Gooper’s children, Dixie, enters the room, putting an end to the altercation.


    ACT TWO


    Nothing has changed since the end of Act One. With Brick on crutches due to a broken ankle – which occurred during a drunken, late-night stint on the Athletics field – Big Daddy’s birthday celebration is to take place in their room. The guests enter and the party begins. There is music from the Hi-Fi, cruel jokes from Big Daddy at Big Mama’s expense, and overflowing joy from Big Mama about her husband’s supposed negative test for cancer. This odd ‘party’ atmosphere soon comes a halt, however, as tensions begin to rise – both between Mae and Margaret and between Big Daddy and Mama Pollitt, to the point that Big Daddy accuses his wife of secretly harbouring a desire to take over his plantation.


    The next instance of tension takes place between Big Daddy and Brick. Concerned about his son’s alcoholism, Big Daddy attempts to get to the root of the problem and have a real conversation about Brick’s issues, and his compulsion to drink until the ‘click’. After rambling for a while about his travels around Europe and his new zest for life after supposedly receiving the all-clear for cancer, eventually Big Daddy becomes exasperated by his son’s cool reticence. He grabs Brick’s crutch out from under him, using it as a bargaining chip in exchange for information on his drinking problem. Eventually Brick concedes that the root cause of his alcoholism is “DISGUST!” (loc.1461). He is reluctant to reveal the cause of this sentiment, or where this disgust is directed. After further rambling from Big Daddy about the importance of Brick pulling his life together and taking over the estate, the pair return to the subject at hand, leading Big Daddy to mention the influence of Skipper’s death on Brick, citing this as the start of Brick’s drinking. This breaks through Brick’s cool demeanour, inciting a degree of anger and discomfort we only saw briefly in the similar previous interaction between him and Margaret on the same topic. He begins to shout hysterically, expressing his horror at his father’s implication that he is a “ducking sissy” (loc.1654), a “queer” (ibid.) and a “fairy” (loc.1682) – Brick’s words. Eventually, Brick explains his version of the story, claiming that Margaret planted the idea in Skipper’s head that he harboured a secret sexual desire for Brick. Skipper then attempted to sleep with Margaret to prove that this was not true. The encounter failed, leading Skipper to believe that he was, in fact, homosexual. Brick finishes his story by explaining that he received a drunken phone call from Skipper one night wherein he made some kind of confession to Brick, and that was the last time they talked until his death.


    Big Daddy can see the gaps in the story and is frustrated by his son’s inability to be honest with his father. He begins to chastise him over his “mendacity” (loc.1579), leading Brick to hint at Big Daddy’s positive cancer tests, causing Big Daddy to spiral mentally, overwhelmed by this apparent revelation. He leaves the stage shouting, “CHRIST – DAMN – ALL – LYING SONS OF – LYING BITCHES!” (loc.1801) while Brick remains motionless. The curtain falls.


    ACT THREE


    With Big Daddy and Brick offstage, the focus returns to the remaining party guests and their awkward, antagonistic interactions. Mae and Gooper attempt to breach the uncomfortable subject of Big Daddy’s true cancer diagnosis, with some difficulty due to the dramatics of Big Mama Pollitt – namely her loud refusal to take part in any conversation kept secret from her husband and her fuss over Brick – her “precious baby” (loc.880) – once he, too, enters. Eventually, however, they manage to successfully confess the truth about the patriarch’s condition, leaving Big Mama angry and distraught as she seeks out confirmation from her “only son”, Brick (loc.2616). The revelation leads Big Mama to reveal her desire that Brick should take over the estate if he can straighten himself out, much to the chagrin of Mae and Gooper. As Big Mama’s preference for Margaret and Brick becomes increasingly obvious, Mae and Gooper become increasingly infuriated, leading Gooper to show his true colours and vested financial interest in his father’s demise. Gooper presents a trusteeship he has drawn up with his partner which hints at his retention of control over his father’s estate, further enraging his mother.


    Big Mama goes to Brick and initiates a touching mother-son moment, attempting to connect with her favourite, beloved child. She voices her wish for Brick to produce offspring, and subsequently (and conveniently), Margaret announces her own apparent pregnancy. Big Mama bursts into tears of joy and rushes off to tell Big Daddy, while Mae and Gooper cross-examine their sister-in-law, convinced of her ‘mendacity’. Soon, the angry couple storm off, leaving Maggie and Brick alone. Maggie reveals that it is her time of the month to conceive, that she has taken Brick’s alcohol hostage, and that she will continue to do so until he sleeps with her. Shocked, he reaches for his crutch – but not before it is seized by his wife. Brick has nothing left to say, appearing to give in to her demands. She assures him that she really does love him, to which he simply replies, “Wouldn’t it be funny if that was true?” (loc.2343), echoing his father’s previous comment on his own marriage. The curtain falls.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    BRICK


    Brick has all the makings of a conventional, mainstream protagonist. We are told throughout the text of his enviable charm and cool, the favour he has gained from his family, and his good looks. He appears to embody the American masculine ideal – an attractive, athletic football player with apparent sexual attraction and prowess. And yet, from the beginning of the first act, the audience detects that there is something more behind the façade of this archetypal man. His alcoholism is revealed very early on, when Margaret catches us up with the situation at hand, voicing her suspicions that her in-laws are plotting to utilize Brick’s drinking problem to exclude him from his father’s estate, and send him to the Rainbow Hill rehabilitation centre. This demonstrates Brick’s vulnerability, both to whatever mental demons he appears to be facing, and to the very real antagonistic forces of Mae and Gooper. And yet, the reality of his predicament seems either not to occur or not to matter to our leading man. His actions and speech here are described by such stage directions as: “dreamily” (loc.291), “absently” (loc.289), “coolly” (loc.310), “indifferently” (loc.339), demonstrating a detachment from life, particularly from his wife.


    This vulnerability is compounded and embodied by his use of a crutch, following an injury incurred during a drunken night out on the athletic field. This crutch proves important throughout the play in charting the development of his character and of the other characters’ responses to him. At various points in the play, for example, either Margaret or Big Daddy will take his crutch from him in order to impose their power over the invalid, and oblige him to follow their orders. This abuse of Brick’s crutches escalates from Big Daddy’s attempt to make his son tell him about the source of his alcoholism to Margaret’s decision to force her husband to have sex with her in order to produce an heir. And in a play in which two of the main characters – Big Daddy and Gooper – can be seen as the embodiment of the ruling patriarchy, Brick’s vulnerability becomes all the more evident.


    Of course, the source of this vulnerability is his extreme discomfort with his own sexuality, particularly with regard to his close relationship with his deceased friend, Skipper. While Brick never openly acknowledges his homosexuality, his extreme mood swings upon any mention of the nature of their relationship and his bizarre, nonsensical outbursts when being questioned by his father do appear to confirm this. One such exchange between himself and his father, for example, is as follows:


    
      “BRICK: When we were touring the country in pro-football an’ shared hotel-rooms we’d reach across the space between the two beds and shake hands to say goodnight, yeah, one or two times we –


      BIG DADDY: Brick, nobody thinks that that’s not normal!


      BRICK: Well, they’re mistaken, it was! It was a pure an’ true thing an’ that’s not normal.” (loc.1688)

    


    Even


    MARGARET


    

    

    BIG DADDY


    
  

OEBPS/Images/9782808016575_coverMarketing.jpg
IIII w

|ght
Su

mmaries.com

Catona
Hot Tin Roof

BY TENNESSEE WILLIAMS





OEBPS/Images/BS-Promo1.jpg
o
v
2
<
z
<
X
o
0
(]

Shed new light
on your favorite books with

Bright

=Summaries.com

www.brightsummaries.com





