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    TENNESSEE WILLIAMS




    AMERICAN PLAYWRIGHT




    

      	Born in Columbus, Mississippi (United States) in 1911.




      	Died in New York, New York (United States) in 1983.




      	Notable works:




      	
A Streetcar Named Desire (1947), play




      	
The Glass Menagerie (1944), play




      	
Suddenly Last Summer (1958), play


    




    Amongst the most celebrated playwrights of 20th-century American drama, Tennessee Williams left his mark on literary history with his enthralling, tension-ridden oeuvre, dealing with themes as diverse and polemic as human sexuality, human relations and communications, homosexuality, social conventions and mental health. Several autobiographical details in his work have been identified and explored by critics, demonstrating that the writer drew on real life and his lived experiences in his creative processes. Parallels have been drawn, for example, between The Glass Menagerie’s Laura and Amanda Wingfield, and Williams’ own sister and mother, respectively. It was this very play, in fact, that catapulted the playwright’s career to the lofty heights of success, cementing his standing amongst such playwrights as Eugene O’Neill (1888-1953) and Arthur Miller (1915-2005). His career entered a period of steady decline later in life due to increased drug and alcohol use. This decrease in the popularity of his plays has also been attributed to Williams’ attempt at a new style. He died on 25 February 1983 aged 71, having choked to death on a plastic bottle cap.


  




  

    CAT ON A HOT TIN ROOF




    20TH-CENTURY AMERICAN DRAMA




    

      	
Genre: play




      	
Reference edition: Williams, T. (2009) Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. London: Penguin Modern Classics. [Kindle Edition].




      	
1st edition: 1955




      	
Themes: human emotion, communication, marginalisation, sexuality, homosexuality, misogyny


    




    An exploration of the extremes of human emotion, Williams’ prize-winning drama explores one closeted gay man’s internalized homophobia and self-disgust, and the consequences this has for him and the rest of his family, including his wife. It was written in the 1950s, when homosexuality and homophobia were still relatively new topics to the mainstream American media, and Williams utilizes his play both to speak out on this important topic and to offer insight into the failings and importance of human communication. Despite the controversial subject matter, the play was a major success upon its premiere and continues to be studied in classrooms and lecture halls today. And although we may have come a long way since the 1950s, the ideas and themes explored in the work remain of utmost importance in modern, 21st-century society.


  




  

    SUMMARY




    ACT ONE




    Curtains open to a ‘bed-sitting-room’ in a house on a Mississippi plantation. The audience is plunged into an everyday interaction between an apparently highly-strung married couple on a summer evening. The wife, Margaret, complains to her husband, Brick, about the antics of “Gooper’s kiddies” (loc. 165) who, it transpires, are the children of Brick’s brother and his wife, Mae. Margaret reveals that Gooper and Mae are conspiring to block Brick from his rightful inheritance – and that Brick’s father is dying of cancer, which appears to be of secondary importance to Margaret. Brick’s alcoholism is revealed to the audience by Margaret, and it appears that this is the key to Gooper and Mae’s plan: to play upon Brick’s drinking problem, as well as Margaret’s apparent inability to conceive, to have him declared an unfit inheritor. Soon, doubts are cast on Margaret’s ‘inability’ and it comes to light that Brick is no longer intimate with her. She remains devoted to her husband, even though he implores her to take a lover. Brick continues drinking, in pursuit of the “click” (loc. 401) he so needs before he can reach a state of calm, while Margaret explains the importance of the upcoming birthday party for Big Daddy Pollitt, Brick’s father. Brick’s mother, Big Mama, enters the room. She comes bearing seemingly good news, being under the impression that her husband tested negative for cancer and has instead been diagnosed with a “spastic colon” (loc. 555). However, this is a lie which has been told to Big Mama and Big Daddy to spare the birthday celebrations.
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