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 Tennessee Williams.  The head note tells you how he died.  It didn’t use to in the 

anthologies because I always got a kick out of asking people if they knew how 

Tennessee met his end.  Again, that’s a personal thing to me.  I like to know how that 

kind of thing happens.  It intrigues me that Edna St. Vincent Millay broke her neck falling 

downstairs.  What a way for a lovely poet to go.  But Tennessee Williams, of course, 

choked on a bottle cap, a medicine bottle cap.  He apparently had been trying to open it 

with his teeth, a child-proof cap, and sucked it back into his windpipe and choked to 

death.  Now, there’s a way to go.  But it’s so human. 

 When Richard Nixon left the White House they say that they cleaned out the 

desk — that he didn’t get his desk quite cleaned out in the Oval Office and in the back 

of one of the drawers was a prescription bottle of prescription medicine for the 

President.  And it had teeth marks in the cap.  And there’s something about imagining 

Richard Nixon in the Oval Office, working on that, that just makes him so human and 

endearing to me.  Ordinarily he’s not, but . . . 

 Like all great writers, Tennessee Williams was born in Mississippi, not 

Tennessee.  A couple of you said that on your papers.  You pointed out that Faulkner 

was a great writer because he was born in Mississippi and they do have an unfair 

advantage.  The family moved to St. Louis and this was very traumatic.  Of his first big 

hits, “The Glass Menagerie,” is largely autobiographical.  It’s quite autobiographical.  

The portrait of his mother, this southern belle, who was a fish out of water in St. Louis 

when she had been the daughter of a prominent clergyman down in a small town in 

Mississippi. 
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 Also Tennessee’s father left the family as he says in “The Glass Menagerie.”  He 

says, “My father worked for the telephone company” — what an appropriate sound 

effect — and that he fell in love with long-distances.  But actually he was a shoe 

salesman.  Tennessee worked in the shoe factory.  It may or may not be true that he 

wrote poetry on the backs of shoeboxes, but it is true that he did go to M.U. for a couple 

of semesters — actually, a couple of years but left without graduating.  They don’t 

mention it but he flunked out of Wash U., Washington University.  He tried the local 

school.  He finally did graduate from the University of Iowa at the age of 27 in the ‘30s.   

 The famous story of his sister, Rose.  Tennessee Williams was devoted to Rose.  

She had the best possible care, but, of course, she was hopelessly — well, she was 

hopelessly psychotic in the beginning.  And then, as Tennessee puts it, she was 

“tragically becalmed” when her mother had her lobotomized, a frontal lobotomy.  And 

Tennessee loved her greatly and visited her often.  He took her out of the place and she 

would come and visit, and this kind of thing.  There are many pictures of him with Rose.  

She, of course, was the lame girl in “The Glass Menagerie.”  Do you still read that in 

high school?  I always kind of liked that play, I guess.  It’s kind of sweet and sort of 

sentimental in some ways.  But it’s a memory play, as he put it, and it was experimental. 

 They mention that he used screen projections, lighting effects, and music to 

emphasize the fact that this is Tom’s memory.  There’s a music key every time Tom 

starts to remember something.  Tom, of course, is Tennessee.  Oh, I recall one of the 

things that they projected up on the psychorama or just on the screen that’s behind the 

actors, [inaudible] “where are the snows of yesteryear.”  Remember what her nickname 



ENG 351 Lecture 24 3 
 
was because she had [inaudible] when she was a child?  Blue Roses.  And so one time 

they put up a slide of blue roses, and that kind of thing. 

 Tennessee didn’t exactly invent that but it is typical of the innovation that theater 

was going through.  Thornton Wilder did similar things in “The Skin of Our Teeth.”  And, 

oh, there’s another one I know that you’ve seen productions of and probably been in 

“Our Town,” haven’t you?  Don’t they still put “Our Town” on every year in high school?  

“Coffee and white dresses.”  And everybody says, “Oh, that’s such a corny play” and 

then everybody’s out there weeping for Emily and everything. 

 I’ll go out on a limb.  Eugene O’Neill wasn’t our first playwright.  In my opinion, 

pure opinion, Tennessee Williams was the greatest of the American playwrights.  When 

you consider the whole breadth and depth of his work, of the accomplishment that he 

made in the theater, I don’t think anybody can touch him.  Somebody who might try to 

come close would be Arthur Miller.  He’s a one-play pony, it seems to me, pretty much.  

Edward Albee.  David Mammett.  There are an awful lot of fine playwrights, but 

Tennessee Williams wrote so much and so much of it is so good that I think he’s 

probably our greatest. 

 And, fortunately, his plays moved very well to the screen.  There have been 

tremendously excellent movies of his plays.  In fact, last year I assigned “Sweet Bird of 

Youth” in a 500 level American Survey — not American Survey; American Fiction class 

— and that play didn’t read very well at all.  And the students were, you know, sort of 

shrugged it off and, you know, just didn’t date very well.  But then I rented the movie 

again and the movie is still good.  Have you ever seen that film?  Paul Newman and 
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Geraldine Page.  But, you know, it translates awfully well. 

 His big hit came two years after “The Glass Menagerie.”  “Streetcare Named 

Desire” in 1947.  And at 36, he was world famous.  He was a success.  In fact, that play 

made both Tennesse Williams’ reputation and Marlon Brando’s career.  The two of them 

together kind of got a start in that.  Everybody’s seen the film of that, I assume.  Brando 

with his wife-beater shirt and “Stella!” — you know, the screaming that goes on. 

 He moved — Tennessee left New Orleans for Key West where he spent most of 

the rest of his life.  Some of the other plays — “The Rose Tattoo” in 1950 was a 

successful film with Bert Lancanster and Anna Magnani.  He won a Pulitzer Prize for 

“Cat on a Hot Tin Roof.”  I saw that recently and the movie is a little bit dated, but it’s still 

got some performances that you wouldn’t believe.  Elizabeth Taylor looks so horrible 

now, you know.  I saw a picture of her the other day and, bless her heart, she’s just — 

looks more and more every day like John Belushi.  I’m sorry about that.  But in “Cat on a 

Hot Tin Roof” she plays Maggie the Cat and her costume is a simple white slip.  And 

she is absolutely the most beautiful woman who’s ever lived.  I mean, Paul Newman’s 

not bad, I guess, but he plays Brick, her impotent husband.  Burl Ives played Big Daddy.  

Oh, Southern Gothic at its best.  Absolutely at its best. 

 They mention “Night of the Iguana.”  The film version of that in 1961 starred Ava 

Gardner, Richard Burton and Debra Kerr.  And it is an excellent, excellent movie, if you 

ever get a chance to see that.  It’s in black and white.  But, believe it or not, after a few 

minutes you’ll get kind of used to it and you can actually watch it.  It’s a good one.   

 They don’t mention another black and white film, “A Period of Adjustment,” 1961.  
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A rare pure comedy from Tennessee Williams.  That film starred Jane Fonda, one of her 

early roles, and she’s funny.  Jane Fonda as comedianne.  Oh, I’m recommending 

“Suddenly Last Summer,” again with Elizabeth Taylor and Montgomery Clift.  A 

gorgeous — a gorgeous film. 

 Well, let’s look at this play briefly.  The stage cast was slightly different from the 

movie cast.  I’ve forgotten who played Blanche in the stage cast.  Anybody know?  Was 

it Jessica Tandy?  Might’ve been.  But at any rate, in the film Vivian Leigh, an English 

woman, played Blanche.  But, of course, that’s all right.  She’d already played Scarlet 

O’Hara so I guess she could play southern belles.  Kim Hunter played Stella.  Of 

course, Brando played Stanley Kowalski and Karl Malden played Mitch.  Karl Malden is 

absolutely wonderful in that movie, if you’ve ever seen him.  You all remember Karl 

Malden?  The guy with the large nose who used to sell some kind of insurance — “Don’t 

leave home without it.”  What’s that product?  American Express.  That’s it.  Yeah, “The 

Streets of San Francisco,” or something like that.  He co-starred with Brando in a 1961 

called “One-Eyed Jacks” that I thought about when I was reading this play this 

weekend.  Because they mention the game they’re gonna play is one-eyed Jacks.  

Brando wrote, starred in the film, and directed and Malden is terrific in that. 

 Well, had you read “Streetcar Named Desire” before or seen it?  You hadn’t.  But 

you didn’t want to talk about it today.  New Orleans is such a wonderful place to set a 

play.  You know, there really is a streetcar named Desire in New Orleans.  There really 

is a neighborhood called Elysian Fields.  There really is a Cemetery Street.  It’s a 

perfect place for a play. 
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 Stanley’s first word very nearly is “meat.”  And later — well, when Tennessee is 

describing him — page 1987 — notice he’s usually wearing this bright colored bowling 

shirt.  It says — middle of the page: 

Animal joy in his being is implicit in all his movements and attitudes.  Since 

earliest manhood the center of his life has been pleasure with women, the giving 

and taking of it, not with weak indulgence, dependently, but with the power and 

pride of a richly feathered male bird among hens. 

Now, that’s a typical line from Tennessee Williams.  He calls him the gaudy seed-

bearer. 

 And, of course, in that wonderful passage, which I’m trying to find, when Blanche 

is describing how he seems to her, to Stella, about he brings home the red meat.  That 

they’re just animals in there, that they’re like beasts on their so-called poker night.  Oh, 

can anybody find that passage?  There’s this one I want you to have.  Here it is on 

2007.  Can you see why so many actresses have given their eyeteeth to play Blanche 

DuBois?  She says, 

He acts like an animal, has an animal’s habits!  Eats like one, moves like one, 

talks like one!  There’s even something--sub-human--something not quite to the 

stage of humanity yet!  Yes, something--ape-like about him, like one of those 

pictures I’ve seen in--anthropological studies!  Thousands and thousands of 

years have passed him right by, and there he is--Stanley Kowalski--survivor of 

the Stone Age!  Bearing the raw meat home from the kill in the jungle! 

Isn’t that perfect?  The gaudy seed-bearer.  And then she says, 
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And you--you here--waiting for him!  Maybe he’ll strike you or maybe grunt and 

kiss you!  That is, if kisses have been discovered yet! 

And then she winds up — she says, 

. . . there has been some progress since then!  Such things as art--as poetry and 

music--such kinds of new light have come into the world since then!  In some 

kinds of people some tenderer feelings have had some little beginning!  That we 

have got to make grow!  And cling to, and hold as our flag!  In this dark march 

toward whatever it is we’re approaching. . . . Don’t--don’t hang back with the 

brutes! 

 Now, that’s quite a set piece and that takes a lot of courage for a playwright to 

have his actress stand there and make such a speech, but this is pretty much 

Tennessee Williams speaking through Blanche.  In fact, some critics say Blanche 

DuBois is Tennessee Williams.  There’s one point in there — you remember when 

Stanley says, “What kind of queen do you think you are?”  Well, Tennessee Williams 

was in many respects a queen and there’s kind of some self-parody in that remark. 

 Blanche after all, even though at the end of this thing she is carted off with the 

people in the white coats and the butterfly nets, yet she is the hero of the play.  She is 

the consciousness of the play.  She’s the spokesperson for the author.  She’s weak, 

she’s manipulative, she’s a liar.  I have never been able to understand the scene with 

the paperboy.  I don’t know how that — that was almost like Williams deciding we can’t 

be too sympathetic with Blanche.  We’ve gotta give her a bit of a black eye here.  But it 

always bothers me and it never rings quite true to me, but he does do that. 



ENG 351 Lecture 24 8 
 
 She — and, believe me, in the South and other places too, there are people who 

depend upon the kindnesses of strangers.  And this in Blanche is a perfect example of 

that.  But what’s her philosophy?  Besides what she just elucidated right here about 

there are nicer things like art and poetry and music and tender feelings.  What’s she 

singing in the bathtub?  What song does she sing?  Remember, it’s only a paper moon 

sailing over a cardboard sea, but it wouldn’t be make-believe if you’d believe in me.  I 

don’t want realism, she tells Mitch.  Oh, it’s such a good scene when he says, “I’ve 

never seen you in the light.”  Whooo.  And he takes that thing off of that bare light bulb 

and flings it into her face.  Ohhh, she says, I don’t want realism.  I don’t want realism.  

She says, “I don’t tell lies.  I tell what the truth ought to be.”  I’ll try to find that line.  It’s 

when she’s talking to Mitch.  2029.  She says — he turns that light on.  He tears the 

paper lantern off the lightbulb.  Of course, symbols galore in here which it’s kind of hard 

not to avoid ‘em.  What with the woman out there selling flowers for the dead.  2029, 

very top of the page.  She says, 

Blanche: What did you do that for? 

 Mitch: So I can take a look at you good and plain! 

 Blanche: Of course you don’t really mean to be insulting! 

 Mitch: No, just realistic. 

 Blanche: I don’t want realism.  I want magic! 

And Mitch laughs.  And she says, 

Blanche: Yes, yes, magic!  I try to give that to people.  I misrepresent things to 

them.  I don’t tell truth.  I tell what ought to be truth.  And if that is sinful, then let 
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me be damned for it!--Don’t turn the light on. 

 Well, is that wrong?  Is she to be despised for that attitude?  Do you think the 

playwright intends for us to agree with her way of looking at the world as it is not and 

pretending that it is other than what it is?  But look at Stanley.  Stanley’s a realist..  

“Well, I have some more to say on that subjec,” you know, and the diamond tiaras and 

all of this.  He doesn’t recognize rhinestones.  But he has an attorney friend or he has a 

jeweler friend or he has an appraiser friend.  He always has all these friends who can 

help him out.  But there’s no beauty in Stanley’s life except the colored lights.  Not that 

something can’t be said for the colored lights.  But Stella wants — I mean, Blanche 

wants something a little bit more than that.  I mean, she’s willing to marry Mitch because 

she’s lonely and she desires not to be alone.  Don’t you love it when he says, “You’re 

not clean enough to bring in the house with my mother”?  Ooooh.  I think it’s another 

indication of a great play is it can still move you and shock you after 55 years, or 

however old this play is, on the page — you know, without the interpretation of Brando 

or Vivian Leigh. 

 Another quote from her that I really want you to look at, on page 2033.  And I 

think of anything else — you know, we can certainly argue with Blanche on her ideas of 

what is truth and the desirability of truth.  But two-thirds down the page she’s saying, 

But then he came back.  He returned with a box of roses to beg my forgiveness!  

He implored my forgiveness. [And then this is what’s important.] But some things 

are not forgivable.  Deliberate cruelty is not forgivable.  It is the one unforgivable 

thing in my opinion and it is the one thing of which I have never, never been 
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guilty.   

Now, as for philosophy, that one doesn’t seem to be too bad, does it?  What’s your rule 

of thumb?  Do unto others?  Well, actually just never be cruel.  Deliberate cruelty is 

never forgivable. 

 The thesis — the last — it’s apparently the great lesson to be learned from John 

[inaudible] is that there’s only one commandment, thou shalt not commit pain.  And, you 

know, if that’s really the commandment, it’s gonna be awfully hard not to do it because 

sometimes it’s inevitable.  But if you put Tennessee’s twist on it, deliberate cruelty is a 

different thing from the commission of pain that does happen in life.  But deliberate 

cruelty?  Was Mitch being deliberately cruel to her?  She has never, ever, ever been 

deliberately cruel in her life.  I would like to be able to die with that on my lips, to be able 

to say that I’d never done that.  It’d be a worthy goal. 

 Okay.  The big question.  I guess I could’ve asked you to do a who-killed-Edna-

Pontellier kind of reading quiz here and ask you was that a rape at the end of this play?  

You didn’t miss that, did you? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Well, you guys are going for the rape part?  No?  She smashes a bottle on the 

table and faces him, clutching the broken top.  He says — I’m on page 2035 — “What 

did you do that for? 

Blanche: So I could twist the broken end in your face! 

 Stanley: I bet you would do that! 

 Blanche: I would!  I will if you— 
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 Stanley: Oh!  So you want some roughhouse!  All right, let’s have some 

roughhouse! 

[He springs toward her, overturning the table.  She cries out and strikes at him 

with the bottle top but he catches her wrist.]   

He tells her to drop it.  He says, “We’ve had this date with each other from the 

beginning!”  Has she flirted — uh-hmm? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 When she says, “Of course, you should’ve seen me when I was young and 

pretty,” and this and that, and Stanley says, “I’ve never known a woman who didn’t 

know whether or not she was good-looking.  I don’t go for that.”  And he tells her about 

the woman he was dating and there was a romance, and he said, “And I told her that.  

And she said, “Well, did that end the relationship?”  He said, “It shut her up like a clam.”  

She said, “Did it end the relationship?”  He said, “It ended the conversation.”  That’s 

Stanley, the man with the meat, you know. 

 So I was talking about interviewing Keith Richards in New York one time and he 

got on the phone and called his wife and said, “We need some meat in here.  You guys 

want some meat?”  You know, there’s a certain kind of elemental way to live and 

Stanley has that.  But she flirts with him and she’s sprays him with her atomizer, and 

she keeps telling him, “You big healthy Polack,” and this and that. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 She says, “I flirted with your husband.”  This is the way she gets along.  This is 

her MO.  This is the way she always works.  And then Stanley has to be deliberately 
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cruel or is he saving his friend Mitch from a terrible fate?  And he’s got those Greyhound 

tickets to send her back to Laurel. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 I think that in court he would probably have a hard time because of that.  But 

Tennessee leaves this so ambiguous.  It says, “She moans.  The bottle-top falls.  She 

sinks to her knees; he picks up her inert figure and carries her to the bed.”  Now, is she 

unconscious?  Doesn’t say she faints.  It says she moans and she falls and she’s limp 

when he — 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Yeah.  You know, so it’s — I don’t want to get into all this psychopathic sexualis 

of this, but there could be all kinds of interpretations with it.  And I think in 1947 they 

were probably less likely to call this rape than we are today.  I promise you.  Attitudes 

are so different.  That John Cheever story that is no longer in the anthologies?  The 

reason it’s politically incorrect is the man’s wife is screaming in his face, calling him all 

manner of awful things, and he slaps her.  It’s shocking to read that — in a 

contemporary short story that you just don’t see that kind of thing anymore.  Violence to 

women.  From the sympathetic character.  But when he slapped her back in 1961, when 

Cheever wrote that, everybody was going, “Wow.  Needed that.”  It’s just the way 

attitudes have changed.  I’m not saying it was right.  I’m just saying it’s the way things 

have changed a lot. 

 Okay.  Well, I’ll see you next time. 
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