
Tennessee Williams



Childhood

Born Thomas Lanier Williams
◼1911
◼ Columbus, Mississippi then moves to St. Louis

Contracted diphtheria (bacterial infection)

◼ Almost died

◼ Caused partial paralysis in his legs

◼ Avoided sports and other stereotypical      
“boy-like” activities

◼ Starts writing during teen years



Family
 Mother: Edwina

◼ Probably inspired him to create domineering 
females in his work

 Father: Cornelius
◼ Thought son was weak and feminine

◼ Called T.W. “Miss Nancy”

 Younger brother: Dakin
◼ 8 years younger—T.W. not very close to him



Older sister: Rose
Very close to her
Suffered from depression and schizophrenia, lobotomized

 Lobotomy: 1945 became popular manner of treating people with 
mental illness. 

 Surgeons severed connections in the brain through the frontal lobe. 

 Sometimes took less than 10 minutes and “was used on many 
patients with relatively minor mental disorders .“ 

 Some “lobotomized patients exhibited reduced tension or agitation.”

 More seemed apathetic, passive, unable to concentrate, and had a 
decreased “emotional response to life.”

 “Some died as a result of the procedure.”

 “Lobotomies were performed on a wide scale during the 1940s.” One 
doctor allegedly “performed or supervised more than 3,500 
lobotomies by the late 1960s.”

 “The practice gradually fell out of favor … in the mid-1950s” when 
doctors began to use medication to treat patients.

 Rare today http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/345502/lobotomy



A Look Back at Williams’ Life & Career 

 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=47j0A
_5VSvg&safety_mode=true&persist_safet
y_mode=1

 What do you learn about Williams?

◼ How might his life impact his work? What 
conflicts and themes will he write about? 

 What do you learn about Glass Menagerie?

◼ The characters are based on who?

◼ What is the setting?

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=47j0A_5VSvg&safety_mode=true&persist_safety_mode=1


University of Missouri

 Enrolled in 1929

◼ Frat brothers thought he was a “sissy”

◼ Poor grades

◼ Started drinking

◼ Failed entrance exam for military training 
program

◼ Dad made him come home

◼ Found Williams a job at International Shoe 
Company

 Worked by day, wrote at night



Later Years

 Suffered nervous breakdown

◼ Moved to Memphis to live with grandparents

◼ Wrote a play for local theater- success

 Returned to St. Louis

◼ Enrolled in Washington University

◼ Took writing seriously

◼ Worked with local theater groups

 Transferred to University of Iowa

◼ Wanted to escape sister’s deterioration

◼ Graduated in 1938



Begins Career
 During WWII, traveled U.S. and Mexico

◼ Influenced by people and places

 Boston

◼ 1940: Battle of Angels - public freaked out 
because of its content (sexuality/religion)

◼ Play closed after 2 weeks

◼ Displayed similarities to Williams’ later works

 New Orleans and NYC

◼ Found job as scriptwriter for MGM

◼ Early script The Gentleman Caller became 
The Glass Menagerie



His Plays
 Concentrate on immoral side of humanity

◼ Rape, incest, self-delusion, homosexuality, 
drug abuse, murder, etc.

 Linked to his own life

 Often shocking (especially for the time period)

 Lower income characters

 “I have always been more interested 
in creating a character that contains 
something crippled.”

 Praised for “unique insights into growing 
isolation of life in United States and the 
human condition in general.”



Success!
 Breakthrough play - The Glass Menagerie (1944) 

 Williams is considered an American “great.”

 He wrote over 20 plays and novels. 



A Streetcar Named Desire

 1947

 855 performances on 
Broadway

 NY Drama Critics Circle Award

 Pulitzer Prize



Cat on a Hot Tin Roof

1955

NY D.C.C. 
Award

Pulitzer



Personal Troubles Continue

Depression

Hypochondria

Claustrophobia

Alcoholic

Work became increasingly violent

Died Feb. 25, 1983 in NYC
◼ Suspected suicide

◼ Choked



In His Words

 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gsHDS
DNPTAg&safety_mode=true&persist_safet
y_mode=1

 What can you infer about his attitude 
toward life based on these famous quotes? 

 Predict the characters, conflicts, and 
themes that may appear in his works.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gsHDSDNPTAg&safety_mode=true&persist_safety_mode=1


Prep for the Play
 What is “menagerie”?

◼ noun: a collection of wild 
animals kept in captivity 
for exhibition; a strange 
or diverse collection of 
people or things



PLAYS

Stage Directions

 Stage directions function 
as exposition or 
description. 

 They often appear in 
italics.

 They establish the setting, 
mood, and props, as well 
as develop 
characterization.

 They are not intended to 
be read aloud (though we 
will), but help readers 
visualize the scene. 
(remember, plays are 
performed and viewed)

Dialogue

 Dialogue functions to 
advance the action in 
a play, increase 
tensions, and develop 
characterization.
◼ Tom as the narrator 

remains more aloof and 
philosophical than Tom 
as a character.

◼ Pay attention to 
Amanda’s shifts in 
language/dialect, 
especially around the 
gentleman caller.



Music:

 Used to evoke mood 
and haunt memory

 Reinforces the 
symbolism in the play

 Williams describes the 
recurring theme of 
music as light, 
delicate, sad, and 
fragile

 He adds that it is 
primarily Laura’s 
music and it emerges 
more clearly when the 
play focuses on her

Lighting:

 Dim and poetic, the 
lighting, along with 
the gauze curtains, 
lends an unreal aura 
to the set, suggesting 
that the family 
functions in a world of 
dreams

 Spotlights appear on 
the photograph and 
the fire escape

Look for patterns!





The Memory Play
 Tennessee Williams claimed 

that all his major plays fit into 
the “memory play” format.

The memory play is a three-
part structure:

1. A character experiences 
something profound. (often 
tragic)

2. That profound experience 
causes what Williams terms 
“an arrest of time,” a situation 
in which time literally loops 
upon itself.

3. The character must relive 
that profound experience (in 
that loop) until he or she 
makes sense of it.

 Although plays 
conventionally do not have 
narrators, in this play Tom
functions as both first-
person narrator and 
participant. (character)

 In addition to this unusual 
point of view, Williams also 
makes use of another 
technique usually more 
present in narration than in 
drama: flashback.

 To signal the flashbacks 
throughout the play, 
Williams uses the simple 
devices of Tom’s clothing 
and the dramatic 
monologue. When he is 
wearing the seaman’s coat 
and hat, Tom is speaking in 
the present. 



Setting
The Glass Menagerie 

takes place in 1937.

Political Climate:

 Franklin D. Roosevelt is the 
president of the U.S. 

 Neville Chamberlain 
becomes the British Prime 
Minister.

 Japan invades China (the 
attack that some would 
mark as the beginning of 
World War II). 



More Historical Context

Social Climate:

 Movies were popular.

 Many people attended movies weekly.

 Billie Holiday gains popularity for her “cool” jazz.

 Frank Lloyd Wright’s architecture gets noticed.

 Worker’s unions are on the rise.

 New York Yankees win the World Series.

 Howard Johnson starts the trend of franchised 
restaurants.

 FDR states, “I see one third of a nation ill-
housed, ill-clad, ill-nourished.”

 Business activity suffers a sharp drop.



New in 1937:

 Supermarket 
shopping carts

 Drive-in banking

 Spam (the edible 
kind—not the 
irritating emails!)

 U.S. blood bank

 Antihistamines

 Golden Gate Bridge

 Nylon is patented



Symbolism

 Be on the look out for symbolism!

◼ In the play, what symbolizes the American Dream? 

◼ What symbolizes the American Nightmare? 

◼ What symbolizes escape? 

◼ What symbolizes the characters? 

◼ What do the animals symbolize?

◼ What do the colors symbolize? 



Conflicts & Themes

 American Dream vs. Nightmare
◼ This concept focuses on the unattainable American Dream 

due to socio-economic circumstances.
◼ Dreams of wealth, success, and happiness are crushed by 

the grim realities of the lower class existence. 

 Conventional Society vs. Individual

◼ The overarching theme for his plays, Williams claimed, is 
the negative impact that conventional society has upon the 
“sensitive non-conformist individual,” with an emphasis on 
the irrational and the desperation of humanity.

 Past vs. Present, Memory vs. Reality, Escape, 
Truth vs. Illusion



4th Period
 Stage Directions = 

◼ Written in italics; just the beginning of the play

 Amanda Wingfield = 

◼ The mother; confused, vitality, clinging, paranoia, 
admire, love, pity, laugh, endurance, heroism, foolish, 
cruel, tender

 Laura Wingfield = 

◼ The daughter; illusions, grave, illness, crippled, 
separate, fragile

 Tom Wingfield = 

◼ The son; narrator, poet, escape

 Jim O’Connor =

◼ The gentleman caller; nice, ordinary

 Subs = 



5th Period
 Stage Directions = 

◼ Written in italics; just the beginning of the play

 Amanda Wingfield = 

◼ The mother; confused, vitality, clinging, paranoia, 
admire, love, pity, laugh, endurance, heroism, foolish, 
cruel, tender

 Laura Wingfield = 

◼ The daughter; illusions, grave, illness, crippled, 
separate, fragile

 Tom Wingfield = 

◼ The son; narrator, poet, escape

 Jim O’Connor =

◼ The gentleman caller; nice, ordinary

 Subs = 
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