	Tennessee Williams

	The Glass Menagerie


The Purpose of Drama   

In the Introduction to The Glass Menagerie, Williams, explaining the purposes of drama, summarizes the purpose of almost all imaginative literature.  Reread the passages below, taken from the text. Then explain the point he is making.

"...all...techniques in drama have only one valid aim, and that is a closer approach to truth."  (649)

"...truth, life, or reality is an organic thing which the poetic imagination can represent or suggest, in essence, only through transformation, through changing into other forms than those which were merely present in appearance."  (649)

"Shafts of light are focused on selected areas or actors, sometimes in contradis​tinction to what is the apparent center."  (651)

"The scene is memory and is therefore nonrealistic.  Memory takes a lot of poetic license*.  It omits some details; others are exaggerated, according to the emotional value of the article it touches, for memory is seated predominantly in the heart."  (652)

Composition   

Today's playwright depends to a great extent on staging and lighting to help him set the tone of a play and bring out the underlying meanings.  Consequently many modern playwrights write detailed stage directions to suggest how these elements are to be handled in the actual production of a play.  Tennessee Williams prefaces The Glass Menagerie with a visual device, music, and lighting; he also gives a detailed description of the stage setting.


The following statements are taken from this preliminary material.  Choose one of them as the subject of a composition in which you relate the statement, which gives the playwright's design for the handling of some aspect of the play, to the play itself.  Williams, for example, has chosen the music to express certain themes.  Where do you find vivacity?  Is the underlying strain one of sorrow?  does the play bear out the idea that Williams believes the music suggests:


1.
It [the recurring tune, "The Glass Menagerie"] expresses the surface vivaci​ty of life with the underlying strain of immutable and inexpressible sorrow (page 651).


2.
When you look at a piece of delicately spun glass you think of two things: how beautiful it is and how easily it can be broken (page 651).


3.
The light upon Laura should be distinct from the others, having a peculiar pristine clarity such as light used in early religious portraits of female saints or madonnas (page 651).


4.
The scene is memory . . . . (page 652).
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Review: The Play   

A.
In the first part of the play, the dramatist's objective must usually be to make his characters introduce themselves.  To do this without seeming awkward, he must involve them in events in which they will naturally reveal enough of their past and of their personalities so that the audience can understand their present situation and their attitudes toward it.  Look back over the first three scenes, and, taking them one at a time, tell (a) which character is most fully revealed in each scene; (b) what dramatic situation the author creates to make the character reveal himself; and (c) why the situation is or is not plausible.


B.
The basic situation in which all the characters are placed is simply the Wingfield family.  (a) What special conditions exist in the Wingfield family that make it an especially trying situation for these characters?  (b) How are these conditions revealed early in the play?  (c) Discuss the relations among the members of the entire family as they are revealed in the first three scenes.


C.
Each of the characters has a private world into which he sometimes retreats when the real world becomes unbearable.  (a) Describe the kinds of situations that each character finds unpleasant.  (b) What is the private world into which each retreats?


D.
Tell from what theatrical style each of the following elements in part I is derived, and what contribution it makes to the effect of the scene.


(1)
The fact that the play is Tom's memory


(2)
The use of a narrator


(3)
The scene at the rise of the curtain


(4)
The lighting on Laura in Scene 3


(5)
The fire escape entrance


E.
It has been said that Williams has a symbolist's sensibility.  Find at least three symbolic elements in part I, explain the meaning of each, and de​scribe its effect on the scene.


F.
In the final part of the play the dramatist usually presents the main characters in a climactic situation.  This situation is one in which he can best reveal the strength and weakness of the characters and of their ways of looking at things. It is here that the author's judgment is fully revealed.  In this play Jim's visit brings about the climactic situation.  Because he is an up‑and‑coming employee of the shoe company, because Laura was in love with him at school, and because he is the "gentleman caller," Jim represents a typically threatening situation to each of the other characters.  Explain exactly how Jim's visit to the Wingfield home brings about a situation that is trying to (a) Tom, (b) Laura, and (c) Amanda.


G.
Williams has said that what happens to a person is not so important as the attitude with which he meets it.  (a) How does each character react to the threat that Jim represents ‑‑ to what extent does each retreat into his private world, to what extent does each try to face the situation realistical​ly?  (b) What attitude does the author communicate toward the reaction of each character (including Jim)?  To what extent does he make each character's reaction seem  (1) blameworthy, (2) pitiable, (3) sympathetic, (4) laudable?


H.
Discuss the function of the following symbols, emphasizing what each shows about a character or characters, their problems, and the author's attitude toward them.


1.
Amanda's dress


2.
the glass menagerie


3.
the candelabrum and its his​tory


4.
blue roses


5.
Tom



6.
Jim


7.
the unicorn


8.
the phonograph


9.
the dance hall


10.
the father


11.
the fire escape


J.
(a) What realistic techniques does Williams use in The Glass Menagerie?  What nonrealist techniques does he use?  (b) What effect do the realist techniques have on the tone of the play?  What effect do the nonrealist techniques have?  (c) What is the effect of combining realist and nonrealist techniques in the same play?

Analysis   
1. How is Tom's final escape fore​shadowed* and justified in the early scenes?

2. In what way is the father an actor in the play?

3. What developing figure charac​terizing first Amanda and then Laura begins in Scene II with Laura's remark about her mother's appear​ance?  How is that figure continued in the scenes that follow by means of dialogue and the screen leg​ends?  How is it peculiarly fitting, if a little star​tling?

4. What do Jim and Amanda have in common?

5. How much truth is there in Jim's analysis of Laura's prob​lem?  of his own earlier prob​lem?

6. Every character in this play has an escape hatch of some kind; for Laura it is the glass menag​erie.  What is it for Tom, before he leaves?  for Amanda?  for Jim?

7. 
The play is tied closely to the world situation of the 1930s.  Is that setting neces​sary to the play?  Or does the play have more uni​ver​sal validity than that?

8. What in Amanda's reaction to the dinner fiasco helps justify Tom's leav​ing?

9. Refer to the discussion of the play in the introduction to the drama section.  Can you now answer the final ques​tions in that introduc​tion?  What, for example, is the effect of the last lengthly stage direction in the play, in which Williams writes, "Now that we cannot hear the mother's speech, her silliness is gone and she has dignity and tragic beauty"?  Is there a charac​ter in the play whose "dignity and tragic beauty" existed only in his words, not in his ac​tions?
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