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      Context

      
      Tennessee Williams was born Thomas
         Lanier Williams III in Columbus, Mississippi, in 1911.
         His friends began calling him Tennessee in college, in honor of
         his Southern accent and his father’s home state. Williams’s father,
         C.C. Williams, was a traveling salesman and a heavy drinker. Williams’s
         mother, Edwina, was a Mississippi clergyman’s daughter prone to
         hysterical attacks. Until Williams was seven, he, his parents, his
         older sister, Rose, and his younger brother, Dakin, lived with Edwina’s
         parents in Mississippi.
      

      
      	In 1918, the Williams family moved
         to St. Louis, marking the start of the family’s deterioration. C.C.’s
         drinking increased, the family moved sixteen times in ten years,
         and the young Williams, always shy and fragile, was ostracized and
         taunted at school. During these years, he and Rose became extremely
         close. Edwina and Williams’s maternal grandparents also
         offered the emotional support he required throughout his childhood.
         Williams loathed his father but grew to appreciate him somewhat
         after deciding in therapy as an adult that his father had given
         him his tough survival instinct.
      

      
      	After being bedridden for two years as a child due to
         severe illness, Williams grew into a withdrawn, effeminate adolescent
         whose chief solace was writing. At sixteen, Williams won a prize
         in a national competition that asked for essays answering the question “Can
         a good wife be a good sport?” His answer was published in Smart
            Set magazine. The following year, he published a horror
         story in a magazine called Weird Tales, and the
         year after that he entered the University of Missouri to study journalism.
         While in college, he wrote his first plays, which were influenced
         by members of the southern literary renaissance such as Robert Penn
         Warren, William Faulkner, Allen Tate, and Thomas Wolfe. Before Williams
         could receive his degree, however, his father forced him to withdraw
         from school. Outraged because Williams had failed a required ROTC program
         course, C.C. Williams made his son go to work at the same shoe company
         where he himself worked.
      

      
      	After three years at the shoe factory, Williams had a
         minor nervous breakdown. He then returned to college, this time
         at Washington University in St. Louis. While he was studying there,
         a St. Louis theater group produced two of his plays, The
            Fugitive Kind and Candles to the Sun. Further
         personal problems led Williams to drop out of Washington University
         and enroll in the University of Iowa. While he was in Iowa, Rose,
         who had begun suffering from mental illness later in life, underwent
         a prefrontal lobotomy (an intensive brain surgery). The event greatly
         upset Williams, and it left his sister institutionalized for the
         rest of her life. Despite this trauma, Williams finally managed
         to graduate in 1938.
      

      
      	In the years following his graduation, Williams
         lived a bohemian life, working menial jobs and wandering from city
         to city. He continued to work on drama, however, receiving a Rockefeller
         grant and studying playwriting at the New School in New York. His
         literary influences were evolving to include the playwright Anton
         Chekhov and Williams’s lifelong hero, the poet Hart Crane. He officially
         changed his name to Tennessee Williams upon the publication of his
         short story “The Field of Blue Children” in 1939.
         During the early years of World War II, Williams
         worked in Hollywood as a scriptwriter and also prepared material
         for what would become The Glass Menagerie.

      
      	In 1944, The Glass Menagerie opened
         in New York and won the prestigious New York Drama Critics’ Circle
         Award, catapulting Williams into the upper echelon of American playwrights. A
            Streetcar Named Desire premiered three years later at the
         Barrymore Theater in New York City. The play, set in contemporary
         times, describes the decline and fall of a fading Southern belle
         named Blanche DuBois. A Streetcar Named Desire cemented
         Williams’s reputation, garnering another Drama Critics’ Circle Award
         and also a Pulitzer Prize. Williams went on to win another Drama
         Critics’ Circle Award and Pulitzer for Cat on a Hot Tin
            Roof in 1955.
      

      
      	Much of the pathos found in Williams’s drama was mined
         from the playwright’s own life. Alcoholism, depression, thwarted
         desire, loneliness, and insanity were all part of Williams’s world.
         His experience as a known homosexual in an era unfriendly to homosexuality
         also informed his work. Williams’s most memorable characters, many
         of them female, contain recognizable elements of their author, Edwina,
         and Rose. His vulgar, irresponsible male characters, such as Stanley
         Kowalski, were likely modeled on Williams’s own father and other
         males who tormented Williams during his childhood.
      

      
      	Williams’s early plays also connected with the
         new American taste for realism that emerged following the Depression
         and World War II. The characters in A Streetcar Named Desire are
         trying to rebuild their lives in postwar America: Stanley and Mitch
         served in the military, while Blanche had affairs with young soldiers
         based near her home.
      

      
      	Williams set his plays in the South, but the compelling
         manner in which he rendered his themes made them universal, winning
         him an international audience and worldwide acclaim. However, most
         critics agree that the quality of Williams’s work diminished as
         he grew older. He suffered a long period of depression following
         the death of his longtime partner, Frank Merlo, in 1963.
         His popularity during these years also declined due to changed interests
         in the theater world. During the radical 1960s
         and 1970s, nostalgia no longer drew crowds,
         and Williams’s explorations of sexual mores came across as tired
         and old-fashioned.
      

      
      	Williams died in 1983 when he
         choked on a medicine-bottle cap in an alcohol-related incident at
         the Elysée Hotel in New York City. He was one month short of his
         seventy-second birthday. In his long career he wrote twenty-five
         full-length plays (five made into movies), five screenplays, over
         seventy one-act plays, hundreds of short stories, two novels, poetry,
         and a memoir. The mark he left on the tradition of realism in American
         drama is indelible.
      

      
      A Note on the Epigraph 

      
      The epigraph to A Streecar Named Desire is
         taken from a Hart Crane poem titled “The Broken Tower.” Crane was
         one of Williams’s icons. Williams’s use of this quotation is apt,
         as Crane himself often employed epigraphs from his own icons, including
         Melville, Whitman, Dickinson, and Blake. Williams felt a personal
         affinity with Crane, who, like himself, had a bitter relationship
         with his parents and suffered from bouts of violent alcoholism.
         Most important, Williams identified with Crane as a homosexual writer
         trying to find a means of self-expression in a heterosexual world.
         Unlike Williams, Crane succumbed to his demons, drowning himself
         in 1932 at the age of thirty-three.
      

      
      	Williams was influenced by Crane’s imagery and by his
         unusual attention to metaphor. The epigraph’s description of love
         as only an “instant” and as a force that precipitates “each desperate
         choice” brings to mind Williams’s character Blanche DuBois. Crane’s speaker’s
         line, “I know not whither [love’s voice is] hurled,” also suggests
         Blanche. With increasing desperation, Blanche “hurls” her continually
         denied love out into the world, only to have that love revisit her
         in the form of suffering.
      

      
      

      
   
      Plot Overview

      
      Blanche DuBois, a schoolteacher from
         Laurel, Mississippi, arrives at the New Orleans apartment of her
         sister, Stella Kowalski. Despite the fact that Blanche seems to have
         fallen out of close contact with Stella, she intends to stay at
         Stella’s apartment for an unspecified but likely lengthy period
         of time, given the large trunk she has with her. Blanche tells Stella
         that she lost Belle Reve, their ancestral home, following the death
         of all their remaining relatives. She also mentions that she has
         been given a leave of absence from her teaching position because
         of her bad nerves.
      

      
      	Though Blanche does not seem to have enough money to
         afford a hotel, she is disdainful of the cramped quarters of the
         Kowalskis’ two-room apartment and of the apartment’s location in
         a noisy, diverse, working-class neighborhood. Blanche’s social condescension
         wins her the instant dislike of Stella’s husband, an auto-parts supply
         man of Polish descent named Stanley Kowalski. It is clear that Stella
         was happy to leave behind her the social pretensions of her background
         in exchange for the sexual gratification she gets from her husband;
         she even is pregnant with his baby. Stanley immediately distrusts
         Blanche to the extent that he suspects her of having cheated Stella
         out of her share of the family inheritance. In the process of defending
         herself to Stanley, Blanche reveals that Belle Reve was lost due
         to a foreclosed mortgage, a disclosure that signifies the dire nature
         of Blanche’s financial circumstances. Blanche’s heavy drinking,
         which she attempts to conceal from her sister and brother-in-law,
         is another sign that all is not well with Blanche.
      

      
      	The unhappiness that accompanies the animal magnetism
         of Stella and Stanley’s marriage reveals itself when Stanley hosts
         a drunken poker game with his male friends at the apartment. Blanche
         gets under Stanley’s skin, especially when she starts to win the
         affections of his close friend Mitch. After Mitch has been absent for
         a while, speaking with Blanche in the bedroom, Stanley erupts, storms
         into the bedroom, and throws the radio out of the window. When Stella
         yells at Stanley and defends Blanche, Stanley beats her. The men
         pull him off, the poker game breaks up, and Blanche and Stella escape
         to their upstairs neighbor Eunice’s apartment. A short while later,
         Stanley is remorseful and cries up to Stella to forgive him. To
         Blanche’s alarm, Stella returns to Stanley and embraces him passionately.
         Mitch meets Blanche outside of the Kowalski flat and comforts her
         in her distress.
      

      
      	The next day, Blanche tries to convince Stella to leave
         Stanley for a better man whose social status equals Stella’s. Blanche
         suggests that she and Stella contact a millionaire named Shep Huntleigh
         for help escaping from New Orleans; when Stella laughs at her, Blanche reveals
         that she is completely broke. Stanley walks in as Blanche is making
         fun of him and secretly overhears Blanche and Stella’s conversation.
         Later, he threatens Blanche with hints that he has heard rumors
         of her disreputable past. She is visibly dismayed.
      

      
      	While Blanche is alone in the apartment one evening,
         waiting for Mitch to pick her up for a date, a teenage boy comes
         by to collect money for the newspaper. Blanche doesn’t have any
         money for him, but she hits on him and gives him a lustful kiss.
         Soon after the boy departs, Mitch arrives, and they go on their
         date. When Blanche returns, she is exhausted and clearly has been
         uneasy for the entire night about the rumors Stanley mentioned earlier.
         In a surprisingly sincere heart-to-heart discussion with Mitch,
         Blanche reveals the greatest tragedy of her past. Years ago, her
         young husband committed suicide after she discovered and chastised
         him for his homosexuality. Mitch describes his own loss of a former
         love, and he tells Blanche that they need each other.
      

      
      	When the next scene begins, about one month has passed.
         It is the afternoon of Blanche’s birthday. Stella is preparing a
         dinner for Blanche, Mitch, Stanley, and herself, when Stanley comes
         in to tell her that he has learned news of Blanche’s sordid past.
         He says that after losing the DuBois mansion, Blanche moved into
         a fleabag motel from which she was eventually evicted because of
         her numerous sexual liaisons. Also, she was fired from her job as
         a schoolteacher because the principal discovered that she was having
         an affair with a teenage student. Stella is horrified to learn that
         Stanley has told Mitch these stories about Blanche.
      

      
      	The birthday dinner comes and goes, but Mitch never arrives. Stanley
         indicates to Blanche that he is aware of her past. For a birthday
         present, he gives her a one-way bus ticket back to Laurel. Stanley’s
         cruelty so disturbs Stella that it appears the Kowalski household
         is about to break up, but the onset of Stella’s labor prevents the
         imminent fight.
      

      
      	Several hours later, Blanche, drunk, sits alone in the
         apartment. Mitch, also drunk, arrives and repeats all he’s learned
         from Stanley. Eventually Blanche confesses that the stories are
         true, but she also reveals the need for human affection she felt
         after her husband’s death. Mitch tells Blanche that he can never
         marry her, saying she isn’t fit to live in the same house as his
         mother. Having learned that Blanche is not the chaste lady she pretended
         to be, Mitch tries to have sex with Blanche, but she forces him
         to leave by yelling “Fire!” to attract the attention of passersby
         outside.
      

      
      	Later, Stanley returns from the hospital to find Blanche
         even more drunk. She tells him that she will soon be leaving New
         Orleans with her former suitor Shep Huntleigh, who is now a millionaire. Stanley
         knows that Blanche’s story is entirely in her imagination, but he
         is so happy about his baby that he proposes they each celebrate
         their good fortune. Blanche spurns Stanley, and things grow contentious.
         When she tries to step past him, he refuses to move out of her way.
         Blanche becomes terrified to the point that she smashes a bottle
         on the table and threatens to smash Stanley in the face. Stanley
         grabs her arm and says that it’s time for the “date” they’ve had set
         up since Blanche’s arrival. Blanche resists, but Stanley uses his physical
         strength to overcome her, and he carries her to bed. The pulsing
         music indicates that Stanley rapes Blanche.
      

      
      	The next scene takes place weeks later, as Stella and
         her neighbor Eunice pack Blanche’s bags. Blanche is in the bath,
         and Stanley plays poker with his buddies in the front room. A doctor
         will arrive soon to take Blanche to an insane asylum, but Blanche
         believes she is leaving to join her millionaire. Stella confesses
         to Eunice that she simply cannot allow herself to believe Blanche’s
         assertion that Stanley raped her. When Blanche emerges from the
         bathroom, her deluded talk makes it clear that she has lost her
         grip on reality.
      

      
      	The doctor arrives with a nurse, and Blanche initially
         panics and struggles against them when they try to take her away.
         Stanley and his friends fight to subdue Blanche, while Eunice holds
         Stella back to keep her from interfering. Mitch begins to cry. Finally,
         the doctor approaches Blanche in a gentle manner and convinces her
         to leave with him. She allows him to lead her away and does not
         look back or say goodbye as she goes. Stella sobs with her child
         in her arms, and Stanley comforts her with loving words and caresses.
      

      
   
      Character List

      
      
         Blanche DuBois -  Stella’s
            older sister, who was a high school English teacher in Laurel, Mississippi,
            until she was forced to leave her post. Blanche is a loquacious
            and fragile woman around the age of thirty. After losing Belle Reve,
            the DuBois family home, Blanche arrives in New Orleans at the Kowalski
            apartment and eventually reveals that she is completely destitute. Though
            she has strong sexual urges and has had many lovers, she puts on
            the airs of a woman who has never known indignity. She avoids reality,
            preferring to live in her own imagination. As the play progresses,
            Blanche’s instability grows along with her misfortune. Stanley sees
            through Blanche and finds out the details of her past, destroying
            her relationship with his friend Mitch. Stanley also destroys what’s
            left of Blanche by raping her and then having her committed to an insane asylum.
         

      

      
      
         Stella Kowalski -  Blanche’s younger sister, about twenty-five years old
            and of a mild disposition that visibly sets her apart from her more
            vulgar neighbors. Stella possesses the same timeworn aristocratic
            heritage as Blanche, but she jumped the sinking ship in her late
            teens and left Mississippi for New Orleans. There, Stella married lower-class
            Stanley, with whom she shares a robust sexual relationship. Stella’s
            union with Stanley is both animal and spiritual, violent but renewing.
            After Blanche’s arrival, Stella is torn between her sister and her
            husband. Eventually, she stands by Stanley, perhaps in part because
            she gives birth to his child near the play’s end. While she loves
            and pities Blanche, she cannot bring herself to believe Blanche’s
            accusations that Stanley dislikes Blanche, and she eventually dismisses
            Blanche’s claim that Stanley raped her. Stella’s denial of reality
            at the play’s end shows that she has more in common with her sister
            than she thinks.
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