Tennessee Williams: 1911-1983
Biography:

· “Indisputably the most important Southern playwright yet to emerge” (Adler 2280)

· Born Thomas Lanier Williams in Columbus, Mississippi

· By 1919, the family had moved to St. Louis, Missouri

· Mother was the daughter of an Episcopal minister and was refined, genteel, and repressed

· Father was a traveling salesman who drank a lot and was abusive

· “The contrast between these two cultures—an agrarian South that looked back nostalgically to a partly mythical past of refinement and gentility, and a forward-looking urbane North that valued pragmatism and practicality over civility and beauty—would haunt Williams throughout his life, providing one of the enduring tensions in his plays” (Adler 2280)

· Attends the University of Missouri, Washington University in St. Louis, and finally graduates from the University of Iowa in 1938

· Series of odd jobs, including one at a shoe factory where his friend was a “burly co-worker, easy-going and attractive to women, named Stanley Kowalski” (Baym 2299)
· Tried his luck as a Hollywood screenwriter (and is unsuccessful)

· Eventually finds great success as a playwright

· Struggles with drug problems and nervous breakdowns

· 1947-1963: Relationship with Frank Merlo provides stability (until Merlo’s death from cancer)

· Dies at age 71; chokes on cap to his pill bottle


Works and Criticism:

· 1944: The Glass Menagerie

· 1947: A Streetcar Named Desire (wins Pulitzer)
· 1950: The Rose Tattoo

· 1953: Camino Real

· 1955: Cat on a Hot Tin Roof (wins Pulitzer)

· 1958: Suddenly Last Summer

· 1961: Night of the Iguana

· Writes two dozen full-length plays, two collections of one-acts, five collections of short stories, two collections of poetry, several screenplays

· “No other American dramatist has created women characters of such complexity, portrayed with deep understanding and sensitivity” (Adler 2280)
· Perhaps influenced by his sister, Rose, who suffered from mental illness and eventually underwent a lobotomy

· Many of his characters who escape to a world of illusion are “physically, emotionally, or spiritually misbegotten, often vulnerable, and yet because of this, somehow special” (Adler 2280)

· Plays reveal his deep compassion for misfits and outsiders, perhaps in part because of his own homosexuality

· Recurrent themes and motifs: “a somewhat sentimental valuation of the lost and lonely; a worship of sexuality as a means of transcending aloneness; a castigation of repression and expressive guilt; an abhorrence of the undeveloped heart that refuses to reach out to others; a fear of time, the enemy that robs one of physical beauty and artistic vitality; and an insistence on the need for the courage to endure, to always endure onward” (Adler 2281)

· On Blanche DuBois, Williams said: “She was a demonic creature; the size of her feelings was too great for her to contain” (qtd. in Baym 2298)

· “In William’s plays…his characters are driven by the size of their feelings, much as Williams felt drawn to write about them” (2298)

· Williams said, “Desire is rooted in a longing for companionship, a release from the loneliness that haunts every individual” (qtd. in Baym 2301)

· “Reading or seeing his plays, we become aware of how symbolic repetitions—in Blanche’s and Stanley’s turns of phrase, the naked light bulb and the paper lantern, the Mexican woman selling flowers for the dead, the “Varsouviana” waltz and the reverberating voices—produce a heightening of reality: what Williams called ‘poetic realism’” (Baym 2300)
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