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A Dramaturgia em foco iniciou suas atividades em 2017 e, j4 no segundo ano de
existéncia, publicou um namero especial (dossié) em homenagem aos 120 anos de
nascimento de Bertolt Brecht (v. 2, n. 2, 2018). Naquele momento de guinada
(ultra)conservadora - ou para ser mais preciso, protofascista - em varios paises e no Brasil,
escrever sobre Brecht era ndo apenas instigante, mas principalmente necessério para se
pensar os desafios no enfrentamento a “cadela do fascismo”.

Cinco anos depois dessa modesta e honesta contribuicao sobre a obra de Brecht, e
com o pais de volta aos trilhos democraticos (ainda delicados, sabemos), a Dramaturgia
em foco publica seu segundo dossié, desta vez em memoria dos 40 anos da morte do
dramaturgo estadunidense Tennessee Williams (1911-1983).

Este dossié foi idealizado pelo Prof. Dr. Luis Marcio Arnaut de Toledo, pesquisador
incansavel da obra de Williams, com livros e varios artigos publicados discutindo a
producdo dramatargica deste que é um dos principais autores do século XX. Para a
empreitada, Toledo convidou as pesquisadoras doutoras Esther Marinho Santana e Maria
Clara Gongalves, e juntos organizaram este ntimero especial que conta com dezessete
artigos, cinco ensaios e uma entrevista. O Editoral por eles escrito merece ser lido
previamente aos textos do dossié, para se entender a dimensdao de Williams no cenario
teatral e literario mundial.

Sobre os textos que compdem este dossié, algumas breves notas: as andlises, bem
como suas fontes e referéncias, sdo de responsabilidade de seus autores e suas autoras. A
medida do possivel foram respeitados pedidos especificos em relacdo a detalhes de

apresentacao formal dos textos e de diagramacao.

Prof. Fulvio Torres Flores
Editor-chefe

Dramaturgia em foco, Petrolina-PE, v. 7, n. 2, p. viii, 2023.
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em foco. 3 Dossié Tennessee Williams - vida, obra,
critica e contextos

O volume 7, nimero 2, da Revista Dramaturgia em Foco apresenta o Dossié:
Tennessee Williams - vida, obra, critica e contextos. Em 2023, rememoramos quatro décadas
da partida de Williams, tornando este dossié ndo apenas uma homenagem, mas sobretudo
uma reveréncia ao legado duradouro do autor na cena literaria e teatral mundial.

Tennessee Williams, figura central do Teatro Moderno estadunidense, transcende
fronteiras, sendo reconhecido como um dos mais proeminentes autores de seu tempo. Sua
vasta obra se estende por contos, novelas, poesia, artigos, cronicas, roteiros
cinematograficos e dramaturgia, seu trabalho mais celebrado.

No contexto brasileiro, Williams desempenhou um papel fundamental na formagao
de publico e na consolidacdo do teatro na segunda metade do século XX. As encenacdes
pioneiras do Teatro Brasileiro de Comédia (TBC), Teatro Oficina, Teatro de Arena e pela
Escola de Arte Dramatica (EAD) a partir das décadas de 1940 solidificaram sua
importancia no pais. Obras como O zooldgico de vidro (The glass menagerie, 1945), Um bonde
chamado Desejo (A streetcar named Desire, 1947) e Fala comigo como a chuva e me deixa ouvir
(Talk to me like the rain and let me listen, 1953) tornaram-se sindnimos de éxito comercial e
desafios artisticos para atores e atrizes brasileiros, consolidando-se como suas pegas mais
conhecidas e encenadas nos palcos nacionais.

A narrativa singular de Williams sempre foi reconhecida como uma inovacao
teatral. Seu lirismo, uma referéncia literaria e teatral, criou um emaranhado estético, nas
diversas fases de sua biografia, refletindo os diferentes contextos histéricos em que viveu -
desde o seu primeiro conto publicado em 1929 até sua tltima peca, datada de um més
antes de sua morte, em 1983. Além disso, sua critica social profunda, abordando a
decadéncia moral do Sul dos Estados Unidos, questdes de classe e complexidades
politicas, oferece uma reflexdo impactante sobre a condicdo humana e as estruturas do
sistema.

O Dossié abriu as portas a todas as linhas de pesquisa relacionadas a Williams, sua

obra e sua biografia. A Revista recebe, nesse Dossié, contribui¢gdes de autores estrangeiros,

Dramaturgia em foco, Petrolina-PE, v. 7, n. 2, p. ix-xv, 2023.
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proporcionando uma multifacetada gama de perspectivas e enriquecendo a abordagem
académica. Os artigos, ensaios e entrevista refletem uma diversidade de leituras,
provenientes nao apenas do Brasil, mas também dos Estados Unidos, da Franga, Itélia,
Argentina e do Chipre.

Este intercaAmbio internacional tanto amplia o alcance do entendimento sobre a obra
de Williams, quanto ressalta as diferentes formas de argumentacdo e apresentacao
académica. Mais de cinquenta por cento da obra de Williams ja publicada nos EUA
permanece inédita no Brasil, justificando o esforgo em trazer juizos plurais e experiéncias
internacionais que se debrucam sobre grande parte do corpus de sua obra. Alguns
pesquisadores e pesquisadoras foram convidados/as para compartilharem suas visdes,
promovendo a interacdo entre estudiosos/as de destaque e a comunidade académica mais
ampla.

As convidadas brasileiras sdo pesquisadoras e professoras expoentes da Faculdade
de Filosofia, Letras e Ciéncias Humanas da Universidade de Sao Paulo (FFLCH-USP):
Mayumi Denise S. Ilari e Maria Silvia Betti. Além de livros, artigos, cursos e palestras, sao
responsaveis pela orientacdo de trabalhos de conclusao de curso de graduacgao,
dissertacdes de mestrado e teses de doutorado, bem como pela supervisao de estagios de
pos-doutorado, voltados a obra de Williams e a dramaturgia em lingua inglesa,
especialmente a produzida nos Estados Unidos e na Gra-Bretanha.

Considerando o legado de Williams como uma expressdo artistica estruturada pelo
tecido sociopolitico e cultural vigente, Mayumi Denise S. Ilari abre a secdo Ensaios com
“Uma Rosa para Tennessee Williams”, um estudo das alteragdes de uma mesma estéria ao
longo da histéria. O conto “Twenty-seven wagons full of cotton” e a pega posterior 27
wagons full of cotton; The unsatisfactory supper or The long stay cut short e Tiger Tail; e o roteiro
cinematografico de Baby Doll sdo lidos a partir de seus subsidios para a dentincia das
violéncias de género e da miséria a luz das tensdes estadunidenses nas décadas de 1930-40,
1950 e 1970.

Maria Silvia Betti, por sua vez, em seu ensaio “The very heart of my life: algumas
consideragdes de andlise sobre The two-character play, de Tennessee Williams”, questiona se
a peca encapsula a angtstia do autor em relacdo a sua prépria obra e ao teatro, destacando
a integridade teatral fragmentada e aprisionada em opacidade nessa dramaturgia pouco

conhecida do autor.

Dramaturgia em foco, Petrolina-PE, v. 7, n. 2, p. ix-xv, 2023.
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Na mesma se¢do, Thiago Pereira Russo, da Universidade de Sdo Paulo, apresenta
em “"From a Cold War Liberal to a Skittish Radical, with love’: Arthur Miller on Tennessee
Williams” os comentarios de Arthur Miller sobre as obras de Tennessee Williams e
comenta sobre seu impacto no teatro estadunidense e em sua proépria escrita. Ainda, Russo
expde o louvor de Miller sobre Williams, destacando sua poderosa contribuicdo para as
ideias politicas que marcaram os dramas williamsianos.

David Kaplan, um dos autores estadunidenses convidados, é, hoje, um dos mais
experientes diretores e pesquisadores de Williams no cendrio global. Sua contribuicdo
artistica é vasta tanto nos Estados Unidos quanto em outros paises, marcada por diversos
livros, montagens de pecas inéditas e a curadoria de um dos festivais mais célebres sobre o
autor, realizado anualmente na cidade de Provincetown. Com seu ensaio “What weird
meant to Williams”, Kaplan abarca obras de Tennessee Williams que estdo conectadas as
tramas, a estrutura e ao estilo literario dos contos publicados nos ntimeros da revista Weird
Tales de 1927 e 1928. Raramente, no Brasil, sua obra é associada a essa revista e seu
conteido escatologico, propiciando, assim, um material inovador para as leituras
williamsianas no pais.

Thomas Keith, professor de teatro da Pace University, editor das obras de Williams
junto a Editora New Directions e autor de diversos prefacios, artigos e capitulos de livros a
respeito do dramaturgo, abre a secdo Artigos contrariando a ideia corrente de que
Williams era apolitico. Em “’I will march on paper!” — The politics of Tennessee Williams”,
Keith defende que, embora nao seja conhecido por declaragdes ou manifestos, Williams
tinha sua visao politica particular revelada nas entrelinhas de suas pegas, assim como em
suas acOes pessoais e publicas. Ao abordar toda a extensao da obra de Williams, o trabalho
expde um panorama que vai além das pegas candnicas mais conhecidas no Brasil, o que
decerto contribui para discussdes mais variadas e nuangadas.

A despeito de suas fortunas criticas ja extensas, as obras mais renomadas de
Williams seguem estimulando e propiciando novas leituras, como demonstra o artigo
“Trechos descartados de The glass menagerie para rastros de um Teatro Plastico”, de
Fernanda Sales Rocha Santos, da Universidade de Sao Paulo. A partir de um material
inédito em lingua portuguesa, os manuscritos de Williams mantidos nos arquivos do
Harry Ransom Center, em Austin, nos Estados Unidos, Santos resgata excertos nao
publicados na peca para compreender a nocdo do Teatro Plastico, uma estética jamais

plenamente desenvolvida, mas ali bem delineada.

Dramaturgia em foco, Petrolina-PE, v. 7, n. 2, p. ix-xv, 2023.
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A streetcar named Desire ressurge no corpus de andlise do artigo “Dramaturgia e
espaco em Um bonde chamado Desejo”, de Leonardo Medeiros da Silva e André Carrico, da
Universidade Federal de Ouro Preto, que se dedicam ao estudo das representacdes da
espacialidade teatral neste texto dramatico, sobretudo através das didascélias, e,
consequentemente, de sua intrincada producao de sentidos.

A mesma peca ganha, para Adriana Falqueto Lemos e Johnny Cesar dos Santos, do
Instituto Federal de Educacao, Ciéncia e Tecnologia do Sul de Minas Gerais, ainda outra
interpretagdo em “Auséncia presente: a homossexualidade em trés pecas de Tennessee
Williams”. Combinando-a a Suddenly last summer e Cat on a hot tin roof, os pesquisadores
investigam as maneiras como as auséncias de personagens homossexuais nas agdes dos
trés titulos terminam por operar como reproducdes de suas presencas, marginais e
marginalizadas.

A representacdo da homossexualidade em Gata em telhado de zinco quente é também
estudada por Jodo Victor Silva, da Universidade de Sao Paulo, em “Sobre terras de zinco
quente: homossexualidade e propriedade em Cat on a hot tin roof” (1955), de Tennessee
Williams”. Seu argumento é que a peca vai além da mera representagdo dos processos
subjetivos dos personagens, relacionando-a a conjunturas econdmicas e sociolégicas. O
estudo critica as normas da sociedade que limitavam a expressdo livre da
homossexualidade no Sul dos Estados Unidos.

Essa mesma peca é ainda explorada em “Conflito e drama familiar em Cat on a hot
tin roof a partir da perspectiva de Norbert Elias de Figuracdo Social”, de Daniele Santos e
Leandro Francisco de Paula, da Universidade Federal do Parand. Tomando a familia
Pollitt como uma configuragdo social, segundo a teoria proposta pelo sociélogo alemao,
em uma dindmica multilateral e ndo hierarquica de poder que se concentra em cada
membro, os autores concluem que a teoria de Elias pode ser aplicada a essa instituicao
social, mesmo sendo um trabalho ficcional.

O artigo “O verdadeiro Camino Real: apontamentos sobre Tennessee Williams, Elia
Kazan e dramaturgia”, de Dante Passarelli, da Universidade de Sao Paulo, relembrando os
setenta anos da peca Camino Real, aponta caracteristicas formais e teméticas que sinalizam
a sua contemporaneidade. Além disso, Passarelli analisa criticamente o processo de sua
encenacdo, por Elia Kazan, na Broadway em 1953.

A obra williamsiana mostra-se igualmente rica quando colocada em perspectiva

comparada. Fernando Bustamante, da Universidade de Sao Paulo, explora em “Tennessee

Dramaturgia em foco, Petrolina-PE, v. 7, n. 2, p. ix-xv, 2023.
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Williams e Erwin Piscator: influéncias, divergéncias e a colaboragdo no Dramatic
Workshop” a relagao e os debates entre o dramaturgo estadunidense e o diretor alemao. O
pesquisador faz reflexdes sobre as influéncias do pensamento e da pratica teatral de
Piscator sobre Williams, bem como a maneira como estas sdo ressignificadas.

Ao propor uma comparacdo do trabalho de Tennessee Williams e do cineasta
Woody Allen, em “Afinidades eletivas: Tennessee Williams e Woody Allen”, Marcos
César de Paula Soares, da Universidade de Sao Paulo, elabora uma analise breve do filme
Blue Jasmine, que retoma temas e formas da peca A streetcar named Desire, confrontando-os
com a matéria histérica contemporanea.

As producoes de Williams encorajam ndo apenas olhares para o texto, mas também
para a histéria e a historiografia das artes da cena. Em “O teatro estadunidense nos palcos
de Londres: Tennessee Williams no Royal Court Theatre”, Jonathan Renan da Silva Souza,
da Universidade de Sdo Paulo, apresenta um panorama das diversas montagens de pecas
do dramaturgo estadunidense pelo célebre Royal Court Theatre, em Londres, e suas
conexdes com o projeto de renovagao dos palcos britdnicos empreendido pelos membros
do teatro londrino.

Por sua vez, David Medeiros Neves, da Universidade de Sao Paulo, destaca em seu
artigo “As primeiras producdes das pecas de Tennessee Williams em Sao Paulo” as
estreias das pecas de Tennessee Williams na capital paulista entre 1948 e 1964, analisando
suas fichas técnicas, recepcao critica, impacto nas carreiras de artistas locais e a influéncia
duradoura na estética teatral e narrativa dramatica da época, e, ainda, evidenciando o
papel crucial de Williams na cena teatral brasileira moderna.

Ja Catalina Julia Artesi, da Universidad de Buenos Aires, em sua contribuicao em
lingua espanhola “Tennessee Williams en los escenarios de Buenos Aires”, traz outra
revisdo panoramica das principais producdes das obras mais famosas de Williams
encenadas na capital argentina, desde meados do século XX até 2023. Artesi destaca seus
realizadores e expedientes que permitem compreender o contexto da encenagdo,
examinando a extensdo de sua influéncia na cena argentina e a sua atual relevancia.

“The use of prestige language in Tennessee Williams’s A streetcar named Desire”, de
Stuart Noel, da Auburn University, apresenta a dualidade entre ilusao e realidade através
da personagem Blanche DuBois. A andlise concentra-se na luta entre verdade e beleza,
revelando a habilidade de Williams em personificar o declinio artistico e existencial por

meio da linguagem, enquadrando-a como uma projecao parcial do préprio autor.
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“Of post-modern pre-performances: Williams’s late characters and “plastic acting’”,
de Anais Umano, da Universit¢ de Lorraine, propde uma reflexdo sobre a
responsabilidade do ator diante dos desafios apresentados pelas obras finais (late plays,
escritas entre 1962 e 1983) de Williams, que subvertem radicalmente a ordem realista
hegemonica com que suas obras tém sido lidas. Sendo assim, expde o imaginario novo e
pos-moderno desses textos, examinando suas implicagdes praticas.

Também estabelecido no contexto francés, John Bak, da Université de Lorraine, e
Margarita Navarro Pérez, da Universidad de Castilla-La Mancha, exploram, em “’their
vastness drowns me”: Tennessee Williams and the Stendhal Syndrome, 1928”, os embates
que Tennessee Williams enfrentou na juventude com questdes de satde mental,
especialmente durante sua viagem a Europa em 1928. Bak e Pérez as interpretam sob o
prisma da Sindrome de Stendhal, doenca relacionada a sintomas psicossomaticos apds a
exposicdo a obras de arte, para explica-las, mostrando, assim, suas implica¢des profundas
na composi¢do dramatdrgica e na compreensao de experiéncias distopicas sobre essa
viagem, e na obra williamsiana como um todo.

A pesquisadora da Villanova University, Bess Rowen, em “Isn’t it funny what
tricks your memory plays?’: dramaturgical structures of traumatic memory in the plays of
Tennessee Williams”, expde como a memodria traumatica de Tennessee Williams tem
servido como um molde para suas pecas, a partir das experiéncias da criacdo da
personagem Tom Wingfield, de The glass menagerie. Rowen demonstra como a memoria
tem contribuido para a légica interna das pecas, oferecendo insights valiosos para as
encenacoes de suas obras.

Alessandro Clericuzio, da Universita degli Studi di Perugia, debruca-se também
sobre The glass menagerie e ainda sobre A streetcar named Desire. No artigo “Proper props:
circulating objects in The glass menagerie and A streetcar named Desire”, examina a
materialidade cénica de ambas as obras, e como determinados objetos dos cendrios e
figurinos evocam e refletem dinamicas de poder e a profunda desigualdade de género da
sociedade estadunidense dos anos 1940.

Em um prisma metafisico, Anthoullis Demosthenous, do Ministério da Educagao do
Chipre, utiliza-se de Suddenly last summer, The night of the iguana, The milktrain doesn’t stop
here anymore e do conto “The malediction” para pensar acerca das relacdes entre animais,
bestas miticas e criaturas simbolicas com a caracterizacdo animica das personagens

williamsianas em seu artigo “Symbolic creatures: spirituality and evanescence in
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Tennessee Williams's plays and short stories”.

Finalmente, na secao Entrevistas, Luis Marcio Arnaut de Toledo, da Universidade
Estadual de Campinas, documenta uma interlocucdo elucidativa sobre dramaturgia,
direcdo teatral e interpretagdo com o ator, diretor e encenador André Garolli. O renomado
artista comenta a respeito de Williams, sua visdo particular sobre a obra do autor
estadunidense e como tem trabalhado essa dramaturgia, tanto como ator quanto
encenador, em espetaculos bem-sucedidos junto ao publico e a critica em Sao Paulo.

Ao langar esse Dossié, a Revista Dramaturgia em Foco ndo apenas presta
homenagem a Tennessee Williams, mas também visa fomentar um didlogo internacional,
unindo pesquisadores de origens variadas em torno de seu legado. Que este volume
conduza a novas reflexdes, debates e descobertas sobre as tantas contribui¢coes de Williams
para a dramaturgia mundial.

Agradecemos a todos e todas os/as pesquisadores/as e colaboradores/as que
tornaram este Dossié possivel e esperamos que os leitores desfrutem desta oportuna

exploragdo do universo das obras de Tennessee Williams.

Prof. Dr. Luis Marcio Arnaut de Toledo
Editor idealizador

Profa. Dra. Esther Marinho Santana
Editora convidada

Profa. Dra. Maria Clara Gongalves
Editora assistente

Dezembro de 2023.
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“I will march on paper!” - The politics of

D ) Tennessee Williams
ramaturgia

em foco

"Marcharei no papel!" - A politica de
Tennessee Williams

Thomas Keith!

Abstract

The article explores the political dimensions in Tennessee Williams’s body of work,
elucidating how social and power dynamics can be found in his literary compositions,
with special attention to his theatrical productions. Although not overwhelmingly
considered a political writer, Williams’s values and beliefs are evident in his private and
public life. Raised in a Southern Democratic family, he voted for the socialist candidate in
1932, identifying with socialism throughout his life. A renowned playwright, Williams
had various political involvements during his career. Instead of clear political affiliations,
he expressed an affinity for bohemia. After achieving success, he continued to criticize
post-war United States, corruption, and racism in the South. Avoiding direct approaches,
he preferred complexity, emphasizing ambiguity in human relationships and
incorporating political nuances into his works.

Keywords: Political positioning; American Drama; Biography.
Resumo

O artigo explora as dimensdes politicas na obra de Tennessee Williams, elucidando como
dindmicas sociais e de poder podem ser encontradas em suas composicdes literarias, com
especial atencdo as suas produgdes teatrais. Apesar de ndo ser considerado
hegemonicamente um escritor politico, os valores e crengas de Williams estdo evidentes
em sua vida privada e publica. Criado em uma familia democrata no Sul, votou no
candidato socialista em 1932, identificando-se com o socialismo ao longo da vida.
Renomado dramaturgo, Williams teve vérios envolvimentos politicos durante sua carreira.
Mesmo sem afiliagdes politicas claras, expressou afinidade com a boemia. Apds o sucesso,
continuou criticando os Estados Unidos do pés-guerra, a corrupcdo e o racismo no Sul.
Evitando abordagens diretas, preferiu a complexidade, destacando a ambiguidade nas
relagdes humanas e incorporando nuances politicas em suas obras.

Palavras-chave: Posicionamento politico; Dramaturgia estadunidense; Biografia.
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The idea that Tennessee Williams’s work was apolitical is one of those canards meant to make great
artists neutral in the world according to a willfully shallow measure that seeks to disconnect all art
from the world — especially great art . . . To say that Tennessee Williams’s work is apolitical is to be
ignorant of what politics is - or to lie.

Amiri Baraka (2011b, p. 40)

I'm an anarchist. I belong to no party. I belong to no race but the human race.
Tennessee Williams (Hartman, 1982, p. 1)

If one is looking for political statements, manifestos, or polemical arguments from
Tennessee Williams, some digging is required. However, once you begin to look for the
politics embedded in his creative writing, especially his plays, it becomes clear how
integral politics are to a deeper understanding of Williams and his work. Political views
can also be tracked in Williams’s private and public actions, but rarely as overt
demonstrations of ideology; they tend to be decisions based on his personal morality and
relationships, and his navigation of times and events.

By most measures, Williams is not considered a political writer or else he is
considered to be someone who was decidedly apolitical at best. If one follows a dictionary
definition of politics, this is true: “The activities associated with the governance of a
country or other area, especially the debate or conflict among individuals or
parties having or hoping to achieve power” (Han; Demircioglu, 2016).

The belief that Tennessee Williams was not a political writer nor a political person
by that definition is not a controversial idea.” However, in addition to gaining power and
governing, another essential aspect is the reason why a person aspires to the use of such
power. Or, as in Williams’s case, when an artist does not aspire to a position of power or
the use of power, one might ask how that artist’s values, beliefs, and morals inform both
their private and public creative lives. This is important in the case of Williams because he
has never been considered a political writer in either popular culture or academia.

According to biographer Lyle Leverich, the Williams family were Southern
Democrats who backed Roosevelt. However, in the presidential election of 1932, when he

was twenty-one, Williams voted for Socialist candidate Norman Thomas - the first and

> Williams showed almost no concern for political campaigns, parties, or governance, with the exception of

when, out of loyalty and his own sense of decorum, he half-heartedly supported his brother Dakin’s
multiple runs for U.S. Senator from Illinois and one run for Governor. Asked during an appearance on
The Dick Cavett Show, April 7, 1972, if he was interested in politics Williams replied, “I'm interested in
my brother’s politics, yes. Yes, I'm interested in . . . everyone has to be interested in politics, [muffled] I
guess.”
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last time he cast a vote - and identified with socialism for the rest of his life. His political
conscience forged in the midst of the Great Depression, Williams did not care for Franklin
Roosevelt and his New Deal (Leverich, 1995, p. 136-137).

When Williams began to write for a local St. Louis theater group called The
Mummers in 1936, he encountered quite a few members of the group who were
communist. The Mummers was essentially a St. Louis Labor Theater, devoted to the
dramatization of left wing causes and social justice.” The founder of The Mummers, an
actor and director named Willard Holland, told a St. Louis reporter in 1936, “we are
interested in original plays, along the so-called, although it is not a good designation,
propaganda line, if they express community thought and tendencies” (Warren, 1936, p.
40).

Williams wrote a tribute to the audacity, creativity, and wild spirit of The
Mummers in his 1948 essay “Something Wild . . .” that expounded upon the importance of
such renegade, non-commercial community theater - one of very few instances his writing
broached overt political commentary. Toward the end of the essay, Williams describes an
atmosphere in which America is threatened by totalitarianism while acting in a
reactionary way against Communism and Fascism. The original House Un-American
Activities Committee (HUAC) was already quite busy and could “descend[s] like a ton of
bricks on the head of any artist who speaks out against the current of prescribed ideas.”
Williams pivots to a declaration that the democratic impulse runs counter to “the police
state” and “all forms of controlled thought and feeling. . . ,” that was exemplified by the
non-conformity of community theater. Williams cautions the reader to not defend oneself
against totalitarian behavior by imitating it. He then compares outsider artists and
bohemians with biological mutations, i.e., freaks, and calls for “more freakish behavior.”
“Maybe ninety percent of the freaks will be just freaks, . . . getting nowhere but into
trouble. Eliminate them, however - bully them into conformity - and nobody in America
will ever be really young anymore and we’ll be left standing in the dead center of
nowhere” (Williams, 2009, p. 43-47).

Williams’s experience with the Mummers did not overtly affect his political

behavior or identity in the traditional sense. While he socialized with the Mummers, he

> For more history and context about The Mummers, see Tom Mitchell’s “Tennessee Williams and the

Mummers of St. Louis: the birth of a playwright. The Tennessee Williams Annual Review, New
Orleans, p. 91-104, 2009.
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was disinclined to join the Communist Party to which many of them belonged. Writing in
his journal, Williams said: “There’s just a natural uncongeniality between me and that
bunch. They are professional ‘againsters’! I don’t believe in that stuff. It's not necessary to
be against everything else in order to be for Communism. They seem to think it is”
(Williams, 2006, p. 65). However, Williams continued to identify with socialism for the rest
of his life. When asked about his politics in a 1976 interview, Williams’s response was
consistent: “You want me to give you a straight answer? I loathe Communism. Let’s put it
that way. Because it’s repressive. It’s particularly repressive to that which I live by and for,
which is creative work. Writing especially. And it’s repressive racially, we know that. And
I don’t like bureaucracy in any form. I think the ideal society, the ideal government will
someday be an enlightened form of socialism” (Tennessee..., 1976).

Williams’s values, as reflected in his actions, include a sympathetic visit to Ezra
Pound in St. Elizabeth’s, the psychiatric hospital in Washington in 1957, and likely signing
a 1956 petition to President Eisenhower in favor of the poet’s release (Williams; Laughlin,
2018). Pound had been arraigned on charges of treason and hospitalized in 1945 upon his
return from his self-imposed exile in Italy where his antisemitic, anti-American radio
broadcasts during WWII had angered many Americans as well as the State Department.
Later, in 1964, Williams signed a deposition he wrote himself, addressed to the U. S. Court
in the Southern District of New York as a character witness on behalf of Julian Beck and
Judith Malina, founders of the Living Theatre, when they were being held by the
government on charges of tax evasion (Affidavit..., 1964).

At about the same time that a Broadway touring production of The glass menagerie
opened in Washington, D. C., picketing by the Committee for Racial Democracy
commenced in early 1947 against the National Theatre in Washington after it became
headline news that a local law prohibited Black people from attending theaters along with
white patrons. The Committee also attempted to secure the Belasco Theatre in Washington
so that it could become an “anti-Jim Crow” performance space, however they were not
successful. Most leaders in the arts remained silent on the subject, however Ingrid
Bergman, who was touring in Maxwell Anderson’s Joan of Lorraine, “objected strenuously”
to playing under those circumstances, as did Anderson. Williams could easily have
withheld his opinion about the controversy, but he did not. “I want to state that I have

protested bringing The Glass Menagerie into Washington, but have no legal power to
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prevent it. I can only express my humiliation that a play of mine should be denied to
Negroes in the nation’s capital. Any future contract I make will contain a clause to keep
the show out of Washington while this undemocratic practice continues” (The Alabama...,
1947, p. 7).

In May of 1948, when Williams’s agent Audrey Wood sent him a request from a
Black theater company (possibly from Howard University) that wanted to produce The
glass menagerie in Washington and then take it on tour, he was traveling in Italy. Williams
responded with a telegram from Rome that read: “HEARTILY APPROVE NEGRO
COMPANY MENAGERIE. TELL MARGO WILL MEET HER IN AIRPORT LOVE.” Color-
blind or cross-racial casting - what is now sometimes referred to as “non-traditional
casting” (though quite different from multiracial casting) - was rare prior to the late 1960s,
with the exception of certain productions of Shakespeare. Cross-racial casting was a bridge
too far for most playwrights of the 1940s and 1950s. The blind part of “color-blind casting”
was the failure to acknowledge, either in adjustments to the text or direction, the casting of
a person of color in a role written for a white person, which tend not to resonate naturally
with twentieth century plays in which Black actors play roles written for white actors. This
was most accepted and done on Broadway in the 1960s and ‘70s in commercial
productions, such as an all-Black Broadway cast of Hello Dolly that featured Pearl Bailey in
the lead role. It is interesting then, that in 1958 when a proposed all-Black cast production
of A streetcar named Desire starring Sidney Portier as Stanley was being planned for New
York (though never realized), it was reported that Williams “[i]n giving permission for the

14

production . . . also okayed some changes of dialogue to fit the Negro characters” (Jones,
1958, p. 30).

In spite of the fact that he was known to the U. S. government as a successful left-
leaning homosexual American playwright, Williams was not called before the House Un-
American Activities Committee (HUAC) that had been routing out suspected Communists
in Hollywood and the U. S. Government since 1938. If that weren’t enough, in the file kept
on Williams by the FBI, evidence was cited of Williams’s questionable associations because
he was on the Board of Trustees of Erwin Piscator’s Dramatic Workshop, which was
suspected at that time of being a Communist front (Williams, 2004, p. 361).

Dozens of writers, actors, and directors were called to testify before HUAC -

including playwrights Lillian Hellman, Irwin Shaw, Norman Rosten, Arthur Miller,
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Arthur Laurents, William Inge, Garson Kanin, Marc Connelly, Clifford Odets, Abe
Burrows, Paul Green, and Bertolt Brecht - yet Williams was overlooked or ignored. After
committee member Senator Joseph McCarthy became the most vituperative, demagogic
anti-Communist voice in America, HUAC began to receive greater attention. Perhaps most
notorious was the testimony in April of 1952 by Williams’s closest collaborator, director
Elia Kazan, who later gave the names of Group Theatre members who had once belonged
to the Communist Party in the 1930s. Widely criticized and openly shunned for decades
because of that decision, Kazan would later write that the “most loyal and understanding
friend I had through those black months was Tennessee Williams” (Kazan, 1988, p. 495). It
doesn’t seem plausible that even if the HUAC knew of Williams’s loyalty to Kazan it
would have affected their decision not to call him.

About the following decade of social and political upheaval in America, Williams
told an interviewer, “The Sixties was no good for me . . . everything went to pieces. I told
Gore Vidal that I didn’t remember a thing about the Sixties - that I thought I had slept
through them,” when in reality he was overwhelmed by drugs, alcohol, and grief (Devlin,
1986). After the death of his life partner Frank Merlo in 1963, he became more addicted to
benzodiazepines and alcohol, at the same time receiving regular injections that included
animal hormones, enzymes, human placenta, painkillers, steroids, and amphetamines
from Dr. Max Jacobson, known in popular culture as Dr. Feelgood. Patients taking this
cocktail were cautioned not to combine it with alcohol. The sustained use of alcohol, the
injections, and other drugs caused debilitating bouts of exhaustion, blackouts, confusion,
and paranoia, all of which led to Williams’s brother Dakin having him committed to the
psychiatric division of Barnes Hospital in St. Louis for almost three months in late 1969.
Going cold turkey in Barnes led to heart attacks and strokes while Williams was
institutionalized, but afterward enabled him to come out of the experience more lucid and
productive for the last dozen years of his life (Williams; Laughlin, 2018, p. 222).

Williams broke a self-imposed rule of not speaking publicly about politics when he
agreed to participate in the People’s Coalition for Peace and Justice rally at the Cathedral
St. John the Divine in New York City December 7, 1971. The People’s Coalition, referred to
at the time as “The Movement,” was a merger of all the major anti-war groups brought
together by Dotson Rader, who organized the evening and recruited Williams to be part of

it. The event was later described in the press as a victory for Richard Nixon - who had
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publicly and strategically just promised to end the American war in Viet Nam - in his goal
to destroy “the previously powerful support behind the anti-war movement” because the
rally ended in chaos and controversy (CBS, 1972). The slogan for the rally was “Remember
the War,” and it was advertised as featuring Norman Mailer and Tennessee Williams. Also
appearing before the audience of approximately five thousand were luminaries of the left
Gore Vidal, Gloria Steinem, Julian Beck, Ossie Davis, Charles Mingus, Willem de Kooning,
Jules Feiffer, Susan Sontag, Ruth Ford, Nat Hentoff, and activist for nonviolent change
David Dellinger.

Following some singers and speakers, the actress Ruth Ford introduced Williams,

who came to the podium and spoke extemporaneously, at least initially:

As 1 came in, it appeared to me that there were great reverberations. And as
a theater man, I'm very concerned about the acoustics. I hope . . . I don't
care whether you hear me or not, but I trust that you heard Mr. Dellinger.
Mr. Dellinger, I'm still, you know, a novitiate. Now, Mr. Dellinger has
probably preempted all the statistics which I have come here provided
with. They are statistics about the dead and the casualties of both sides. All
sides in the present war. Which is now of course being followed by a
successive war. Which will be equally unsuccessful. I'm a bit old for
marching in the streets. [sounds of protest from the crowd] 1 am. [even louder
protest] I know what I'm able to do. [the crowd sound lessens] I will march on
paper! [the crowd erupts in applause and cheering] (CBS, 1972).

These are some of the statistics Williams offered: 54,000 American deaths; in North
and South Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia over a million deaths, mostly non-combatants;
400,000 wounded American “boys.” He then went on to ask, “And when does it stop? By
whose secret schedule? Does this mass slaughter end [and] the shamelessly criminal war
stop? Will it be only when another war begins? (And one is begun.) What does a military
industrial system depend upon? Where is Kilroy’s way out?” (CBS, 1972).

Discord arose during the proceedings in response to a reading by Beverly Bentley
and Rip Torn of Norman Mailer’s anti-war play D. J.* At a certain point, the obscene
language in the play offended Williams who, along with many other people, walked out
of the cathedral. Responding to questions on his way out, Williams said, “It's hurting the
Bishop who gave us the church. And it is hurting The Movement to bring the gutter into
it.” Williams’s beloved maternal grandfather was an Episcopalian minister. When asked if

the evening was successful Mailer replied, in part, “Uh, except for Tennessee Williams

*  Originally titled Why are we in Vietnam? after Mailer’s 1967 novel of the same name, the play contains

extreme vulgarity and, according to scholar John Bak, homophobic slurs.
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who walked out of the play. .. I'm in shock about it ...”

Speaking before a CBS camera afterward, Williams continued: “It’s a desecration of
The Movement. The Movement must have nobility. And decency. and I'm not talking
about language. I'm talking about an attitude toward human beings. Which was absent in
that play. Which was a desecration of humanity. . . .” Bill Barnes, then Williams’s agent at
ICM, observed, “Here you are in a cathedral, which should be handled with respect. And
there was such dignity. It was so elevated . . . All of the sudden Norman Mailer came up
and it was like using a toilet.” Composer Burt Shevelove, who also walked out, chimed in:
“We all know it was just dreadful, selfish, it was indulgent, it was personal. He wasn’t part

7

of a cause. He was selling himself just so that Norman Mailer’s name would appear . . .
(CBS, 1972).

Though no transcript of Williams’s speech is extent, he published a related essay
the following month in Harper’s Bazaar titled “We are dissenters now,” which is
comprised primarily of a series of rather tepid anecdotes about the origin of Tennessee as
his first name, his time in Acapulco in the summer of 1940, an English actress receiving a
backstage visit from a Bulgarian actor, and his sister Rose (Williams, 2009, p. 160-164).
There are general mentions of raising one’s voice against wars and injustice, and of faith in
humanity, but no mention of the rally at St. John the Divine or the conflict in Viet Nam.
Williams did express his feelings about the event in an angry letter to Dotson Rader: “I
avoided all affiliations of a political nature all of my life till I met you, and I'm going to
avoid them totally from now on.” (Lahr, 2014, p. 528). And he did.

Another controversy arose in the press when Williams joined Vanessa Redgrave
onstage for an event in Boston April 30, 1982. Redgrave was originally scheduled to
narrate Oedipus rex for the Boston Symphony Orchestra April 15-17, but the management
cancelled her appearance, citing public safety concerns and “circumstances beyond our
control.” Presumably the real reason was the threats received because of Redgrave’s
continued outspoken support of the Palestine Liberation Organization, which was
dedicated, among other things, to the destruction of Israel. Redgrave filed a $5 million
lawsuit for breach of contract but was unsuccessful in court (The Boston..., 1982, p. 129).
As she was persona non grata in New York and Hollywood, any association with
Redgrave at that time was considered suspect. When Redgrave organized an alternative

event for April 30 sponsored by the National Association of Arab Americans, she invited
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Williams to participate, which he did. In response to objections from agents at
International Creative Management - who were “appalled when I read with Vanessa
Redgrave” (Hartman, 1982, p. 1) -, Williams wrote a letter to the company president
Milton Goldman that began, “Because of my true affection and respect for you, I want to
explain in detail the choice that I made in appearing at the Vanessa performance in
Boston.” Williams then went on to explain his veneration of and admiration for Redgrave
as “the greatest actress in the English-speaking theatre of our time,” that his interest was
purely artistic, and that Redgrave was “somewhat put off by my lack of interest in certain
political matters - in fact, my profound ignorance of them.” Williams detailed that lack of

knowledge in the areas of Redgrave’s politics, and then wrote:

In all my life, Milton - seventy-one years of it - I have never signed a paper
except a professional contract. Belong to no political party. In fact I have
only registered to vote once in my life, when I first came of age.

Now I want to capitalize this statement because I think it deserves to be so
emphasized. - FOR AN ARTIST THERE IS NO RACE EXCEPT THE
HUMAN RACE.

... I am not interested in her party nor any party now existing. But I am
profoundly committed to the theatre of which she is a flaming heart.’

William later declared in an interview, “I'd never write a political play. What a tiresome
subject. No writer has ever affected the flow of history, which just moves along its course”
(Hartman, 1982, p. 16). Perhaps the playwright was thinking of agitprop theater meant to
sway hearts and change history, which he came close to in his early full-length plays

dealing with issues of social justice.

*kk

The genesis of Williams’s early social justice plays came in the autumn of 1936 when he
was asked to write a curtain raiser for The Mummer’s upcoming production of Irwin
Shaw’s anti-war play Bury the dead. Flattered by the invitation and excited at the prospect
of having his work onstage, Williams came up with Headlines, which by most accounts (no
script has survived) was akin to “The Living Newspaper” that had its origins in Europe
and was later developed at Hallie Flanagan’s Federal Theatre Project - a series of images

and shouted headlines engaging political issues of the day.

°  Unpublished letter to Milton Goldman, May 2, 1982, New Directions editorial files.
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When Holland next requested a full-length play, Williams gave him Candles to the
sun, a play he had been drafting since 1935, about the working conditions of Alabama coal
miners, and the strike organizer rallying them; The Mummers produced it in March 1937.

In the way that young painters study and initially imitate the great masters, in his
first full-length plays Williams absorbed the influences of playwrights of the 1930s. The
demand for social justice and ambitious use of phonetic speech and jargon in Candles to the
sun appear to be inspired in part by Clifford Odets. Candles received positive reviews from
the local press, including Colvin McPherson of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch: “It stands on its
own feet. Its characters are genuine, its dialogue of a type that must have been uttered in
the author’s presence, its appeal in the theater widespread” (MacPherson, 1937, p. 31).
According to Williams’s friend William Jay Smith who attended the opening night
performance, “When to thunderous applause, loud cheers, and resonant foot stomping the
full cast gathered for numerous curtain calls, they suddenly burst out singing ‘Solidarity
Forever.” The celebrated union anthem . . . gave the play an aura of propaganda” (Smith,
2012, p. 33). It is notable that in his review Reed Hines of the St. Louis Star and Times
observed: “Lobby critics immediately dubbed it a “propaganda’ play, but [it] is not that . . .
Only the fact that it is concerned with coal miners who strike gives it the tone of a
propaganda play” (Hynds, 1937, p. 23).

In November 1937, The Mummers produced Williams’s second full-length play,
Fugitive kind, which is set in a St. Louis flop house populated with radicals, writers, artists,
mobsters, G-men, a hobo, an orphan, and Jewish characters, all caught in the upheaval of
the Great Depression. It is arguably Williams’s most overtly political play, though it was
not as well received as Candles, in part because Williams was already studying at the
University of lowa when Fugitive went into rehearsals. As Williams scholar Allean Hale
has pointed out, the tone and content of Fugitive Kind were influenced by Robert E.
Sherwood’s The petrified forest and Maxwell Anderson’s Winterset, and the play owes a
debt to Maxim Gorky’s The lower depths, albeit with an array of distinctly American
character types from the 1930s (Williams, 2001, p. xi-xxi).

Williams described his third full-length play, Not about nightingales, as the most
violent and horrific he ever wrote. Given an assignment by his professor at the University
of lowa to write a play inspired by a true story from the newspapers, Williams chose an

article about prisoners in Pennsylvania who were roasted alive in a boiler room used for
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punishment. Nightingales owes much to prison films of the 1930s, especially The big house
(1930), which also has a main character named Butch and dramatizes a prison strike. Not
about nightingales was not produced during the playwright’s lifetime but, after a 1998
London premiere, it opened on Broadway nearly sixty years after it was written and was
nominated for a Tony Award for best play of the 1999-2000 season. Nightingales shows the
influence of Eugene O’'Neill and William Saroyan, among others. Reviewers of the
premiere productions often showed surprise that Williams had ever written any play that
could be considered “political.”

In these three early plays Williams tried his hand at social justice plays because he
had been invited to write for a political theater company, not because agitprop or
“propaganda” was his ambition or his interest. Yet, he was and remained sympathetic to
the outsiders of life and always considered himself an outsider; it was from that
perspective he wanted his work to be meaningful, to make an impact. Williams made clear
on multiple occasions that he didn’t want to be identified with an ideology, political party,
or a single cause, so the politics in his plays after the 1930s were almost always indirect,
ambiguous, or rooted in the humanity of the characters, but were never the primary
subject of a play. Williams’s oblique politics addressed “the eternal conflict between the
cruel rulers of an indifferent world and the tender creatures, crushed but noble in their
allegiance to beauty and kindness, that must try to survive in it” (Isherwood, 1999). As
early as 1938, Williams began to experiment with writing a “Great American Play,” just as
writers of the previous generation - Sinclair Lewis, Thomas Wolfe, F. Scott Fitzgerald,
Ernest Hemingway, and others - were determined to write the “Great American Novel.”

Williams’s impulse to write an epic story during this period is evident in multiple
drafts housed at the University of Texas’s Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center
[HRC] in Austin; these include the titles The spinning song, The paper lantern: A dance play for
Martha Graham, and Daughter of the American Revolution. In these unrealized works,
Williams tried out ideas and scenarios that later found their way, albeit transformed, into
The glass menagerie and A streetcar named Desire.

By late 1939, Williams had completed the first draft of what would eventually
become Battle of angels. Produced by the Theatre Guild in 1940, Battle was his first
commercial production and his first commercial failure, closing out-of-town in Boston

prior to the Broadway opening. Battle of angels has everything in it but the kitchen sink - it
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is a potpourri of motifs, themes, metaphors, and plots. A later incarnation of Battle, heavily
rewritten and originally produced on Broadway in 1957, is a separate and distinct play,
Orpheus descending. The plot of Orpheus hinges on the explosive politics of race in the
American South and is centered around a woman, Lady, whose father was a Sicilian
immigrant and bootlegger during Prohibition who made the mistake in rural Mississippi
of selling liquor to Black people. As a result, his vineyard was burned down and he was
murdered by a mob fitting the description of the Ku Klux Klan. Orpheus was considered at
the time a modest failure, which, as Martin Sherman has pointed out, Brooks Atkinson of
the New York Times called “one of Mr. Williams pleasantest plays” in his opening night
review (Williams, 2012, p. 1). What is jaw-dropping in hindsight is that the overt racial
politics in Orpheus were essentially ignored. Not only did the character of the bohemian
Carol Cutrere deliver a monologue about protesting “the gradual massacre of the colored
majority” (Williams, 2012, p. 34) by pellagra and starvation when the army worm and bool
weevil destroyed the cotton crops, and when Willie McGee was wrongly executed after
being wrongly accused of raping a white woman, but the leading male character,
Valentine Xavier, is threatened with a variation on the well-known threat made to Black
men in the South at that time: Don’t let the sun go down on you in this town. When Lady
asks Xavier about the autographs on his guitar, he says that Blues greats Leadbelly, King
Oliver, and Fats Waller signed it and their names are “written in the stars.” He speaks
directly of institutional racism in America when he tells her about another signature: “That
name is also immortal. The name Bessie Smith is written in the stars! - Jim Crow killed
her, John Barleycorn and Jim Crow killed Bessie Smith but that’s another story . .. .”
(Williams, 2012, p. 43-44).

During much of the time he was composing Battle of angels, Williams was also
revising drafts of an expressionistic, political drama called Stairs to the roof. After the
dismal failure of Battle, he continued to labor on Stairs with the hope that it would be the
commercial Broadway success he had wanted. Williams used his three years working in
the International Shoe Company as fodder for this drama about a demoralized factory
clerk, Benjamin Murphy, struggling to understand his place in a highly industrialized
society. Murphy is unhappy at his job, in his marriage, and with his life, and the blame
falls entirely on the class structure in America: “A young man’s dreams, ambitions, the

fabulous golden cities of adolescence, sold down the river - for what? Eighteen-fifty a
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week!” (Williams, 2000a, p. 21).

While influenced to a great extent by Elmer Rice (Williams imbues Stairs to the roof
with the robotic and impersonal setting akin to that of The adding machine), the play is also
shaped by Williams’s response to the exuberant optimism of William Saroyan: “In the
time of your life, live!” Combine those aspects with the politically driven theme and some
surprising science-fiction elements (the protagonist is sent off finally to colonize new
planets), and it is quite a jumble of ideas and styles. In a letter to Audrey Wood 5 July
1940, he wrote, “I'm getting back to work on my new play ‘Stairs to the Roof” -It doesn’t
have the strong sex theme but I think is a more serious, artistic piece of drama than ‘B.A.””
(Williams, 2000b, p. 256). Williams mused to Lawrence Langer in a 23 July 1940 letter that
if someone else had written Stairs to the roof, it might have turned out to be “the ‘great
American drama’” - there is so much amplitude in the theme” (Williams, 2000b, p. 259).
Stairs to the roof was given a full production at Pasadena Playhouse in 1947, but remained
unpublished until 2000.

Williams’s agent, Audrey Wood, could not sell Stairs to the roof to any producers. It
was especially stinging that the Theater Guild, who had produced Battle of angels, passed
on the opportunity. Sometime in the next couple of years, as America’s participation in
WWII escalated, Williams drafted a note to introduce a play he was writing after Stairs (it
could have been The spinning song, Daughter of the American Revolution, or The gentlemen
caller). By then, he had swung so far in the other direction from overtly political theater,
that he defended himself against a hypothetical attack accusing his work of not being
relevant to current affairs: “I have anticipated a type of objection . . . which I think is
unjustified and unfair and likely to have . . . a seriously detrimental affect [on the
theatre].” He complains that because of the nation’s total focus on the war, the tendency
on Broadway was to produce “war plays” and declares them full of “high-sounding
platitudes, pseudo-heroic posturing, . . . shibboleths, hastily assembled out of the mumbo-
jumbo of our ideological past and the chaotic braying of the present.” It is impossible,
Williams contends, to write anything true about the current condition of a country without
some distance. Williams closes, “You will see that this protest is a general one, certainly
not merely an apology for one or two of my own creations which I know are not important

enough in themselves to justify it” (Williams, ca. 1942).
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While Williams abandoned writing plays that addressed social problems as directly
as he did in Stairs to the roof, a social and political component remains in all his theatrical
writing. Most of his famous plays have a specific socio-political background and context
that anchor the larger story: The glass menagerie, civic and economic upheaval in America
during the Great Depression; A streetcar named Desire, the decline of the titled agrarian
South in the face of the growing working class of industrialization; Cat on hot tin roof, the
class and cultural divides between new and old money; The night of the iguana, the
insidious global violence of the twentieth century contrasted with the poverty of
developing nations.

It's true that Williams neither identified with a known political party nor advocated
for one in his work or his life. What he did identify with was bohemia. Williams described
himself as a bohemian and wore that outsider status like a comfortable old coat - for
Williams it was not an ideology, it was a fact of his nature that he understood about
himself long before he gained notoriety as a playwright. Even well after he became the
ultimate insider, a commercially and critically successful writer, Williams never lost his
identity as an outsider, a bohemian, which is generally not thought of as being political at
all, rather as a lifestyle or an aesthetic. Yet for Williams, the boundaries of bohemia extend
well beyond the art world to non-conformists wherever they reside; from the well-to-do
members of Alma’s lonely book club in Summer and smoke, to the sexual freedom of
countless Williams female characters, to the impoverished denizens of the boarding house
in Vieux Carré. Williams frequently depicts a kind of morality and honor in the characters
of the bohemian and the outsider, something not always found in the mendacious society
that oppresses them. Williams has often been contrasted with playwright Arthur Miller
who is thought to have written more conspicuously political plays. Neither was political
enough for critic Robert Brustein, who found the work of both men “needlessly
ambiguous,” and chastised them in 1960 for writing allegorical plays that were not “a
direct confrontation of American life” (Brustein, 1960, p. 4).

When Camino Real opened on Broadway in 1953, quite a few critics found the
political and social ideas conveyed in Williams’s phantasmagoric experiment obvious and
unsubtle - “too blunt” (Clurman, 1953, p. 293-294). The play is an extended comic parable
that mixes fantasy with recognizable character types (con men, beggars, petite bourgeois,

ominous bureaucrats) and well-known figures from literature and history (Camille, Lord
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Byron) in an expressionistic netherworld almost completely lacking in decency, courage,
or honor. Camino Real revolves around the arrival into that dark world of a clownish
American G. I. with the iconic name of Kilroy, who is at his core an innocent; Kilroy
literally has a heart of gold (which is later surgically removed and tossed around like a
football) and he is taken advantage of because of his profound naivete. By the end of the
play, his open-heartedness and instinct to remain true to himself - he leaves the Camino
Real with Don Quixote when they venture into an impassible desert - are what save him
from a catastrophic and dishonorable world. Williams’s narrative is a metaphor about
what he saw as a spiritual and moral crisis in post-World War II, mid-twentieth century
America.

When Kilroy tells a con artist called The Gypsy that he doesn’t know what she
means when she says, “Humanity is just a work in Progress,” she replies, “Who does? The
Camino Real is a funny paper read backward!” (Williams, 2008a, p. 84). The drumbeat of
images and ideas in Camino Real, even when satiric, speak to the age of anxiety in the

shadow of the atom bomb:

Gypsy’s Loudspeaker: Are you perplexed by something? Are you tired out
and confused? Do you have a fever? [Kilroy looks around for the source of the
voice.] Do you feel yourself to be spiritually unprepared for the age of
exploding atoms? Do you distrust the newspapers? Are you suspicious of
governments? Have you arrived at a point on the Camino Real where the
walls converge not in the distance but right in front of your nose? Does
further progress appear impossible to you? Are you afraid of anything at
all? Afraid of your heartbeat? Or the eyes of strangers! Afraid of breathing?
Afraid of not breathing? Do you wish that things could be straight and
simple again as they were in your childhood? Would you like to go back to
Kindy Garten? (Williams, 2008a, p. 25).

There was critical backlash against Camino Real in its original commercial production, both

for its experimentation, diverging as it did so dramatically from Williams’s other work,

and for its social reverberations, which were unwelcome during the McCarthy era.

A Williams play that shares that mythical approach to America’s spiritual
impoverishment is The Red Devil Battery sign, which opened in 1975 in Boston where it
closed before coming to Broadway, and in revised versions in London and Vienna in 1977.
However, Red Devil is also representative of several of Williams’s later plays because it

expresses what was earlier only moral and spiritual crisis now in a realm of growing

dystopian and apocalyptic danger. It is the story of a celebrated Mariachi band leader
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named King who becomes involved with a character known only as Woman Downtown,
daughter of a dishonest Texas politician who has been subjected to electroshock therapy
by her husband who is the president of a sinister international conglomerate, The Red
Devil Battery Company. The Woman Downtown is a feral being who survives the prison
of her husband’s corporate/government control and the wasteland that surrounds the
mythical Dallas, where the play takes place, and can commune with the “Wolf Boys,” a
marauding gang of homeless youth that live a wild and predatory life in the desert.
Williams described Red Devil as “an assault on the moral delinquencies of America. I think
all of my plays have had - subliminally at least - a great deal of social content” (Berkvist,
1975, p. 1, 4-5). Later in an interview in Vienna he said the play was “A parable of a world
corrupted and eroded by civilization” (Kahn, 1977, p. 363). An undercurrent of fear and
paranoia runs through the story - it is implied that the same corporate cabal that controls
the government was behind the assassination of John F. Kennedy, though it is never
directly addressed.

One of the timeliest examples of politics in a Williams play, albeit indirect,
surrounds the character of Boss Finley in Sweet bird of youth, which opened on Broadway
in 1959. The idea began in an earlier play Williams had abandoned about Louisiana
Governor Huey P. Long called The big time operators. The corrupt Florida politician and
segregationist Boss Finley® in Sweet bird is an overt racist who uses violence to suppress the
Black vote and engage his white followers. Boss Finley continually blames things on “The
Northern Radical Press” and here addresses rumors that his daughter has been made

barren from venereal disease:

Lookin” at you, all in white like a virgin, nobody would dare to speak or
believe the ugly stories about you. I'm relying a great deal on this
campaign to bring in young voters for the crusade I'm leading. I'm all that
stands between the South and the black days of Reconstruction. And you
and Tom Junior are going to stand there beside me in the grand crystal
ballroom, as shining examples of white Southern youth - in danger
(Williams, 2008b, p. 54).

Boss Finley then refers to taking violent action to preserve “the pure white blood of
the South.” The political context of Sweet bird could not have been more relevant to that

moment in history, the plot, or Williams's tragic depiction of the dark side of the American

® 1It’s never stated in the play what Boss Finley’s office is or what he’s running for. It's possible he’s a state

senator, probable he’s the Democratic party boss, and he does have presidential aspirations.
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Dream. The play premiered amidst an inflection point in the Civil Rights Movement: after
the murder of Emmett Till, the defiance of Rosa Parks, and the bravery of “The Little Rock
Nine,” and just before the Greensboro Lunch Counter Sit-Ins, the Freedom Riders, and the
March on Washington. Yet, critics failed to validate Williams’s consistent use of American
politics as context for his plays, perhaps, as Brustein complained, because his plots did not
involve historical events or take a partisan point of view, or because his political elements
were overshadowed by his poetic depictions of human suffering.

The indirect approach remained true of Williams’s work after Stairs to the roof. For
Williams, ambiguity meant complexity, the antithesis of melodrama or agitprop: “[T]he
thing that I've always pushed in my writing - that I've always felt was needed to be said
over and over - that human relations are terrifyingly ambiguous. If you write a character
that isn’t ambiguous you are writing a false character, not a true one” (Devlin, 1986, p. 128-
129). In a 1967 interview, Williams was asked if he ever wrote directly about Black
Americans and the struggle for civil rights or about the American War in Viet Nam.
Williams replied, “I am not a direct writer, I am always an oblique writer, if I can be; I
want to be allusive, I don’t want to be one of those people who hits the nail on the head all
the time” (Devlin, 1986, p. 98).

Another articulation of this approach is found in a 1947 letter to Elia Kazan about
the nature of the characters and their relationships in A streetcar named Desire: “There are
no ‘good’ or ‘bad” people. Some are a little better or a little worse but all are activated more
by misunderstanding than malice. A blindness to what is going on in each other’s hearts”
(Williams, 2004, p. 95). This commitment to ambiguity on Williams’s part is essentially a
commitment to depth, which for him was antithetical to the polemical or to an overbearing
political message in drama: “When you begin to arrange the action of a play to score a
certain point the fidelity to life may suffer”(Williams, 2004, p. 96). This complexity is a
hallmark of Williams’s work and characters; it's what makes them tragic when they are
tragic, and it’s what makes them hilarious when they are funny. There are also instances,
because of draft manuscripts, in which one can see where Williams wrote specific politics
into his scripts and then pulled back from them.

In a 1971 one-act called Green eyes, an American soldier, the “Boy” on leave from
service, and his bride, the “Girl,” are on their honeymoon in New Orleans, which becomes

a battlefield of jealousy, impotence, and control on their first morning - the transactional
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nature of their relationship becomes brutal. The soldier refers to the war being fought in a
place called Waakow, where the Boy was “ordered to shoot down screamin” wimmen an’
children, and I done it, I done it!” (Williams, 2008c, p. 155). The latter is an allusion to Lt.
William Calley’s order to murder hundreds of innocent Viethamese men, women, and
children in what became known as the My Lai Massacre. Waakow is slang that was used
by American soldiers to describe their experience in Viet Nam. On a draft manuscript of
the play one can find the word “Vietnam” typed over with Xs, and replaced with the word
“Waakow” next to it. If Williams had identified the country correctly or mentioned the My
Lai massacre, then the play would risk becoming a war play or “a play about Viet Nam”
instead of a play about the transactional nature of human relations. The complexity of
what is going on between the Girl and the Boy might have been lost to politics, but instead
Williams only evokes what is necessary to give context to the narrative.

Williams” final full-length play, A house not meant to stand, takes place in a
dilapidated house in Pascagoula, Mississippi and depicts the final stages in the breakdown
and collapse of a family. It was originally produced in three successive versions in 1980,
1981, and 1982 at the Goodman Theatre in Chicago. In draft versions of the play, the
father’s obsessive fears about the possibility of nuclear war are articulated quite
specifically, even mentioning Ronald Reagan who was president at the time, while in the
final 1982 version, his concerns about an apocalyptic global confrontation are more general
as part of the context. In draft versions, the mother’s concerns about the treatment of her
eldest son, who has just passed away, lead to her speak of the mistreatment of gay people
in America, but those lines were cut from the final 1982 version. In both cases, the
specificity of those political issues might have drawn focus away from collapse of the
house and family as Williams’s larger metaphor about the collapse of America. Once
again, he didn’t want to hit the nail on the head.

In addition to Williams’s brilliant one-act political satire The municipal abattoir from
the late 1960s, other published Williams plays that include somewhat more overt political
context include Me, Vashya, Thank you kind spirit, Honor the living, Escape, Mister Paradise,
This is the peaceable kingdom, The demolition downtown, Now the cats with jeweled claws, Once in
a lifetime, The chalky white substance, and Tiger Tail. And yet, there is not a Williams play in

which politics do not factor in some regard.
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In 2007, poet and playwright Amiri Baraka gave a talk at the Provincetown
Tennessee Williams Theater Festival. Baraka explained that he had come to know
Williams through the film versions of the plays, not the plays themselves, and that when
he first watched the films in the 1950s, he felt Williams was speaking to him directly, that
he was included in the conversation. He saw himself in the stories and understood that as
a Black man he was one of the outcasts, outsiders, one of the fugitives that Williams was
portraying.

Amiri Baraka later summed up the narrow understanding of politics at the root of

skepticism about Williams’s deep level of political awareness:

To say that Tennessee Williams’s work is apolitical is to be ignorant of what
politics is - or to lie. It's much like the hopeless art curator at the Museum
of Modern Art who claimed his memorial to the great Afro-American
painter Jacob Lawrence was not political, that those chronicles of
Toussaint L’Ouverture, Nat Turner, Harriet Tubman and John Brown were
just blocks of color in contrived space. This is to make formalism a dismal
scam. The same is true of Williams, that critics who would hold such
ridiculous ideas believe that politics refers only to membership in a
political party or proselytizing toward specific platform planks of reform or
reaction (Baraka, 2011a, p. 281).
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Resumo

No inicio da década de 1940, Tennesse Williams passou por uma experiéncia de
aprendizagem e trabalho no Dramatic Workshop, escola teatral dirigida pelo expoente do
teatro politico Erwin Piscator em Nova York. O artigo pretende explorar brevemente a
relacdo e os debates entre os dois artistas e, a partir do projeto de encenacdo ndo efetivado
de Battle of angels (Batalha dos anjos) no Studio Theatre ligado ao Dramatic Workshop e da
andlise de procedimentos estilisticos provenientes do teatro épico em The glass menagerie
(A margem da vida), refletir sobre as influéncias do pensamento e da pratica teatral de
Piscator sobre Williams, bem como a forma como estas sdo apropriadas e ressignificadas

por este.

Palavras-chave: Teatro épico; Teatro plastico; Battle of angels; The glass menagerie;
Dramaturgia estadunidense.

Abstract

In the early 1940s, Tennesse Williams went through a learning and working experience at
the Dramatic Workshop, a theatre school directed by the political theatre exponent Erwin
Piscator in New York. The article intends to briefly explore the relationship and debates
between the two artists and, by analyzing the dropped staging project for the Battle of
angels in the Dramatic Workshop’s Studio Theatre and the stilistical procedures which
originated in epic theatre used in The glass menagerie, reflect on the influences of Piscator’s
theatrical thinking and practice upon William’s work, as well as the way by which those
are appropriated and reshaped by him.

Keywords: Epic Theatre. Plastic Theatre. Battle of angels; The glass menagerie; North-
American Drama.

! Formado em Letras pela USP, realizou pesquisa de mestrado sobre a obra de John Reed e de doutorado

sobre a obra de Erwin Piscator, ambos no Programa de Pés-Graduacdo em Estudos Linguisticos e
Literarios em Inglés da FFLCH-USP. E-mail: bustamantefer@gmail.com.
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O sentido da arte e as primeiras influéncias politicas e nao realistas

Tennesse Williams, um dos mais consagrados dramaturgos de nossa época, e Erwin
Piscator, precursor do teatro politico e épico, sdo dois dos nomes mais relevantes para o
teatro mundial no século XX. Suas trajetérias se cruzaram durante o exilio estadunidense
de Piscator, que, fugindo do governo nazista instalado em seu pais natal, migrou
inicialmente para a URSS em 1931 - de onde fugiu em 1936 para escapar as perseguicodes
do stalinismo aos artistas - em seguida para a Franga, e, finalmente, para os Estados
Unidos, em 1939, onde residiria até seu retorno a Alemanha Ocidental em 1951, fugindo
da cagca aos comunistas, particularmente por meio da House Un-American Activities
Comittee (Comité de Atividades Antiamericanas) do Congresso dos EUA.

No periodo em que residiu nos EUA, Piscator dirigiu o Dramatic Workshop
(Oficina Dramatica) e seu Studio Theatre (Teatro Estidio) - uma escola e um teatro
profissional ligados a New School for Social Research (Nova Escola para a Pesquisa Social)
até o ano de 1949, quando passaram a existir de forma independente. Foi ali que Tennesse
Williams conheceu Piscator, tendo sido selecionado para uma bolsa de estudos nos
Playwright’s Seminar (Seminarios de Dramaturgia) coordenados por John Gassner e
Theresa Helburn.

Nesse momento, Williams ja contava alguns anos dedicados a dramaturgia e estava
decidido a persegui-la como uma carreira, aos moldes do teatro profissional
estadunidense (contava, por exemplo, com uma agente, Audrey Wood, desde 1939).

Em 1937-38 havia participado do programa de escrita dramatargica na
Universidade de Iowa dirigido por E. C. Mabie, um veterano do Federal Theatre Project?
(Projeto Federal de Teatro) que trouxera para lowa as formas de teatro politico
incorporadas pelo projeto governamental dirigido por Hallie Flanagan - tais como os
agitprops (teatro de agitacdo e propaganda) e os Living Newspapers (Jornais Vivos). Nesse
curso, Williams escreveu uma dramatizagdo em um ato para um dos Living Newspapers,
chamada Quit eating! (Pare de comer!) que tratava de uma greve de fome de detentos. A
peca se baseou no episédio da greve prisional de Statesville, em Illinois, contra a redugao

da concessdo de condicionais de 1.300 para 240 (Murphy, 2014, p. 20).

* O programa foi uma iniciativa do New Deal do governo Roosevelt e representou a maior iniciativa de

financiamento publico teatral até hoje na histéria dos EUA. Foi fechado em 1939 ap6s pressdo da HUAC,
que acusava o programa de “comunista” por suas tematicas e inspiragoes estéticas filiadas a esquerda. O
préprio Williams tentou ingressar no programa (Costa, 2001, p. 133).

Dramaturgia em foco, Petrolina-PE, v. 7, n. 2, p. 24-42, 2023.

25



No periodo inicial de sua produgdo, parte consideravel das pecas de Williams
tinham um forte apelo social, tais como Candles to the sun (Velas ao sol), de 1937, sobre uma
greve de mineradores de carvao; Fugitive kind (Vidas em fuga, na tradugao brasileira de sua
adaptacdo cinematografica), do mesmo ano, sobre habitantes de um hotel urbano
decadente; e Not about nightingales (Ndo sobre rouxindis), do ano seguinte, sobre os abusos
do sistema prisional (uma elaboracdo feita a partir de Quit eating!). Todas estas escritas
para serem encenadas pelos Mummers de Saint Louis, dirigidos por Willard Holland
(Murphy, 2014, p. 9).

Essas tematicas politicas poderiam aproximar Williams e Piscator, j&4 que este via
no teatro um meio para a educagdo politica do publico e toda a elaboracdo de seu teatro
épico desde a década de 1920 na Alemanha tinha como finalidade a atuagado politica. Em
suas palavras: “Nossa arte surgiu da consciéncia do real com a vontade de destruir essa
realidade. Fundamos o teatro politico (ndo por amor a politica, precisamente) para
contribuir, no que nos corresponde, com a grande luta pela nova configuragdo de nosso
mundo” (Piscator, 2013, p. 89).

Contudo, o impeto de uma dramaturgia com forte énfase politica havia
desvanecido na escrita de Williams junto com os anos 1930 e o momento histérico em que
militdncia politica e renovacao teatral haviam caminhado lado a lado nos EUA. Em uma
carta a Piscator de 13 de agosto de 1942, escrita durante um momento de muita apreensao
em que, em meio a dificuldades financeiras, havia enviado a sua agente uma comédia com
0 objetivo muito inglorio de conseguir algum dinheiro, o autor especula sobre o propésito da
arte em um sentido muito diverso:

E um tipo de dltimo e desesperado arremesso dos dados literarios em direcio a
Broadway, e entdo eu espero que algo aconteca e crio uma religido da simples
perseveranca. Isto, Sr. Piscator, é o que chamo de a religido do homem pobre (ou
artista) - a Simples Perseveranca! Nao é o dpio do povo, é o seu pio e seu vinho.> E
do que eles vivem, as pobres e condenadas ovelhas, e ndo sabem. Essa grande
explosdo trovejante, a guerra - me pergunto se ndo forcard demais a perseveranca -
e obrigard o rebanho humano a buscar uma nova religido que seja mais
gratificante!

O que estamos fazendo, nés, pessoas que juntamos palavras, que projetamos

nossas sombras nos palcos - sendo tentar criar um novo e sélido mito - ou f¢ - ou
religido - em lugar deste ressecado e sem fruto da ‘simples perseveranca’? (Williams,

Aqui Williams faz referéncia a célebre passagem de Marx “A miséria religiosa constitui ao mesmo tempo a
expressio da miséria real e o protesto contra a miséria real. A religido é o suspiro da criatura oprimida, o
animo de um mundo sem coracdo, assim como o espirito de estados de coisas embrutecidos. Ela é o dpio
do povo.” (Marx, 2010, p. 145, grifos do autor), um tema que provavelmente figurou em seus didlogos
com Piscator.
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2000, p. 393, grifos do autor).*

Ironicamente, Piscator via seu teatro politico como uma heranca impressa pelo fogo
da Primeira Guerra, durante a qual ele servira no front. No entanto, as diferengas entre os
dois ndo impediram que a relacdo entre Williams e Piscator deixasse marcas no jovem
autor. Mas de que forma o veterano do teatro épico e politico influenciaria o dramaturgo

que procurava o espago vital para estabelecer seu teatro?

O Dramatic Workshop: do seminario de dramaturgia a influéncia em The glass

menagerie’

A questdo das influéncias que estdo impressas na obra de um autor é sempre um
tema espinhoso, dado que documentos e relatos podem nos fornecer pistas e evidéncias
para corroborar andlises, mas h4d sempre uma margem para a especulacdo. No caso da
influéncia que Erwin Piscator pode ter exercido sobre Tennessee Williams, em particular
no momento em que este se encontrava no limiar da fama, ha indicios reveladores que, no
entanto, muitas vezes sofrem uma apreciacéo injusta por parte de pesquisadores. E o caso,
por exemplo, do artigo “Plastic theatre and selective realism of Tennessee Williams”
(“Teatro plastico e o realismo seletivo de Tennessee Williams”), de Nudzejma Durmisevig,
em que todas as marcas de elementos épicos que sdo detectados na obra de Williams sao
atribuidas a influéncia de Bertolt Brecht, e ndo de Piscator, a quem o artigo se refere como

“primeiramente um expressionista” (Durmisevi¢, 2018, p. 104).® Ou ainda na obra de

*  “It is sort of a last, desperate throw of the literary dice in the direction of Broadway, and so I wait for

something to happen and make a religion out of simple endurance. That, Mr. Piscator, is what I call the
poor man’s (or artist’s) religion. - Simple Endurance! It is not the opium of the people, it is their bread and
their wine. It is what they live on, poor, damned sheep, and don’t know it. This great blast of lightning, the
war - I wonder if it will not stretch endurance too far - and force the human sheep to look for a new faith
that is more rewarding.

What we are doing, we people who put words together, who project our shadow on stages - but trying to
create a new and solid myth - or faith - or religion - in place of the old and dessicated and fruitless one of
‘simple endurance’?”

Em portugués encontramos traducdes com os seguintes titulos: A margem da vida, Algemas de cristal ou O
zoologico de vidro.

(“primarily an expressionist”). A confusdo da autora em relacdo a Piscator ser “primeiramente um
expressionista” pode derivar da escolha de autores expressionistas como Ernst Toller para encenagdes do
diretor. No entanto, ele sempre foi o primeiro a dizer que tais textos apresentavam inadequagdes em
relagdo a sua concepcdo épica, e por isso fazia mudancas substanciais nestes. Sua apreciagdo do
expressionismo pode ser vista, por exemplo, nesse trecho escrito em 1966: “Os expressionistas haviam
superado o romantismo tardio e o naturalismo, mas ndo conseguiram de desgarrar deles completamente.
[...] Foi o maior obstaculo ao teatro épico-politico, com suas patéticas generalizagdes ndo comprometidas
e sua inevitavel imprecisdo: toda a criagdo dramaética de Toller serve de exemplo dessa luta contra si
mesmo” (Piscator, 2013, p. 293).
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Brenda Murphy (2014, p. 37), que cita o semindrio de Gassner e Helburn relacionando-o
apenas a New School for Social Research, sem referéncia alguma ao Dramatic Workshop
ou a Piscator.

O encobrimento da importancia de Piscator para a elaboragao do teatro épico sob a
sombra de Brecht é frequente, mas particularmente chamativo no caso de obras que tratam
de Tennesse Williams, alguém que trabalhou diretamente com Piscator - mas nunca com
Brecht.

Em uma carta escrita a David Staub em 1948, Gassner afirma acreditar que a bolsa
de estudos para o semindrio de dramaturgia foi concedida a Williams em 1941. Ali, tendo
chamado a atencdo dos dois professores, ambos ligados ao Theater Guild (Guilda Teatral),
a peca Battle of angels fora levada ao grupo, que decidiu produzi-la.

No entanto, Gerhart Probst chama a atencao para o fato de que o préprio Williams,
no prefacio da edicdo em livro de Orpheus descending (Orfeu Decaindo) e Battle of angels,
afirma que ele havia escrito a peca ja em 1939, em Saint Louis (no ano anterior a
inauguracdo do Dramatic Workshop). Probst aventa a possibilidade de que uma versao
reformulada da pega tenha sido discutida no Dramatic Workshop visando a produgao
desta no Studio Theatre (Probst, 1991, p. 78-79).

Ja Richard Kramer afirma que a participacdo de Williams nos semindrios de
dramaturgia se deu em 1940, e que a produgao comercial de Battle of angels em Boston foi
consequéncia de seu contato com Gassner e Helburn, tal como afirmado na carta de
Gassner (Kramer, 2002, p. 4). Esta versao é confirmada pelas proprias cartas de Williams,
que em margo de 1940 escreve a sua mae afirmando que “O Theatre Guild manifestou um
interesse subito e inesperado em minha nova peca”’ e que Gassner estava
“tremendamente entusiasmado com ela”,® tendo afirmado que era “a melhor peca que
havia lido em um ano”® e que tinha intengdo de produzi-la no outono se os outros dois
leitores a aprovassem (Williams, 2000, p. 240). E, no més seguinte, relata em outra carta:
“O Guild se encontrou na aula essa tarde, a peca foi minuciosamente dissecada e muitas

10

mudancas foram sugeridas” (Williams, 2000, p. 241)

“The Theatre Guild has taken a sudden, unexpected interest in my new play.”

“tremendously excited over it.”

“the best play he had read in a year.”

“The Guild had a meeting at the class this afternoon, the play was thoroughly dissected and many
changes were suggested.”

10
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A temporada da pega em Boston foi considerada um fracasso, ficando em cartaz
entre 30 de dezembro de 1940 e 11 de janeiro de 1941, e ndo chegando a ir para os palcos
de Nova York - a versdo revista pelo autor que seria encenada nao foi aprovada pelo
grupo. Posteriormente, em 1942, Piscator e Williams discutiram a possibilidade de uma
montagem no Studio Theatre do Dramatic Workshop em meio a uma dificil situagao
financeira durante a qual um pedido de bolsa feito por Williams foi negado na instituicao.
Piscator, entao, ofereceu um emprego a Williams em um trabalho publicitario no Studio
Theatre, mas acabou retirando a proposta por “nao ter recebido noticias” de Williams. No
entanto, afirma estar a procura de um financiador privado para uma bolsa (Williams, 2000,
p. 394).

A discussdo sobre os planos de encenagdo de Battle of angels no Studio Theatre, da
qual nos restam poucos fragmentos, é emblematica em relacio as diferencas
irreconcilidveis entre as concepcdes de Piscator e de Williams. Em duas cartas de fevereiro
de 1942, Williams se refere a uma nova cena, um interladio que seria inserido entre os atos
IT e III de Battle of angels e teria a fungdo de explicar “a transicdo de Val, o amante, para
Val, o evangelista”:

O pregador negro é, obviamente, uma aparicdo mais figurativa do que real. Ele é a
‘verdade que clama nas ruas e nenhum homem ouve’. Sua apari¢do marca o ponto
de virada, a ascensdo ao terceiro nivel, e no Terceiro Ato que se segue a esse
interltidio, eu posso arrematar com alusdes condizentes. Nossos métodos podem
diferir, mas nossos sentidos sdo idénticos. Eu acredito que vocé vera que ha apenas

uma diferenga de método, e que todo artista deve mostrar o seu préprio (Williams,
1957, p. vi"' apud Probst, 1991, p. 73)."

A outra carta - além de expressar o limite imposto pelo autor para as mudancas
propostas pelo diretor - deixa claro qual seria a fungdo desta cena, como uma tentativa de

conciliar as concepg¢des de Piscator e Williams:

Eu estou trabalhando em uma cena-sonho entre os Atos dois e trés na qual
Jonathan West, o pregador negro, aparece a Val, que havia caido no sono na loja, e
em uma lenga—e apaixonada exortagdo, o impele a carregar ‘a tocha” pelos povos
oprimidos. Isto serd feito em poesia e com um coral cantando no fundo (vozes
negras), e sinos na torre da igreja. (Vozes fora do palco)

Eu acho que se usarmos isto, devemos fazer sem um prélogo - seria desnecessario

" WILLIAMS, Tennessee. Preface. In: WILLIAMS, Tennessee. Orpheus descending and Battle of angels.
New York: New Directions, 1957.

“The Black preacher is, of course, a rather figurative than actual apparition. He is the “truth that cries out
in the streets and no man hears’. His visitation marks the turning point, the ascension to the third level,
and in Act Three which follows this interlude, I can tie it up with suitable allusions. Our methods may
differ, but our meanings are identical. I think you will see there is only a difference of method and every
artist has to show his own.”

12
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e duvido mais e mais do valor artistico do prélogo.

Essa é categoricamente a Gltima e tinica grande mudanca que vou fazer no texto. Eu
sairei do hospital (Deo Volente) na quarta-feira a noite ou quinta de manha e
espero que tenha chegado a sua decisdo final até entdo, ja que ou vou permanecer
por conta de uma produgdo teatral definitiva ou retornarei ao Sul imediatamente -
eu ndo posso permanecer mais e esperando, e incertezas sdo sempre muito
agoniantes para mim - elas me desencorajam profundamente e sugam minhas
energias. Se vocé desejar seguir com a escalagdo do elenco enquanto estou no
hospital vocé pode fazer isto sem mim. Audrey Wood, minha agente, pode me
representar na escalagdo dos atores ja que é uma excelente avaliadora e conhece a
peca de uma longa experiéncia com ela. Eu também poderia entrevistar atores aqui
no St. Luke. Além disso, tenho completa confianga em seu teatro em tais matérias
(Williams, 2000, p. 372, grifos do autor).”

A mudanga introduzida por Williams procura responder as exigéncias de Piscator

em um sentido épico-politico, colocando em primeiro plano as questdes sociais e

submetendo as personagens e a trama a esse intuito. A prova de que a mudanga nao

agradava a Williams est4 no fato de que tal cena nunca foi incluida nas publica¢des que fez

na peca, nem em sua versdo posterior, Orpheus descending. Em uma carta de julho,

Williams relata a Audrey Wood uma conversa com Piscator - talvez com um exagero

exacerbado pela frustragao do fracasso das tratativas - que indica o ntcleo da questao:

Ele olhou para mim com pesar e disse: “Sr. Williams, vocé escreveu uma peca
fascista - todos os seus personagens estdo egoistamente perseguindo seus
pequenos objetivos e metas pessoais na vida com um implacével desprezo pelos
males e sofrimentos do mundo ao seu redor.” - um homem com essa auséncia de
humor néo ¢ alguém para eu lidar! (Williams, 2000, p. 387-388)."*

Contudo, conforme as conversas entre os dois demonstraram, ndo se tratava de

uma diferenca de método com o intuito de chegar a um fim idéntico, como afirmara

Williams - talvez com a va esperanca de com esse argumento sensibilizar o diretor para

13

14

“I am working on a dream-scene between Acts two and three in which Jonathan West, the negro
preacher, appears to Val who has fallen asleep in the store, and in a lengand-passionate exhortation
impells him to carry on ‘the torch’ for the oppressed peoples. This will be done in poetry and with a
background of choral singing (negro voices) and bells in the church tower. (Voices offstage)

I think if we use this we must do without a prologue - it would be unnecessary and I doubt more and
more of the artistic worth of the prologue.

This is positively the last and only major change which I am going to make in the script. I will be out of the
hospital (Deo Volente) by Wednesday night or Thursday morning and I hope that you will have come to
your final decision by that time as I will then either remain on account of a definite play production or
return South at once - I cannot afford to stay longer and waiting and uncertainty are always so agonizing
to me - they discourage me profoundly and drain my energies away. If you wish to go ahead with
casting while I am in the hospital you may do that without me. Audrey Wood, my agent, can represent
me in casting as she is an excellent judge of actors and knows the play from long experience with it. I
could also interview actors here at St. Luke’s. Then I have complete confidence in your theatre in such
matters.”

“He looked at me mournfully and said, “Mr. Williams, you have written a Fascist play - all of your
characters are selfshly pursuing their little personal ends and aims in life with a ruthless disregard for the
wrongs and sufferings of the world about them.” - A man that lacking in humour is not for me to deal
with!”
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acatar mudangas aquém do que lhe era exigido. Para Williams, atmosfera, sentimento e

emocgdes eram fundamentais; para Piscator, todos os métodos se subordinavam ao sentido

politico, como deixou claro inimeras vezes, tal como nessa passagem:
Se o teatro possui um significado em nossa época, seu propésito deve ser o de nos
ensinar - sobre as relacdes humanas, o comportamento humano, as capacidades
humanas. E para essa tarefa, conscientemente, sugestivamente e descritivamente,
que o Teatro Epico é mais adequado. Ele sacrifica a atmosfera, emogdo,
caracterizacdo, poesia e, acima de tudo, magia por uma troca mutua de problemas
e experiéncias com o publico. Em outras palavras: o propésito do Teatro Epico é

aprender a pensar mais do que a sentir - se mover sobre a superficie da corrente
em vez de se perder nela (Ley-Piscator, 1967, p. 13).”

Se, para Williams, o prélogo deveria ser descartado por duvidar de seu valor
artistico, para Piscator seria um recurso que traria a tona um explicito sentido politico a
peca. Era com esse fim que Piscator insistia com Williams em relacao as modificacdes que
pudessem transformar o sentido geral da pega, da mesma forma como havia feito com
Ernst Toller e outros autores. Esse habito de remodelar o texto conforme as exigéncias do
teatro épico lhe rendeu, segundo ele préprio, a fama de um massacrador de autores
(Piscator, 2013, p. 250).

Piscator afirmava que “A reelaboracdo das obras, pela qual tantas vezes fui
criticado, ndo se devia a meu especial sadismo contra os autores, mas sim a necessidade de
aprofundar o lado social, econdmico e politico dessas obras, cuja problemética, no melhor
dos casos, era psicologizante” (Piscator, 2013, p. 95, grifo do autor). Essa passagem, escrita
em 1929, poderia se referir a obra de Williams. A critica relativa ao escopo da peca ser
focado em objetivos individuais das personagens, ignorando o mundo ao redor, retrata
isso.

Nao é de se admirar que Williams e Piscator ndo tenham chegado a um
entendimento, e a montagem de Battle of angels no Dramatic Workshop ndo tenha
ocorrido, tendo deixado como remanescente testemunhal o contrato ndo assinado do
acordo (Probst, 1991, p. 109).

O processo, no entanto, ndo foi vao para Williams: tendo sido assistente de

producdo de Piscator na montagem de sua adaptacdo do romance Guerra e paz, de Liev

© “If theatre has any meaning at all in our time its purpose should be to teach us - of human relation,

human behavior, human capacities. It is to this task, consciously, suggestively and descriptively, that Epic
Theatre is best suited. It sacrifices atmosphere, emotion, characterization, poetry and, above all, magic for
the sake of a mutual exchange of problems and experiences with the audience. In other words: the
purpose of Epic Theatre is to learn how to think rather than to feel - moving above the stream rather
losing oneself in it.”
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Tolst6i, em cartaz entre 20 e 31 de marco de 1942 no Studio Theatre, Williams aprendeu de
perto como Piscator concebia uma pega. Dessa experiéncia derivam, provavelmente, as
mais perceptiveis influéncias do veterano sobre o jovem dramaturgo. Estas seriam
observaveis sobretudo no longo trabalho dramattrgico que Williams realizou a partir do
que inicialmente era uma peca de um ato batizada como Spinning song, segundo ele “uma
peca motivada pela tragédia de minha irmd@” (Murphy, 2014, p. 53)." O texto foi
intensamente retrabalhado, gerando um conto denominado “Portrait of a girl in glass”
(“Retrato de uma Garota em Vidro”), um roteiro cinematografico sob o nome The
gentleman caller (O pretendente, em tradugdo livre), que foi submetido pelo autor e rejeitado
pelo esttdio MGM durante o breve periodo que Williams foi contratado como roteirista,
bem como a peca em um ato The pretty trap (A bela armadilha) e se tornando, por fim, a peca
The glass menagerie, que marcaria a histéria do autor como seu primeiro sucesso comercial
(Murphy, 2014, p. 54).

Em uma carta a Margo Jones de marco de 1944, ha uma passagem expressiva em
que Williams diz: “reescrevi completamente aquela coisa nauseante que li para vocé em
Pasadena, The gentleman caller. Estava com medo de deixar qualquer coisa naquela
condigdo, entdo refiz tudo” (Murphy, 2014, p. 55)."” Em outubro, envia uma versdo quase
finalizada do mesmo texto, agora nomeado The fiddle in the wings (Violinos nos bastidores),
sobre a qual diz: “Esta tudo feito, exceto pela primeira cena, que é muito complicada, ja que
deve estabelecer todas as convengdes nao realistas usadas na peca - eu a chamo de ‘uma
peca com musica”” (Murphy, 2014, p. 55, grifo do autor)."®

Nao seria possivel aqui fazer uma andlise pormenorizada desse tortuoso trajeto de
elaboracdo que levou anos (“foi um inferno escrevé-la!”, ele disse a Wood), mas a
consideragdo sobre a passagem de uma “coisa nauseante” a uma peca com “convengdes
nao realistas” sdo ja um forte indicativo da influéncia de Piscator que seria perceptivel na
versao final do texto.

As notas do autor para a produgao que antecedem o texto de The glass menagerie
possuem o valor de um manifesto, em que Williams ndo apenas faz indicagdes

concernentes a producdo da peca, mas tece consideragdes sobre as concepgdes que havia

16

“a play suggested by my sister’s tragedy.”

“did a complete re-write of the nauseous thing I read you in Pasadena, The gentleman caller. ] was afraid to
leave anything in that condition, so I did it over.”

“All done but the first scene, which is a very tricky one, as it must establish all the non-realistic
conventions used in the play - I call it ‘a play with music’.”

17
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desenvolvido em relacdo ao teatro e a representacao:

Essas observacgdes ndo possuem apenas o sentido de um prefacio a essa peca em
particular. Elas estdo relacionadas a concepgdo de um teatro novo, plastico, que
deve tomar o lugar do exaurido teatro de convengdes realistas se o teatro quiser
retomar sua vitalidade como parte de nossa cultura (Williams, 199, p. xix)."

Assim, Williams se coloca em posigdo antagonica ao realismo que hegemonizava a

tradicao teatral estadunidense. Tendo participado de experiéncias de Living Newspapers,

parte do arsenal do teatro de agitprop que vigorou no teatro operdario e de esquerda da

década precedente, o autor tinha ja4 alguma experiéncia com formas teatrais que

extrapolavam os limites do realismo.

E verdade que Williams chega a justificar a ruptura de tais convengdes a partir do

fato de que a peca era centrada em lembrancas: “Sendo uma “peca de meméorias’, The glass

menagerie pode ser apresentada com uma incomum liberdade em relagdo as convengdes”

(Williams, 1999, p. xix).” Contudo, ele também sustenta a extrapolagdo de tais convengdes

a partir da ideia de uma busca por autenticidade:

O expressionismo e todas as outras técnicas ndo convencionais no drama possuem
apenas um objetivo valido, e este é uma aproximac¢do maior da verdade. Quando
uma peca emprega técnicas ndo convencionais ela nao estd, ou certamente ndo
deveria estar, tentando fugir a sua responsabilidade de lidar com a realidade, ou
de interpretar a experiéncia, mas esta efetivamente tentando, ou deveria estar,
encontrar uma maior aproximacdo, uma expressdo mais vivida e penetrante das
coisas tais como elas sdo (Williams, 1999, p. xix).*

Essa passagem apresenta imensa semelhanca em relacdo a consideragdes de

Piscator sobre a técnica, tal como nesse texto de 1928:

Nosso ponto de partida é precisamente essa realidade excessivamente real e
utilizamos todos os recursos possiveis para expressi-la. O que sdo para nds o
cinema, os cendrios moéveis, as maquinas ou o Oleo lubrificante? Sdo apenas
recursos. Nossa meta se situa na realidade (Piscator, 2013, p. 89).

Contudo, se ha uma aproximagdo entre ambos concernente a ideia de que as

técnicas mais diversas devem ser empregadas com o objetivo de se aproximar da verdade

19

20
21

“These remarks are not meant as a preface only to this particular play. They have to do with a conception
of a new, plastic theatre which must take the place of the exhausted theatre of realistic conventions if the
theatre is to resume vitality as part of our culture.”

“Being a ‘memory play’, The glass menagerie can be presented with unusual freedom of convention.”
“Expressionism and all other unconventional techniques in drama have only one valid aim, and that is a
closer approach to truth. When a play employs unconventional technique, it is not, or certainly shouldn’t
be, trying to escape its responsability of dealing with reality, or interpreting experience, but is actually or
should be attempting to find a closer approach, a more penetrating and vivid expression of things as they
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ou realidade, sem davida ha uma distincdo em relagdo ao que tais termos significam. Para
Piscator, trata-se da realidade social, economica, politica; para Williams, a verdade remete
a subjetividade das personagens, a uma realidade emotiva ligada as percepcdes pessoais
de Laura, Amanda, Tom e Jim, as personagens que procuram lidar com a situagdo concreta
mediados por seus proprios desejos, angustias, medos e sonhos.

Para poder expressar tais verdades subjetivas, Williams se vale do aprendizado
com Piscator, buscando empregar as mesmas técnicas que o diretor utilizava para
enfatizar os aspectos econdmicos, histéricos e sociais, mas com a finalidade narrativa de
ressaltar aspectos de atmosfera e subjetividade. A funcdo épica, no sentido de narrativa, é
apropriada para esta finalidade, fazendo com que a qualidade dramética (dial6gica) da
peca seja diminuida ou transformada a partir da conducdo proposta pelas técnicas
empregadas em um ambito que extrapola “a peca estritamente realista, com sua genuina
geladeira e seus auténticos cubos de gelo” (Williams, 1999, p. xix).? Para Williams, neste
tipo de peca, “seus personagens que falam exatamente como seu publico fala
correspondem ao cendrio académico e possuem a mesma virtude da exatidao

fotografica”,” uma exatiddo estéril, ja que

a verdade, a vida ou a realidade sdo uma coisa organica que a imaginacdo poética
pode representar ou sugerir, em sua esséncia, apenas por meio da transformagéo,
pela mudanca em outras formas que ndo aquelas que estavam meramente
presentes em aparéncia (Williams, 1999, p. xix).**

Com tal intuito, o autor utiliza recursos caracteristicos do teatro épico, tais como a
estruturacdo da peca em cenas episddicas em vez de atos com unidade de tempo e acdo; a
introducdo de um personagem-narrador; o uso da projecdo de imagens e legendas; a
iluminacdo com fungéo narrativa.

Em relacdo ao dispositivo de tela (screen device), Williams alerta que é a tnica
diferenca importante entre o original e a versdo encenada da peca, por opcao do diretor
Eddie Dowling, que decidiu ndo utilizar a tela. Ainda que Williams afirme “nao lamentar

a omissdo desse aparato da atual produgdo da Broadway” (1999, p. xx),” ele discorre sobre

sua funcdo nas notas, apontando em primeiro lugar para um papel estruturante da pega:

#  “the straight realistic play, with its genuine Frigidaire and authentic ice-cubes.”

“its characters that speaks exactly as its audience speaks, corresponds to the academic landscape and has
the same virtue of a photographic likeness.”

“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.”

“I do not regret the omission of this device from the present Broadway production.”

23
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Em uma peca episédica, como esta, a estrutura bésica ou linha narrativa pode se
encontrar obscurecida em relacdo ao publico. O efeito pode parecer mais
fragmentario do que estrutural. Isto pode ser menos culpa da pega do que de uma
falta de atengdo do ptblico. A legenda ou imagem na tela reforcardo o efeito do
que é meramente aludido na escrita e permitir que o ponto principal seja
apresentado de forma mais simples e leve do que se a responsabilidade inteira
recaisse sobre o texto falado (Williams, 1999, p. xx).*

Atribui-se, portanto, um papel narrativo, que comenta a acao e conduz o olhar do
publico; a diferenca entre o papel atribuido por Williams e aquele que era empregado por
Piscator é que, no caso deste, o papel narrativo atribuido a projecao era o de extrapolar a
situagdo em cena, incluindo contextos histéricos e sociais no dmbito representativo, os
quais conferem um sentido maior a partir do qual entender a situagdo dramatica. Williams
apresenta outra funcdo as projegdes que se referem diretamente ao aspecto sensivel, e ndo
narrativo: “Além desse valor estrutural, acredito que a tela tera um definitivo apelo
emocional, menos definivel mas tdo importante quanto” (Williams, 1999, p. xx).”

Em relagdo a musica, também comentada pelo autor nas suas notas, ha um papel
mais destacadamente emotivo, em consondncia com o ambiente nostalgico da peca. Mas
também atribui a ela um elemento coesivo, de estruturagdo, de forma semelhante ao que
atribui as projecoes:

[...] é a musica mais leve e delicada do mundo, e talvez a mais triste. [...] Ela serve
como um fio de conexdo e alusdo entre o narrador, com seu ponto separado no
espaco e tempo, e o assunto de sua histéria. Entre cada episédio ela retorna, como

referéncia a emocdo, nostalgia, que é a condi¢do primaria da peca (Williams, 1999,
p- xxi).®

O mesmo tipo de combinagao de fung¢des pode ser verificado nos comentérios sobre

a iluminacdo: em parte, ela cumpre a fungdo de criar uma ambientagdo (ainda que nao

realista, aproximando-se de uma perspectiva expressionista): “Acompanhando a
.29

atmosfera da meméoria, o palco é escuro”;” ou ainda: “A luz sobre Laura deve ser distinta

das demais, apresentando uma claridade imaculada peculiar, tal como a luz utilizada em

% “In an episodic play, such as this, the basic structure or narrative line may be obscured from the audience;

the effect may seem fragmentary rather than architectural. This may not be the fault of the play so much
as a lack of attention in the audience. The legend or image upon the screen will strengthen the effect of
what is merely allusion in the writing and allow the primary point to be made more simply and lightly
than if the entire responsibility were on the spoken lines.”

“Aside from this structural value, I think the screen will have a definite emotional appeal, less definable
but just as important.”

“[...] it is the lightest, most delicate music in the world and perhaps the saddest. [...] It serves as a thread
of connection between the narrator with his separate point in time and space and the subject of his story.
Between each episode it returns as reference to the emotion, nostalgia, which is the first condition of the
play.”

“In keeping with the atmosphere of memory, the stage is dim.”

27
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pinturas antigas de santos femininos ou madonnas”,* e compara com a iluminagao a ser
empregada aquela dos quadros do pintor El Greco (Williams, 1999, p. xx-xxi).

Contudo, essa também apresenta uma funcdo claramente narrativa, de justaposicdo
e montagem, remetendo a fungdo épica da iluminagdo: “Pontos de luz estao focados em
areas ou atores selecionados, as vezes em oposicdo ao que é o centro aparente” (Williams,
1999, p. xx).”» Um exemplo desse tipo de fungdo narrativa da luz ocorre quando Tom diz,
na cena 4: “Vocé sabe que ndo é preciso muita inteligéncia para se enfiar em um caixao
pregado, Laura. Mas quem diabos jamais conseguiu sair de um sem remover um sé
prego?”,*> e nesse momento a luz incide sobre o retrato do pai que abandonou o lar, dando
uma resposta a pergunta (Williams, 1999, p. 27-28).

E, finalmente, Tom, o personagem que também é narrador, além de representar um
elemento tipico do teatro épico de Piscator, tem notavel semelhanca com o mesmo tipo de
narrador empregado na montagem de Guerra e paz da qual Williams participara em 1942:
Pierre Besuchov também é, na adaptacdo escrita por Piscator e Alfred Neumann, um
personagem-narrador que interrompe cenas para se dirigir ao publico. Williams ndo se
refere a ele nas notas, mas sim na primeira rubrica da peca, afirmando que “O narrador é
francamente uma convengao da peca. Ele toma qualquer licenca em relagao as convengodes
dramaticas que seja conveniente a seus propositos” (Williams, 1999, p. 4).*

Ja em sua primeira fala, o narrador afirma que trara ao espectador a “verdade no

agradavel disfarce de ilusdo”,* e apresenta o “pano de fundo social da pega

735
mencionando a guerra civil na Espanha, o bombardeio da cidade de Guernica, e protestos
e revoltas em cidades como Chicago, Cleveland e Saint Louis. (Williams, 1999, p. 5). Essa
sucinta apresentacdo de um contexto social e politico remete imediatamente ao uso que
Piscator faria de um narrador, no entanto, é algo acessério no ambito da peca, nao
cumprindo nenhum papel préprio na trama, servindo predominantemente para mostrar

que a acdo se situa em um tempo passado. Se para Piscator o enredo envolvendo as

personagens é uma forma de ilustrar e problematizar as questdes sociais, na peca de

% “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.”

“Shafts of light are focused on selected areas or actors, sometimes in contradistinction to what is the
apparent center.”

“You know it don’t take much intelligence to get yourself into a nailed-up coffin, Laura. But who in hell
ever got himself out of one without removing one nail?”

“The narrator is an undisguised convention of the play. He takes whatever license with dramatic
convention as is convenient to his purposes.”

“truth in the pleasant disguise of illusion.”

“the social background of the play.”

31
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Williams o destaque é para os individuos, sendo este contexto politico aquilo que o
narrador ja disse: um pano de fundo.

E é o proprio narrador quem explicita logo a seguir o intuito de situar a peca em
um plano distante da realidade: “ela é sentimental, ndo é realista”. E, remetendo ao
personagem de Jim, o visitante que a familia gostaria de unir amorosamente a Laura,
afirma:

Ele é o personagem mais realista da peca, sendo o emissario de um mundo de

realidade do qual fomos de alguma forma separados. Mas como tenho uma
fraqueza de poeta por simbolos, eu uso seu personagem também como um

2

simbolo; ele é aquele algo que tarda longamente a vir, mas pelo qual sempre
esperamos e pelo que vivemos (Williams, 1999, p. 5).%

Um teatro nao realista em que “todas as influéncias serviram para aprender”

E nitido que a partir de The glass menagerie o pensamento de Williams passa a ser
mais consistente em abranger na sua escrita fatores que extrapolam o didlogo dramético e
as convengdes realistas, e essa intencdo é declarada em suas notas sobre a producao.
Richard Kramer aponta como a evolugdo da concepcado teatral do autor nesta direcao
comega a ocorrer no momento em que ele estava no Dramatic Workshop, apds sua
participacdo nos semindrios de dramaturgia e durante seu trabalho como assistente na
producao de Piscator de Guerra e paz (Kramer, 2002). Entre janeiro e abril de 1942,
anotagdes em seu didrio remetem a ideia de um drama escultural (sculptural drama): “eu o
visualizo como uma mobilidade reduzida no palco, a formacdo de atitudes como estatuas
ou quadros, algo lembrando um tipo de danca contido, com movimentos apurados para o
essencial ou significativo” (Williams, 1999, p. ix).” Kramer vé uma linha de continuidade
entre essas formulacdes e a nocdo de teatro plastico (plastic theatre) que é apresentada nas
notas de The glass menagerie: “[...] ele descreve um teatro que é, por definicdo,

expressionista - onde as emocgdes da peca sdo apresentadas visual ou auditivamente no

palco [...]” (Kramer, 2002).*

% “He is the most realistic character in the play, being an emissary from a world of reality that we were

somehow set apart from. But since I have a poet’s weakness for symbols, | am using this character also as
a symbol; he is the long delayed but always expected something that we live for.”

“I visualize it as a reduced mobility on the stage, the forming of statuesque attitudes or tableaux,
something resembling a restrained type of dance, with motions honed down to only the essential or
significant.”

“he describes a theatre that is, by definition, expressionistic —where the emotions of the play are rendered
visually or aurally on the stage.”

37
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Em que pese o fato de que essa nocdo expressionista é radicalmente distinta do
teatro épico de Piscator, os indicios apontam que a experiéncia de trabalho que teve com o
diretor foi um importante estimulo para que pensasse os recursos cénicos disponiveis e os
mobilizasse em torno de sua prépria concepgdo de um teatro ndo realista. Kramer, que
atribui a concepcao do termo “teatro plastico” a inspiracdo advinda do pintor Hans
Hofmann, afirma que Williams “[...] certamente constituiu o conceito a partir de diversas
fontes ao longo de seus anos de juventude, incluindo a Universidade de Iowa, o Dramatic
Workshop de Piscator na New School for Social Research e outras influéncias” (Kramer,
2002).%”
Williams seleciona e recorre a elementos e recursos que fazem da sua dramaturgia
algo muito distinto do que seria possivel verificar em suas obras ja assimiladas e
pasteurizadas pela indtstria cultural, como as adaptacdes de seus textos para roteiros
cinematograficos. Como afirma Maria Silvia Betti, o ascenso de Williams ao status de
“uma celebridade teatral internacionalmente reconhecida” o empurrou a “uma roda
vertiginosa de compromissos contratuais no mercado editorial, na Broadway e em
Hollywood”, o que ampliou o alcance de seu trabalho, mas, simultaneamente “contribuiu
decisivamente para difundir a ideia de que ali [no circuito cinematogréfico] se encontrava,
verdadeiramente, o cerne compositivo de sua dramaturgia” (Betti, 2017, p. 214). Ela
também aponta que
O lirismo presente na obra de Tennessee Williams, geralmente encarado como
resultado exclusivo da figuragdo dos processos subjetivos da memoria do
individuo, é indissociavel da representacdo do Sul dos Estados Unidos e de suas
questdes sociais e econdmicas. O Sul estadunidense é historicamente impregnado
por tensdes e contradi¢des acumuladas ao longo do tempo e que decorrem
diretamente das principais transformacées ligadas as estruturas de trabalho,
convivio e pensamento nos Estados Unidos na primeira metade do século XX. Ao
tomar como matéria dramattrgica os efeitos gerados por essas transformacoes,
Tennessee engendra em suas pecas situacdes a0 mesmo tempo representativas e

criticas de vérias facetas constitutivas da sociedade sulista e da ideologia
dominante no pais (Betti, 2017, p. 207).

Tal aspecto é visivel tanto em The glass menagerie, com temas sociais fundamentais a
peca, tais como as idealizagdes de supostos pretendentes da juventude de Amanda,
ligados a tradicional elite agraria escravocrata da qual sua familia se origina antes da ruina
econdmica; a exploracdo e miséria impostas aos trabalhadores como Tom; ou ainda a

ideologia do self-made man encarnada por Jim.

¥ “he surely put the concept together from several sources over his early years, including the University of

Iowa, Erwin Piscator’s Dramatic Workshop at the New School for Social Research, and other influences.”
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Em Battle of angels tais questdes sociais também estdo presentes; sendo uma
contundente dentncia social, “o drama expde a repressao, crueldade, 6dio, hipocrisia e
brutalidade que residem sob a superficie de uma pequena e respeitdvel comunidade
sulista” (Smith-Howard; Heintzelman, 2005, p. 38),* além de questdes como o racismo e a
violéncia policial. Por isto, Piscator viu na peca tanto o potencial para servir de matéria-
prima a uma encenacao épica, quanto a necessidade de transforma-la profundamente para
que isso fosse possivel (como fazia com as pecas expressionistas de seu amigo e
colaborador Ernst Toller na Alemanha). Ndo era, no entanto, o desejo de um autor
imbuido de uma marcante verve lirica como Williams submeter o rico universo subjetivo
emocional de suas criacdes aos designios de um teatro voltado a colocar em primeiro
plano os conflitos de classe e as questdes politicas e sociais.

Mesmo sem chegar ao acordo para a encenacgao, Piscator demonstrou valorizar o
trabalho de Williams quando, em decorréncia da separagao institucional entre o Dramatic
Workshop e a New School for Social Research em 1949, Piscator o convidou para ser parte
do Conselho Diretor do Dramatic Workshop and Technical Institute (Probst, 1991, p. 82)
Em sua carta aceitando a posicdo, Williams diz que “esta orgulhoso em ser membro do

74 e que esta “

Conselho tdo interessado quanto sempre em relagdo ao que o Dramatic
Workshop esta fazendo, e continuamente mais e mais impressionado e admirando suas
realizacdes e sua perseveranca em face de tantas coisas adversas em nossas atuais
circunstancias”,* e também afirma esperar ver a encenagdo de O processo, de Kafka, feita
por Piscator no Studio Theatre, alegando “ndo ter ouvido nada além de coisas boas e
entusiasmantes a seu respeito. Sinto que é um dos trabalhos mais significativos de nosso
tempo” (Williams, 2000a, p. 361).

A carta de Williams é datada de 1 de dezembro de 1950. Alguns meses antes,
segundo testemunho de Judith Malina, que era parte do corpo discente do Dramatic
Workshop na época, Piscator havia se referido ao dramaturgo durante um encontro com

os alunos:

“ “the drama exposes the repression, cruelty, hatred, hypocrisy, and brutality that lie beneath the surface of

a small, upstanding Southern community.”

“I am proud to be a Board member.”

“I am as interested as ever in what the Dramatic Workshop is doing and continually more impressed and
admiring of its accomplishments and its endurance in the face of so much that is adverse in our present
circumstances.”

“I have heard nothing but fine and exciting things about it. I feel it is one of the most significant works of
our time.”
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Em 19 de fevereiro de 1950, Piscator convocou um encontro de todos os alunos do
Dramatic Workshop no President Theatre. Eu escrevi em meu didrio: Piscator fala.
Alguma chama... reacende. Entre todas as pequenas vozes, sua voz forte e clara
estd vivida com uma excitacdo interior. Ele fala de seu desapontamento pelo fato
de que o Dramatic Workshop ndo tenha produzido um exército de vanguarda de
teatros politicos através dos Estados Unidos. Ele fala ironicamente de certos alunos
que ignoraram sua inspiragdo politica. Tennessee Williams é citado. Piscator diz:
‘Eu quero fazer de cada ator um pensador e de cada dramaturgo um combatente’
(Malina, 2012, p. 169).

Anos mais tarde, em um texto sobre o teatro estadunidense de 1955, Piscator volta a
citar Williams, referindo-se tanto a forma como os dramaturgos daquele pais assimilam as
técnicas das mais diversas fontes (menciona Stanislavski), como também fala da influéncia
que ele proprio considera ter exercido sobre a escrita de The glass menagerie. Para Piscator,

diversos autores estadunidenses

aprenderam o método de Stanislavski e chegaram ao seu proprio estilo ao lado de
autores russos como Tchékhov, como é o caso, por exemplo, de Arthur Miller e T.
Williams, entre outros. Esta explicacdo deve servir como exemplo de que nos
Estados Unidos todas as influéncias serviram para aprender.

E conclui:

Quando T. Williams, por exemplo, estava em minha escola, encenei a dramatizacdo
minha e de Alfred Neumann de Guerra e Paz. Pouco antes, T. Williams havia
fracassado com sua obra The Battle of Angels. Estava escrita em estilo naturalista e
em trés atos. T. Williams viu entdo a obra dramatizada epicamente, que tinha um
narrador e nenhuma divisdo entre atos, mas sim sequéncias de cenas, e sua obra
seguinte, The Glass Menagerie, recorre primeiramente a este estilo épico (Piscator,
2013, p. 191).

Se, quando escreveu a Piscator sobre Battle of angels Williams argumentava que
utilizavam métodos diferentes para sentidos idénticos, em The glass menagerie poderiamos
dizer que utilizam métodos semelhantes para sentidos diferentes. Como afirma Probst,
“Nas maos de Tennessee Williams, o estilo épico de teatro, sempre que utilizado, se
tornava um instrumento para melhor transmitir as emocgdes de suas pecas, as vezes gentis
e poéticas, e frequentemente violentas” (Probst, 1991, p. 82).* Maria Ley-Piscator, falando
sobre The glass menagerie, opina que “as conotagdes racionais na peca de Tennessee
Williams ndo mudaram sua beleza poética, mas clarificaram o contetido” (Ley-Piscator,
1967, p. 237).* Ja Ind Camargo Costa tem uma opinido mais contundente, afirmando que

“Com tanto material para um melodrama dos mais lacrimejantes [...] a técnica - capaz de

# “In Tennessee Williams’ hands the epic style of theatre, whenever he used it, became an instrument better

to convey the sometimes gentle and poetic, often violent emotions of his plays.”
“The rational overtones in Tennessee Williams” play did not change its poetic beauty, but clarified the
content.”

45
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dar dimensao histérica as quatro figuras de Menagerie - e quem sabe o conhecimento de
Mae Coragem de Brecht podem ter salvo Tennessee Williams do desastre completo” (Costa,
2001, p. 138). Uma opinido que parece ser corroborada pelo préprio Williams quando disse
para Margo Jones que reelaborou totalmente “aquela coisa nauseante” (por ser
melodramaética, quem sabe) das primeiras versoes.

Piscator e Williams ndo voltaram a trabalhar juntos, e, como fica claro, possuem
estilos teatrais distintos. No entanto, ndo parece exagerado dizer que passos importantes
da ruptura de Williams com as convengdes realistas - que marcariam parte importante de
sua obra, e talvez a mais negligenciada pela critica - foram incentivados por sua

experiéncia de trabalho com o dramaturgo e diretor alemao.
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The use of prestige language in
Tennessee Williams’s A streetcar named Desire
Dramatl_n‘gi a

em foco O uso de linguagem de prestigio em
A streetcar named Desire, de Tennessee Williams
Dr. Stuart Noel
Abstract

The article discusses the utilization of prestige language in Tennessee Williams's A
streetcar named Desire. It explores the character Blanche DuBois, who employs a pretentious
and melodramatic language to project an image of high social status and conceal her true
nature. Blanche embodies personal and artistic decay that pervades Williams" work.
Prestige language is characterized as formal and associated with prestigious social
contexts. Blanche employs this language to create a refined and superior image,
contrasting with her emotional and mental deterioration. The article also delves into the
relationship between Blanche and reality, her pursuit of illusions, and her struggle to
maintain an image that doesn’t align with her true nature. Through the analysis of the
character and Williams’s narrative techniques, the article reveals the recurring theme of art
and decay in his work.

Keywords: American (Southern) Literature; American Drama and Theatre; English
Syntax.

Resumo

O artigo discute a utilizacdo da linguagem de prestigio na peca A streetcar named Desire, de
Williams. O autor explora a personagem Blanche DuBois, que utiliza uma linguagem
pretensiosa e melodramadtica para projetar uma imagem de classe alta e ocultar sua
verdadeira natureza. Blanche personifica a decadéncia pessoal e artistica que permeia a
obra de Williams. A linguagem de prestigio é caracterizada por ser formal e associada a
contextos sociais de boa reputacdo. Blanche utiliza essa linguagem para criar uma imagem
refinada e superior, contrastando com sua deterioragdo emocional e mental. O artigo
também discute a relacdo entre Blanche e a realidade, sua busca por ilusdes e sua luta para
manter uma imagem que nao condiz com sua verdadeira natureza. Através da andlise da
personagem e das técnicas narrativas de Williams, o artigo revela o tema recorrente de arte
e decadéncia presente em sua obra.

Palavras-chave: Literatura do Sul estadunidense; Teatro e dramaturgia estadunidense;
Sintaxe da lingua inglesa.
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During the middle part of the twentieth century, many authors and playwrights from
the South emerged with acclaim. Their topics varied with subjects consisting of themselves,
their Southern experiences, and brilliant fictions involving situations and characters with
intense Southern narratives in a flowery Southern flavor. One of the greatest figures to
emerge from the South is Tennessee Williams. His masterful use of language, including rich

description and metaphor, adds to his narrative genius; as James Hafley (1977, p. 761) writes,

In Tennessee Williams [...] what I am awaiting is the excitement of speech
itself. This may be called poetic style, or language as gesture, or drama as
literature, or —more properly —literature as theater, but it is speech itself. I
listen and the language builds and develops itself into structures that both are
and lead to the gloriously inevitable.

His greatest works involve characters who find themselves deteriorating from one or
more personal struggles which inevitably get the best of them. Many of these characters were
at one time artistic, heroic, or glamorous figures who later find themselves in a world of
personal and artistic decay. This deterioration seems to parallel Williams’s [the artist]
personal struggles and despondence. One such character presents the ugly picture of sexual
indulgence, the selfish use of other people, and the personification of a dying false image of a
moonlight and magnolias South. The character tries, unsuccessfully, to conceal this side of
herself through her use of prestige language in conjunction with delusions of grandeur with
wealth and lineage. Blanche in A streetcar named Desire disintegrates when she discovers her
young husband with another man. She is forced out of her English teaching position because
of various, sordid sexual escapades. Closer analysis of Williams’s rich linguistic narration
techniques and this character will present a recurring theme of art and decay and the use of
prestige language in Williams’s work.

Prestige language is an exaggeratedly elevated, pretentious, and oftentimes
melodramatic form of one’s language incorporating superstandard or more standard speech
than usual in order to project a highly authoritative individual identity. According to
Woolfram and Schilling-Estes, the authoritative connotations which our highly standard
speech carries most likely derive from the fact that those with the most authority in our
society speak standard English. Further, speech styles carry personal identification meaning
not only because they are closely associated with certain social classes but because they tend
to be associated with certain conversational contexts. Features which may be considered to

be elaborated in form [for example, full forms vs. contractions] tend to cluster together in
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speech registers/styles which are typically considered to be more formal and/or of higher
social prestige, such as academic lectures and news broadcasts. Members of higher social
classes have access to the elaborated registers which characterize formal writings and pre-
planned speech events, such as lectures, while members of lower classes are relegated to
using the more economical registers associated with casual, face-to-face conversational
interaction, since they do not participate in as many planned speech events as upper-class
speakers (Woolfram; Schilling-Estes, 1998, p. 234-235).

In A streetcar named Desire, Williams presents Blanche DuBois, a most complex and
intriguing character who often uses prestige language to project the image of an upper-class
speaker and to disguise her darker and complicated self. She embodies various fascinating
and contrasting characteristics. Like New Orleans [the locale of the play], Blanche represents
two opposing images. One image projects that of genteel, Southern charm and beauty,
speaking formally and using prestige language, and the other image reveals that of a soiled,
deteriorating facade, full of decadence and illusion. Ellen Bouchard Ryan writes that a host of

several attitude studies conducted in several societies have

demonstrated that varieties of particular language tend to enjoy differential
prestige [...] within a given society that one particular variety, the standard
dialect, incorporates a formal set of norms defining ‘correct usage’. This high
prestige standard is usually employed predominantly by the social group(s)
with the highest social status in that society (Ryan, 1979, p. 145).

Williams said on more than one occasion that Blanche’s use of such language was a
direct reflection of her personality and character [as a high school English teacher]. Perhaps
the character of Blanche DuBois is all-the-more fascinating to examine because in The kindness
of strangers Williams is quoted, referring to the heroine, “I am Blanche DuBois” (Spoto, 1985,
p. 139).

Williams describes Blanche in Scene One as being delicate and fragile, like a moth,
and demurely dressed in white. He presents her as “looking as if she were arriving at a
summer tea or cocktail party in the garden district. There is something about her uncertain
manner, as well as her white clothes, that suggests a moth” (Williams, 1971, p. 3). As a
middle-aged woman trying to appear younger and sophisticated, physical appearance,
manner, and prestigious syntax are extremely important to her. Blanche, as her name
implies, appears somewhat pallid, burdened, garishly overrefined and out of place when she

arrives at her sister’s home. One of the first examples of Blanche’s use of prestige language is

Dramaturgia em foco, Petrolina-PE, v. 7, n. 2, p. 43-53, 2023.

45



when she is asking Stella about her living conditions, “Oh, I'm not going to be hypocritical,
I'm going to be honestly critical about it! Never, never, never in my worst dreams could I
picture — Only Poe! Only Mr. Edgar Allan Poe! —could do it justice! Out there I suppose is the
ghoul-haunted woodland of Weir!” (Williams, 1971, p. 6). She begins her time with her sister
and brother-in-law in this tone, and it continues throughout her stay.

In an early conversation with a possible beau, Mitch, Blanche uses prestige language
to set an erudite tone and image. After quoting an Elizabeth Barrett Browning poem to

Mitch, he asks her if she is in the teaching profession.

BLANCHE. Yes. Ah, yes. ..

MITCH. Grade school or high school or —

BLANCHE. I teach high school. In Laurel.

MITCH. What do you teach? What subject?

BLANCHE. Guess!

MITCH. I bet you teach art or music? Of course I could be wrong. [Blanche

laughs delicately.] You might teach arithmetic.

BLANCHE. Never arithmetic, sir; never arithmetic! [with a laugh] I don’t even
know my multiplication tables! No, I have the misfortune of being an

English instructor. I attempt to instill a bunch of bobby-soxers and drugstore

Romeos with reverence for Hawthorne and Whitman and Poe!

MITCH. I guess that some of them are more interested in other things.

BLANCHE. How very right you are! Their literary heritage is not what most

of them treasure above all else! But they’re sweet things! And in the spring,

it’s touching to notice them making their first discovery of love! As if nobody

had ever known it before! (Williams, 1971, p. 34)

Mitch is impressed with her grace, knowledge, and mastery of the language —that is,
before he learns of her delusions and delicate mental and emotional conditions.

She has arrived by way of a streetcar named Desire, transferring to another called
Cemeteries. Williams incorporates the factual names of the streetcars to further describe
Blanche and her plight in life. Desire describes her desire to project the image of a well-
educated, refined, and charming, Southern woman. Cemeteries represents her self-made
mental and emotional deterioration and deathwish. Her past is a mixture of sin and romance,
reality and illusion, the inappropriateness of desire and the mores of society. Her personality
is a battle between animal reality and moral appearance. In Mirror on the stage, Thomas P.
Adler states that Blanche insists on the place of magic in life. Blanche says, “I don’t want
realism. I want magic! Yes, yes, magic! I try to give that to people. I misrepresent things to
them. I don’t want to tell the truth, I tell what ought to be truth” (Adler, 1987, p. 385). As

Harold Clurman notes, she is “the potential artist in all of us [...] Her lies are part of her will
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to beauty; her wretched romanticism is a futile reaching toward a fullness of life” (Clurman,
1974, p. 12). At one point, in an attempt to recapture life at the family plantation, Belle Reve
[that is, beautiful dream], Blanche attires herself in the long white satin evening gown, the
silver slippers, the rhinestone tiara. However, according to Adler, in a symbolic action, she
breaks the hand mirror, “for art cannot camouflage life or stop time, and reality will always
betray the dream” (Clurman, 1974, p. 33). She lives in a world of elevated syntax, shades, and
romantic melodies that conjure up dream worlds, of indiscretions turned into romances, of
alcoholic escape, and of time past.

It is very difficult for Blanche to deal with reality in the harsh world in which she
lives. Her feverish and often condescending talk, her attention to her figure and to the showy
clothes she brought, and her frequent returns to the whiskey that she later says she never
touches give an early clue to her state of mind. Her attempt to hold the crumbling world of
the family plantation, Belle Reve, has failed. Vague about the loss of the plantation, she tells
of spendthrift grandfathers, uncles, father, and brothers who over the years mortgaged the
land to pay for their epic fornications. She refuses to accept the reality of her life and attempts
to live under illusion. She has a false sense of gentility, which is contradicted by a
promiscuous past. Her incident of crisis occurred when she discovered her husband was a
homosexual, and in a moment of disgust she drove him to suicide. The memory recurs in
flashes to haunt Blanche, who only wants to avoid the blinding light. She does not want to
face the rejection of her husband and the part she played in his suicide.

Criticism of Stella’s sordid condition allows Blanche to temporarily forget her own
unhappy life. She refuses to believe that Stella is happy in her new way of life, which is so
different from the plantation world where they grew up. She judges Stanley, Stella’s
husband, as beneath them because he is not a gentleman. To play her role in the two-room
Kowalski apartment, Blanche has brought a trunk full of clothes, imitation jewelry and
costumes. Through her attitude and speech she presents her superiority. She introduces
literary and cultural references into the French Quarter dwelling. She alone uses correct
grammar and a developed vocabulary. According to Anthony S. Abbott in The vital lie,
Blanche and Stanley represent two ways of life, and the “real point of the play is that the
Stanleys are exterminating the Blanches from the face of the earth” (Abbott, 1989, p. 143). In

one example of her use of prestige language, Blanche explains to Stella:
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Maybe we are a long way from being made in God’s image, but Stella - my
sister - there has been some progress since then! Such things as art -- as poetry
and music -- such kinds of new light have come into the world since then! In
some kinds of people some tenderer feelings have had some little beginning!
That we have got to make grow! And cling to, and hold as our flag! In this
dark march toward whatever it is we're approaching.... don’t -- don’t hang
back with the brutes! (Williams, 1971, p. 323)

Abbott goes on to say that Blanche fights back against Stanley with the only resources
she has - illusions (Abbott, 1989, p. 143). An additional resource includes her mastery of
language. Nancy Wilhelmi notes that Williams’s plays “depict women as seizers of powerful
language” (Wilhelmi, 1994, p. 218). Nevertheless, Blanche’s attempt to maintain the image of
herself as a correct and genteel lady only leads her to deny her real sexual nature. Elizabeth
Gordon notes that in societies where social stratification is reflected in speech, women—
especially middle class women —tend to use more of the standard or prestige variants than
men. “Research in different types of communities, using differing methodologies, has
revealed this is a common pattern; it has been shown that, in formal situations, women style-
shift more dramatically than men” (Gordon, 1997, p. 47). Blanche often style-shifts when
need demands and especially when she feel desperate and cornered.

Blanche’s sexual nature asserts itself, however, regardless of her attempts at gentility,
and this leads to her breakdown. According to C.W.E. Bigsby, Blanche is “haunted by her
own failure to acknowledge a human responsibility - a failure which sends her on a
desperate and hopeless flight” (Bigsby, 1984, p. 48). She avoids adult sexual relationships but
actively seeks affairs with adolescents. She is fired from her teaching position because of an
attempt to seduce a teenage student. She later admits that she has had many one-night
stands with the young soldiers of the nearby army camp. Her words and actions show, at
one point, her urge to seduce a young newspaper boy. Perhaps Blanche seeks relationships
with boys because she feels guilty about the death of her young husband. Though she does
not wish for the complications of love, panic drives her to sex when her memories make
existence unbearable: “After the death of Alan - intimacies with strangers was all I seemed
able to fill my empty heart with... hunting for some protection” (Williams, 1971, p. 386). Her
legacy has been death, all the hideous, crushing burdens of the dying that she faced alone.
She chooses this road of sensuality, she explains, because of her feeling that the “opposite of
death® is desire” (Williams, 1971, p. 389). Despite her deteriorating state, even when her

appearance is less than desirable, she rarely lets down her defensive guard through the use

> Assuggested by the symbolism of the two streetcars.
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of prestige language. As Edward Finegan explains, “The observations and findings suggest
that in more formal styles there is a marked tendency for speakers to use fuller forms and to
match form and semantics more closely. This is apparently true of all socioeconomic groups”
(Finegan, 1987, p. 156). Although Blanche is from a prestigious and old southern family, her
appearance and behavior, at times, would not project such.

Blanche’s true motive for pursuing sexual relationships, however, is to assuage her
insecurity and feelings of inadequacy. Alan, she says, “came to me for help. I didn’t know
that ... all I knew was I'd failed him in some mysterious way” (Williams, 1971, p. 354). It is
this failure that Blanche is trying to resolve by forming relationships with boys. She might be
able to satisfy one of them in a way she was never able to satisfy her boyish husband Alan.
This sense of inadequacy also accounts for her awareness of her physical attractiveness.
Fearing that she will be unable to win a man and knowing that failure will mean she will
have to face herself, Blanche pursues Mitch. But she is afraid of a mature man-woman
relationship and never really views Mitch as a sexual conquest. She sees him as a “cleft in the
rock of the world that I could hide in” (Williams, 1971, p. 387). She wants him to protect her
from her persistent vision of Alan’s suicide. Unfortunately, he is not her prince, and
consciously or unconsciously, she assumes dominance in relating to Mitch by her use of
powerful/ prestige language. Unlike the power play between Stella and Stanley that is overt
and often physical, the power struggle between Blanche and Mitch is subtle and verbal.

MITCH. How old are you?

BLANCHE. Why do you want to know?

MITCH. I talked to my mother about you and she said, ‘How old is Blanche?’
And I wasn’t able to tell her.

BLANCHE. You talked to your mother about me?

MITCH. Yes.

BLANCHE. Why?

MITCH. I told my mother how nice you were, and I liked you.

BLANCHE. Were you sincere about that?

MITCH. You know I was (Williams, 1971, p. 352).

Wanting information, Mitch directly asks Blanche her age — a fact that Blanche wants
to hide from him. Asking a question is one way of dominating a conversation. The
questioner manages “the flow and exchange of messages” (Wilhelmi, 1993, p. 220). Blanche
refuses to relinquish such control to Mitch. Avoiding the question while gaining subtle
control of the conversation, Blanche answers a question with a question —changing the topic

of conversation. In fact, she maintains this pattern throughout this dialogue asking questions,
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directing the conversation, giving no information.

Stanley, the antithesis of Blanche, in his ignorance and insensitivity, destroys both her
hope and her illusion. Williams polarizes a conflict with the school teacher, Blanche, with her
talk of poetry and arts, and the laborer Kowalski, with his unrefined, primal life and speech.
He sees through her facade without understanding why she needs one. Stanley takes
Blanche’s teasing as a flirtatious sign and concludes that they’ve “had this date with each
other from the beginning!” (Williams, 1971, p. 402). The rape shatters Blanche’s desperate
attempt for dignity and also forces on her what she is too fragile to endure, forceful sexual
passion. The tragic result is insanity. According to Ruby Cohn in Dialogue in American drama
in the final scene, Blanche is “the victim of her own Southern-belle fantasy; the role has
become her reality as she seems not to recognize the poker-playing men” (Cohn, 1971, p.
104). Expecting Shep Huntleigh, Blanche responds to the Institution doctor, who Cohn says is
both her “Hunter and her Shepherd” (Cohn, 1971, p. 104). Her exit line, addressed to the
doctor, intensifies her pathos: “Whoever you are - I have always depended on the kindness
of strangers” (Williams, 1971, p. 418). Cohn concludes that Blanche has found no kindness
among strangers and that we may recall Blanche’s first use of the word strangers, in her
confession to Mitch, “After the death of Alan -- intimacies with strangers was all I seemed
able to fill my empty heart with” (Cohn, 1971, p. 104). Her heart is lonely and she
unfortunately is ill-equipped to face a harsh world of reality and abandon.

Although Blanche DuBois lives with a sordid and pitiful past, which she glazes over
with deceit and lies, she is not without redeeming qualities, which evoke sympathy and
admiration. It is never her intention to deliberately hurt anyone. Dan Vogel writes: “Blanche
DuBois is classic - a nearly perfect combination of tyrannical aspiration, idealism, failure, and
dignity, all engendered by her region’s history and romantic ambience” (Vogel, 1974, p. 83).
For once Blanche is gone, civilized conversation vanishes, Stanley and Stella relax into an
almost wordless animal existence as the blue piano music plays and the final words of the
play take on full meaning: “This game is seven-card stud,” (Williams, 1971, p. 419) which
summarizes a bleak, decadent, and unfulfilling life in the French Quarter without the gentle
and civilized world of Blanche.

Tennessee Williams's work is characteristically concerned with the conflict between
the illusions of an individual and the reality of his/her situation equated with a conflict

between truth and beauty. An examination of Blanche DuBois reveals a recurring theme of
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art and decay and the use of prestige language to reveal artistry in language and to hide a
deteriorating self. His graceful and poetic writing personifies her downfall and deterioration.
Her loneliness and disappointment are the things so often strongly feared by the sensitive
artists and heroes in the world. Hers is also a special and delicate human spirit that is often

misunderstood and repressed by society. As Anthony S. Abbott notes in The vital lie,

Williams’s characters lie, dream, form illusions, and retreat into drink, drugs
and hallucination primarily to protect themselves from hurt. We must view
them primarily as victims. In a Life interview Williams said, ‘For me the
dominating premise has been the need for understanding and the tenderness
and fortitude among individuals trapped by circumstance.” He asks us to look
beneath the surface and not to judge. All are figures the traditional world
would be quick to condemn: their lives are dominated by illusions. But
Williams asks us to understand them, to see why they have become what they
are, and, finally, to love them (Abbott, 1989, p. 139, our emphasis).

Blanche is afflicted with a psychic illness growing out of her inability to face the
harshness of human existence. She is a sensitive, artistic, and beauty-haunted creature who is
avoiding her own humanity while hiding behind her use of prestige language. And she
embodies a partial projection of Williams himself. No one understood this isolation more
than Tennessee Williams. This call for understanding lost souls in a modern civilization on
the verge of human aesthetic and artistic decay comes not from just the writings of the
playwright, but from the heart of the artist and idealist himself. Williams’s masterful use of
language to describe his characters and situations serves him well as he presents people who
hide a part of themselves behind syntax, appearance, and illusion. It is this lyrical linguistic
narrative that moved James Hafley to compare Williams’s work with opera, “the theater of

Williams is a drama of language itself as art, as fine art” (Hafley, 1977, p. 762).
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Symbolic creatures: spirituality and evanescence
in Tennessee Williams’s plays and short stories
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Abstract

The aim of this research is the interpretation of William’s poetic contrivance concerning
the use of animals, mythological beasts and symbolic creatures in plays and short stories.
Through an interdisciplinary lens we juxtapose different cases such as the Iguana in The
night of the iguana, birds and sea turtles in Suddenly last summer, griffin in A milktrain
doesn’t stop here anymore, cat in “The malediction” etc. These symbolic creatures are
allusions of fantastic characters” anima, meaning the irrational part of the soul. In religious
imagery these symbolisms are widespread. The symbolic creatures are the subtext of
spirituality and evanescence in Williams” work.

Keywords: Christ; Church; God; Orpheus; Animal.
Resumo

O objetivo desta pesquisa é a interpretacdo do artificio poético de Williams quanto ao uso
de animais, bestas mitoldgicas e criaturas simbodlicas em pegas teatrais e contos. Através de
uma perspectiva interdisciplinar, nés comparamos diferentes casos, como a iguana em A
noite do iguana, passaros e tartarugas marinhas em De repente no iltimo verdo, o grifo em O
trem da manhd ndo para mais aqui, o gato em A maldicio, entre outros. Essas criaturas
simbdlicas sdo alusdes a anima dos personagens fantasticos, significando a parte irracional
da alma. Na iconografia religiosa, esses simbolismos sao amplamente difundidos. As
criaturas simbolicas constituem o subtexto de espiritualidade e de evanescéncia na obra de
Williams.
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“Who, if I were to cry out, would hear me/among the angelic orders?”
Rilke
Motto in Summer and smoke

The Williams Paradox

Tennessee Williams proved to be larger than life; undoubtedly his work will
survive in time, not just as his legacy, but as his Gospel where he narrates his holy life. He
is a playwright who talks about his life through his heroes. The fictitious characters in his
plays, short stories, novels and poems are holy sinners and that is not an oxymoron. Sin is
the only road to repentance and sanctity. However, Williams" paradox arises from a
confusion of level and meta-level. It creates a situation in which a statement is true, if false;
and false if true (Watzlawick, 1965; Watzlawic; Jackson, 2010).

Autobiographical factor is the primary characteristic in Tennessee Williams
theatrical plays.” There can be no doubt that his life and times formatted a dramaturgical
platform. Abundance of people, ideas and incidents triggered off his creativity. Family
affairs, in particular, were his permanent inspiration (Williams, 1963). Williams was
inspired by his own life and artistically transformed it into plays. The connections between
his life and plays created a chaos of ambiguities and endless discussions.® His life is full of
weird contrasts. A homosexual son, suppressed by a puritan mother, depressed by a life
full of quilts, writes about fragile personalities who face a cruel and violent world.
Williams built a whole universe where his real life turns into a theatrical combat between

cruel humans, such as Stanley Kowalski, and sensitive people who believe in magic and

> See indicatively Diyab, H. Crossing the margin: minorities and marginality in the drama of Tennessee

Williams (PhD Thesis), University of Leicester, 2008; Hale, A. Tennessee Williams: The Preacher’s Boy.
The Southern Quarterly, University of Southern Mississippi, v. 38, n. 1, p. 10-20, Fall, 1999; Hayman, R.
Tennessee Williams. Everyone else is an audience. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993; Konkle, L.
Puritan paranoia: Tennessee Williams’'s Suddenly Last Summer as Calvinist nightmare. American
Drama, New York: Center for Advanced Study in Theatre Arts, v. 7, n. 2, p. 51-72, Spring, 1998;
Tennessee Williams [Les Nouveaux cahiers de la Comédie-Frangaise], Paris, 2011; Porter, D.; Prince, D.
Pink triangle. The feuds and private lives of Tennessee Williams, Gore Vidal, Truman Capote and
famous members of their entourages. New York: Blood Moon Productions, 2014; Siegel, R. The
metaphysics of Tennessee Williams. American Drama, (New York: Center for Advanced Study in
Theatre Arts), v. 10, n.1, p. 11-37, Winter, 2001; Spoto, D. The kindness of strangers. The life of Tennessee
Williams. New York: Da Capo Press, 1997.

See indicatively A. L. Erikson, The Writer and his Rose: the Relationship of Tennessee Williams” autobiographical
artist and fragile female character, and its presence in the life and work of a troubled genius, (unp. Master of Arts
in Theatre, University of Colorado), Colorado 2010 - E. Jackson, The Broken World of Tennessee Williams,
Wisconsin 1965 - P. Lefebvre, “Tom et Tennessee”, Tennessee Williams [Les Nouveaux cahiers de la
Comédie-Frangaise], Paris 2011, 13-19 - L. Leverich, Tom. The unknown Tennessee Williams, New York -
London 1995 - B. Nelson, Tennessee Williams: The Man and His Work, New York 1961.
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unicorns, such as Blanch Dubois and Laura Wingfield.

Williams” sister, Rose, is reflected clearly in characters, such as angelic Laura

Wingfield in The glass menagerie (1944) or persecuted Catherine Holly in Suddenly last

summer (1958). His mother, Edwina Dakin Williams, was his model to depict stubborn and

autocratic Amanda Wingfield, diabolic, wicked, emotionally mutilated, Violet Venable

and many others. Tennessee Williams developed his dramaturgy based on his distorted

psychology. B. Murphy (2014, p. 159) writes,

In 1967, London critic Herbert Kretzmer confessed, ‘I understand very little
of it [he means Outcry (1967)], suggesting that ‘it would need a
psychoanalyst - and preferably Tennessee Williams's own - to offer a
rational interpretation of the enigmas that litter the stage like pieces of an
elaborate jigsaw’ ([Clifford Terry,] ‘William’s Play Foggy to London’,
Chicago Tribune (13 December 1967): C5).

This approach involves Williams” psychological background. Can psychoanalysis

interpret fictional characters? According to A. Rasmi (2022, p. 145-146),

Today, the psychoanalytic critique of fictional characters that deals with the
exchange of literature and psychology is very important. Although the
recognizing of human personality, [sic] is generally difficult, however,
today the characters of literary and fictional works are criticized
psychologically like real human beings, because the characters of literary
and fictional works are the thoughts of poets and writers and since the poet
is always influenced by her thoughts and his psychic world influences his
works, then psychoanalysis of their works can be effective in recognizing
the actions, behavior and mindsets of the creators of the work and its
contemporaries.

There is an abundance of successful examples. A. Psilopoulou explains the motives

of female characters in Modern Greek novels using the theories of S. Freud and J. Lacan.*

P. Armstrong juxtaposes Lacan and Shakespeare in understanding Hamlet.” Consequently,

fictitious characters are reflections of the author’s inner world. As such, they are subjects

to psychological interpretation and analysis.

4

A. WomobvAoD, ALAKEPEVIKOTTA KAl YOVAIKEIA YpA@PL] OTo0 oOYXpovo eAAnviko pobiotopnpa:
Metadd ovppoov kat anofabpag, Xodaieg Opydieg kat Onpiopopgot g EAevag Mapovtooo, MA-
thesis, Open University of Greece, apotheosis.eap.gr. [A. Psilopoulou, Modern Greek Novel: A
Comparative study between three novels by Elena Maroutsou] MA Thesis, Open University of Greece.
Armstrong, P. Watching Hamlet watching: Lacan, Shakespeare and the mirror/stage. In: Hawkes, T.
(Ed.). Alternative Shakespeares II, Routledge: London, 2003.
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Sowing the dragon’s teeth: the Iguana

According to W. Scott Griffies (2022, p. 502), “Williams was operating in brain
circuits below the level of ‘higher’ reflection or interpretation-receptive circuits and
therefore he was unable to make use of a traditional ego psychological model”.

In 2003 Paul Tosio published his Master’s dissertation, entitled An object relational
psychoanalysis of selected Tennessee Williams play texts. Tosio emphasizes that “[o]f all
Williams” plays, The night of the iguana is one of the most profoundly psychological. It
presents a portrait of the Reverend T. Lawrence Shannon who is inwardly tormented”
(TOSIO, 2003, p. 98).° In The night of the iguana (1961) the Mexicans capture the iguana and
have her in captivity using a rope. Lawrence Shannon is also tied on a hammock. And he
defines himself “as a man at the end of his rope who still has to try to go on, to continue,
as if he’d never been better or stronger in his whole existence” (Williams, 2000, p. 343).

Tennessee Williams poetically connects the fate of the iguana with the fate of the

main character, according to his stage directions:

The Germans troop up from the beach. They are delighted by the drama
that Shannon has provided. In their scanty swimsuits they parade onto the
verandah and gather about Shannon’s captive figure as if they were
looking at a funny animal in a zoo (Williams, 2000, p. 400).

The playwright shows the very soul of his hero in audience’s face. More
specifically, Williams aims to demonstrate the irrational part of Shannon’s soul, his
animalistic instincts, his passion for young girls, his rebellion against a mighty, tyrannical
God. So, the Iguana is not accidentally chosen by Williams as a metaphor. Let us take a

closer look in to one of the dialogues between Hannah Jelkes and Shannon:

HANNAH: What is a -what- iguana?

SHANNON: It's a kind of lizard- a big one, a giant one.

[...]

HANNAH: Mr. Shannon, please go down and cut it loose!

SHANNON: I can’t do that.

HANNAH: Why can’t you?

SHANNON: Mrs. Faulk wants to eat it. I've got to please Mrs. Faulk, I am
at her mercy. I am at her disposal (Williams, 2000, p. 421-22).

® See also Levin, L. Shadow Into light: A Jungian Analysis of the Night of the Iguana. The Tennessee
Williams Annual Revue, v. 2, p. 225-250, 1999.
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The reptile represents a mythological archetype of evil.” It seems that, to understand
this play, one is required to decode symbolism and allegories by studying The night of the
iguana in conjunction with two biblical texts: Genesis and the Revelation. Genesis informs
us that on the fifth day of Creation the sea washed ashore terrible monsters; dragons like
crocodiles and other reptiles. However, “God saw that it was good...” (Genesis, 1:18)°. In
their interpretation of Genesis, the Fathers of the Church explain that God allowed these
creatures to exist because they are the bearers of Evil and that Good cannot triumph unless
it is confronted with Evil. According to H. Maguire, Fathers of the Church such as
Anastasios, and Procopius of Gaza ascertain that saints become spiritually established
when they face the monsters of the fifth day.’

On the other hand, in the Revelation, John describes the end of the world in
reference to the presence of the dragon but also to the all-powerful woman who shall
vanquish him forcing him in the end to retreat [“...a woman clothed with the sun...”],
(Revelation, 19: 7-8). Hannah Jelkes may be a reference to the Virgin. The main character,
the defrocked preacher, must get through his own night, and confront his passions that are
cryptographically depicted in the form of a reptile, the iguana. Reverend Lawrence
Shannon’s support is Hannah Jelkes, the woman who has managed to subjugate the “blue
devil”. This is a dilemma between Vice and Virtue. In other words, this is a tug of war
between Hannah Jelkes and Maxine Faulk. Logically, Shannon should kill the
dragon/iguana/demonic side in order to be able to save his soul. Consequently, Shannon,
in alignment with the hagiological archetype, Saint George, should be victorious against
evil forces in order to find absolution. However, his road to light passes through a
paradox. In this battle the dragon should defeat St George. Lawrence/Laurentius must be
consumed by the flames of his passions on an imaginary griddle in order to redeem his
soul through martyrdom. The puppet of the devil, Maxine Faulk, finally pushes him to
moral destruction but also to spiritual recognition and ascension. J. Thompson (1987, p.

176-177) explains the paradox:

7

See Maguire, H. Earth and Ocean. The terrestrial world in early byzantine art. University Park:
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1987; El-Shal, O. Le symbolism égyptien dans la vie religieuse copte.
Orientalia Lovaniensia Analecta, Proceedings of the Ninth international Congress of Egyptologists
(Edited by Goyon, ]J. C.; Cardin, C.), Leuven: University of Leuven v. 1, p. 627-640, 2007.

8  All passages from the Bible come from: https:/ /www.biblehub.com/ [Accessed on: 08 Oct. 2023].

°  According to Maguire (2007, p. 28-29), “[...] byzantine authors also associated the Nile with the waters of
Creation. For example, a sermon by Anastasios links the rise and fall of that river, the gathering of the
waters and the creation of dry land described in verse 9 of the first chapter of Genesis. The sixth-century
commentary by Procopius of Gaza includes such typical Nilotic animals as crocodiles and hippopotami
among the ‘creeping things’ created from the waters on the fifth day”.
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at the end of Shannon’s ‘dark night of the soul’, he descents a
naturalistic version of St. John’s mystic ladder of love, upon which
‘to go down is to go up’ [...] He proceeds in contrary motion, in
flight from the presence of God; but like St. John, he finds that the
way down leads up.

Fig. 1 - Hannah Jelkes, The night of the iquana, Cyprus, 2018, direction by A. Demosthenous

1 -
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Source: Author’s personal collection.

Blue devils and reasonless fears

According to the Oxford dictionary, “anima” is the soul, especially the irrational
part of the distinguished from the rational mind." Accordingly, Tennessee Williams uses
animals as symbols and projections of human instincts, soul, and invisible and

inexplicable substance. Demons, monsters, animals. In his Notebooks he wrote on January

7", 1940:

1 Oxford Languages, “anima”. Available at: https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/ [Accessed on:
10 Aug. 2023].
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Sorry to report I feel rather dull due the blue devils of defeatism which
nearly always rear their ugly little faces in reaction to some period of
triumph or elation. Will have to beat them out once more. They're such a
damned nuisance - which is stronger, my will or these reasonless fears? I
must ride them down like a nest of snakes, trample them under my heels!
(Williams, 2006, p. 181).

In these beasts Williams reflects the monstrous dimension of human existence. In a
parallel universe, the renowned Greek poet Constantinos Cavafis in the poem “Ithaka”
writes: “You won't meet the Laistrygonians and the Cyclops, the wild Poseidon unless
you bring them along inside your soul, unless your soul puts them in front of you”."

Regarding reasonless fears and mythological creatures, let us turn our attention to
an indicative example. In The milktrain doesn’t stop here anymore (1963), Mrs. Goforth lives
in her palace on a hill in a place called Divina Costiera, the divine shore. She is dying of a
cancer she refuses to acknowledge, and she sits in isolated splendor. Flora “Sissy” Goforth
was transformed into a greedy, materialistic, promiscuous female dying Griffin. She cares
only about her wealth and property. Gradually, she became an evil creature. Mrs. Goforth
explains: “Evil isn’t a person: Evil is a thing that comes sneaky-sneaking into the heart of a
person, and takes it over: a mean intruder, a squatter” (Williams, 2000, p. 555).

In his stage directions to The milktrain doesn’t stop here anymore, Williams (2000, p.
496) makes it clear: “the flag in the estate of Mrs. Goforth is bearing her personal emblem,
the griffin”. What is a griffin? Christopher Flanders will answer this question for us: “A
force in life that’s almost stronger than death” (Williams, 2000, p. 542). This creature is a
combination of two animals: half lion and half eagle." This play is a nightmarish fairytale

full of strange creatures. According to A. Saddik (2015, p. 88),

The play is rife with such monstrous constructions: wolf-like watchdogs -
lupos- that guard Mrs. Goforth’s mountain fortress; a sea full of ‘Medusas’
that sting; a “Witch” whom Williams describes as a ‘creature out of a
sophisticated fairy tale” living on blood transfusions; and a cold snapper
dish for supper that the Witch refers to as a ‘monster of the deep” with ‘a
horrid expression on its face.” Even the sun is an ‘angry old lion’
(WILLIAMS, Tennessee. The Milktrain Doesn’t Stop Here Anymore, In:
Theatre of Tennessee Williams. New York: New Directions, 1976, 7, 20, 42,
44, 45, 86).

The psychedelic atmosphere supports the parabolic character of the plot.

' Ithaka by C.P. Cavafy, edited by E. Keeley. Available at https://www.poetryfoundation.org
2" BASIC, R. Between paganism and christianity: transformation and symbolism of a winged griffin, Ikon,
Brussels: Brepols Publishers, v. 2, p. 85-92, 2009.
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Christopher is an allusion of Saint Christopher, a Catholic and Orthodox figure that
helps humans in their passing from one place to another or from one dimension to

another. According to Gilbert Debussher (1974, p. 455),

The presence of saintly figures in the play’s texture indicates that the
playwright conceives of his central characters’ predicament as somehow
comparable to that of their patron saints. By scenically integrating or
verbally recalling the central scene of their martyrdom, Williams
emphasizes through comparison less the sanctity of his characters than
their scapegoat overtones.

Fig. 2 - Christopher Flanders, The milktrain doesn’t stop here anymore, Cyprus 2022,
direction by A. Demosthenous

Source: Author’s personal collection.

Many of Tennessee Williams” heroes are scapegoats. In close relation with his
Calvinistic background, he demonstrates the example of crucified Jesus in various
versions.

The example of Christ, of an outcast who is persecuted by the ruling class, seems to
give a different dimension to the situation. The pain uplifts, it becomes an imitation of the
Eucharistic sacrifice, of the melismos, the fragmentation of the Holy Child offering itself to
save the souls of men. In this Holy Mystery of the Church, the congregation consumes

Christ’s body in order to become one with Jesus. In ancient Greek mythology God Zagreus
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or Dionysus was attacked and dismembered by the Titans. Despite his dismemberment,
Dionysus/Zagreus was resurrected. The resurrection of Dionysus/Zagreus is an analogy
of Jesus’ resurrection. Dismemberment/ sparagmos led to his cult in the context of Orphism
(Barnabé, 2003).

Anguish also appears in Orpheus descending (1957), where the protagonist, Val
Xavier, is in danger of being dismembered by the dogs used by the sheriff to bite to pieces
escaped prisoners from the neighboring prisons. This is also an allegory since Val talks in
the same play about a “lifelong sentence to solitary confinement inside our own lonely
skins for as long as we live on the earth!” (Williams, 2000, p. 42-43). The dismembering of
the body and the suffering of the flesh lead to salvation. The atrocious martyrdom of saints
supports this position. What leaves no margin for multiple interpretations, however, is the
extremely revealing short story Desire and the Black masseur (1948). The hero of the story is
Anthony Burns, the thirty-year old outcast on fire who seeks redemption. Williams states
clearly: “For the sins of the world are really only its partialities, its incompletions, and
these are what sufferings must atone for” (Williams, 1967, p. 92)."

In addition, Debussher (1974, p. 455) emphasizes,

The hagiographic references are part of a set of devices intended to draw
the readers” and spectators’ attention away from the surface of the play.
They bring to the action the suggestion that the events occurring on the
stage are merely the limited, contemporary reflection of an original, time-
honoured pattern of larger significance. They are signposts to the deeper
and broader resonances of plays that have too often have approached as
flatly realistic.

The Cypriot production of The milktrain doesn’t stop here anymore (direction:
Anthoullis Demosthenous) emphasized on the spiritual aspect of the play. The play is a
parable full of hidden allegories. In the beginning of the play some verses from the poem
of William Butler Yeats “Sailing to Byzantium” are cited: “Consume my heart away; sick
with desire/ And fastened to a dying animal/ It knows not what it is; and gather me/ Into
the artifice of eternity” (Williams, 2000, p. 489).

The question is clear: will Mrs. Goforth sail to Byzantium? In the end, she repents
for all her sinful past by giving her precious rings/chains to Christopher. Furthermore, she

suffers a martyr's death, and that is why Williams rewards her with sanctity.

¥ See also: SADDIK, A. J. The (Un)Represented Fragmentation of the Body in Tennessee Williams’s “Desire
and the Black Masseur” and Suddenly Last Summer. Modern Drama, University of Toronto Press, v. 41, n.
3, p. 347-354, 1998.
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Consequently, her funeral is not just a departure from the earth. Mrs. Goforth is finally
sailing to Byzantium, going forth. In the end, the Griffin disappears, and she becomes a
holy Byzantine empress in a catafalque according to Williams (2000, p. 580). She abandons
her gold to accept a spiritual treasure in a symbolic universe.

The last image of the Cypriot staging of the play is a reference to the Byzantine
iconography of the Dormition of Virgin Mary, and it is also based on the Byzantine chant
(apolytikion) of the ecclesiastical feast for the commemoration of the event: “O you Apostles
from far off, being gathered together in the village of Gethsemane, lay my body in

burial”.*

Fig. 3 - The ending of Mrs. Goforth, The milktrain doesn’t stop here anymore,
Cyprus, 2022, Direction by A. Demosthenous

Source: Author’s personal collection.

Fig. 4 - The Dormition of Virgin Mary, Panayia tis Asinou, Cyprus,
fresco dated from 1105/1106

Source: Ahimastou-Potamianou, M. Byzantine frescoes. Athens: Ekdotiki Athinon, 1994, p. 56-57.

* Cf. https:/ / dormitioninconcord.wordpress.com/ [Accessed on: 10 Aug. 2023].
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Religion and dogma

Tennessee Williams’ life was a riddle. His intensely autobiographical work could
not but receive multiple interpretations. Even though scholars and journalists saw him as
a promiscuous, immoral, homosexual who jumped at every opportunity to parody
religion in his plays,” the reality is completely different. Tennessee Williams was a true
believer.'® His faith was identified with a perpetual pursuit of God. Being raised in a strict
family of Protestants, it was taken for granted that anything religious or metaphysical in
the work and beliefs of the playwright derives from the Episcopal Church. Given that in
1969 he converted to Catholicism and his brother was a kind of Roman Catholic preacher,
some of his ideas could have also been derived from this ecclesiastical framework.

Apart from Calvinistic and Roman Catholic ideas, however, his work also contains
theological approaches from the Eastern Orthodox world. In an interview given in 1966,
Tennessee Williams was asked if he was involved in any particular religion. He replied
that he had a Russian icon by his bed. This icon was a birthday gift from a friend who
lived in London.” The connection of faith in God and the correlation with a specific
religion assigns particular importance to this piece of information. Williams described the
manifestation of faith in God through his relationship with an orthodox Russian style icon.
How was it possible however for the American playwright Tennessee Williams to have
knowledge of the theology of the Orthodox Church? This gift may have been a

coincidence, but perhaps not. He chose not to name the person who gave him the icon in

> As John Lahr (2014, p. 99) indicates, “Alma, like Williams, had engineered an escape from ‘the cage of
Puritanism’. Once she has cast off her parents and the rectory, the serenity she finds is not the peace of
heaven but the bliss of pickups and pills. “The prescription number is 96814,” she says at the finale. ‘I
think of it as the telephone number of God!" In Williams’s renovated consciousness, revelation is
gratification. The body is spiritualized: offering the promise of a communion that brings resurrection in
the flesh, not the afterlife. “And still our blood is sacred,” he wrote in ‘Iron Is the Winter.” “To the
mouth/the tongue of the beloved is holy bread’.”
See also, Saddik (2015, p. 349): “The story ends with the masseur throwing the bones of Burns’s body into
a lake as a mock-baptism...”; and Parker, B. (2000, p. 657): “...the play (Suddenly Last Summer) provides
a ‘demonic’ parody or inversion of martyrdom, whether this is interpreted at a sexual level of the
Sebastian myth or at its original religious level”.

¢ See indicatively Williams, T. Notebooks: “Sunday, 22 March 1936 Sunday. A swell day- Went to Holy

Communion at St Michael’s Church at Christ Church Cathedral- enjoyed service latter...” (2006, p. 51);

“Sunday, 30 August 1936... Maybe if I look hard enough into this fog I'll begin to see God'’s face and can

manage to find my way out” (2006, p. 53); “Monday, 31 August 1936... I do believe in God. I know that I

do” (2006, p. 69); “Monday, 23 November 1936... I am praying tonight. After all is quite a necessary

thing” (2006, p. 110), etc.

See Devlin, A. J. (Ed.). Conversations with Tennessee Williams. Jackson: University Press of Mississippi,

1997, p. 127.

17
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order not to turn the attention of the paparazzi who stalked him on that person. As a
deeply secretive individual, he wished to keep some aspects of his personal life secret.
However, this person could be none other than Maria Britneva, also known as Lady Maria
St. Just.

The first clue leading to this person is the published correspondence in accordance
with which Williams was in London, where she lived, on his birthday in 1965." According
to John Lahr (2014, p. 157), “Britneva exerted an almost immediate power over Williams”.
The correspondence between Tennessee Williams and Maria Britneva reveals a spiritual
relationship that extends to becoming familiar with the rituals and mysteries of the
Russian Orthodox Church. It is indicative that Williams appears to be requesting Maria:
“Do burn a candle for me in the lovely Russian church” (Williams, 1990, p. 72)."

Maria was with her sister Sandra as she was dying.

Tennessee went to fetch the Russian priest. Tennessee spoke of the incident
much later. He said ‘I'll never forget, when I brought the priest into the
room, seeing you bending over little Sandra-you were holding the Russian
cross to her lips’. After Sandra’s funeral Tennessee wrote a poem (Williams,
1990, p. 46-47).

Most definitely, his contact with Maria brought him closer to her faith. His request
also shows that he deeply respected orthodoxy and perhaps through the “mediation” of
his Russian friend he was empowered. She honored him by naming him godfather of her
first child. The first gift of Williams to his goddaughter was in no way a haphazard choice,
it was the Duino elegies, by Reiner Maria Rilke (1875-1926) (Williams, 1990, p. 146-147).

The thinker-poet Rilke, who was led to orthodox mysticism, may have been a
decisive influence on Williams. Even though he presented remarkable evidence of his
literary skill early on, Rilke was only included in the world of great poets after 1899. In
that year he travelled to Russia and returned radically changed. There is no doubt that

what excited and finally defined Rilke was none other than orthodox spirituality.”

8 “March 12, 1965 I'm writing to inform or warn you that I am flying to London on the 23™ of this month,

three days before my unfortunate birthday...” (Williams, 1990, p. 191).

The same request appears in different dates throughout their correspondence. See, for example, again on

page 362, when he writes “please light a candle for me”, and continues “there are people who make you

believe in God.”

2 Fedder, N. J., The influence of D. H. Lawrence on Tennessee Williams, The Hague: Mouton & Co., 1966.
According to Professor Henry 1. Schvey (2012, p. 88), “In his recent memoir My friend Tom, [Jay] Smith
persuasively argues that Williams was more committed to poetry than theatre during his time in St.
Louis, and the three young men -Williams, Smith and Mills, who was evidently their leader- created a
‘Literary Factory” in the cool basement of Mills’'s Westmoreland Avenue home during the sweltering St.
Louis summers. Smith further notes that Mills introduced Tom to the poetry of Rainer Maria Rilke...”

19
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William’s theatrical “sermon” finds evident corresponding analogies in Rilke. Besides,
works by Rilke, such as the Duino elegies, have been found in William’s library with
extended hand-written notes (Heintzelman; Smith-Howard, 2005, p. 88). Spirituality and
evanescence is dominant in Rilke’s work.

In 1963 Williams was marked by the tragic death of his companion, Frank Merlo. In
his letter dated 23 September 1963 to Maria Britneva he states something that is
exceptionally enigmatic: “I think our Russian church-service worked to the extent that he
never lost his dignity and pride” (Williams, 1990, p. 187).

Williams identifies, as regards faith, with the orthodox Maria and he even tells her,
almost in code, that the two of them managed to convey to Frank Merlo the principles of
the Russian Church that helped him maintain his dignity. Either through prayer or
influence what finally counted for Williams was that Merlo died looking like a saint
(Williams, 1990, p. 187).*

In addition, Tennessee’s two great loves had been his work and his sister Rose:

In his will, he entrusted the care of both to Maria. After a ceremony at his
graveside, and before the interment, the mourners drove back to St. Louis.
Maria took a car to the cemetery. The sextons were lowering the coffin.
Alone, Maria buried her friend (Williams, 1990, p. 392-393).

Tennessee Williams ended in a tomb in Calvary Cemetery instead of the sea. He
wanted to end like the new-born sea-turtles in Suddenly last summer, and Lucio in “The
malediction” (1948). “Tennessee Williams’s desire regarding his burial was unequivocal -
he wished to be buried at sea. He said this often, and even spelled it out with precision in a
codicil to his will written in longhand June 21, 1972”, as quoted by H. Schvey (2021, p.
181).

Birds and turtles - invisible perpetrators and fatal victims
Characters like Lawrence Shannon, Christopher Flanders, and Sebastian Venable

are holy outcasts closely connected not only to their patron-Saints but also to Williams

himself. It is Williams himself who chose them. To be more precise, Sebastian Venable is

(Schvey, H. The violets in the mountains have broken the rocks!: Tennessee Williams and St. Louis. In:
Veterian, M. L.; Diaz-Kostakis, A. (Ed.). A streetcar named Desire: from pen to pop, Paris: Les Editions de
L'Fcole Polytechnique, 2012).

*' In addition, she wants to limit his overreactions by referring him to the Bible and Rilke.
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an allegory of St. Sebastian and Tennessee Williams as well. As Violet Venable explains:
“Sebastian was a poet! That’s what [ meant when I said his life was his work because the
work of a poet is the life of a poet and - vice versa, the life of a poet is the work of a poet, I
mean you can’t separate them...” (Williams, 2000, p. 102).

Williams was also a poet. According to N. Tischler (1965, p. 59):

The life would appear on the surface not to be satisfying. Yet, in a short
story called ‘The Poet’, Williams describes a Christ-figure, a wandering
poet, who finds dignity on earth and salvation in heaven through his
vagrant freedom, an existence closely akin to that of the ruminant beast. In
such a life resides the anarchy, the dissociation from the intolerable bonds
of human affection, the detachment that Tennessee Williams has found
essential to his needs as a human being and to his integrity as a poet.

Sebastian Venable, in Suddenly last summer was looking for God, “a clear image of
Him” (Williams, 2000, p. 107), as put by Violet Venable. Williams implies that in order to
meet God you must turn to people and nature. The alter-egos of Sebastian, then, are the

newborn sea turtles:

Over the narrow black beach of the Encantadas as the just hatched sea-
turtles scrambled out of the sand-pits and started their race to the sea... to
escape the flesh-eating birds that made the sky almost as black as the beach.
And the sand all alive, all alive, as the hatched sea-turtles made their dash
for the sea, while the birds hovered and swooped to attack and -swooped
to attack! They were diving down on the hatched sea-turtles, turning them
over to expose their soft undersides, tearing the undersides open and
rending and eating their flesh (Williams, 2000, p. 105).

He sees before him the cruelty of the earthly world. On the beach of the Galapagos
Islands, out of the innumerable turtles that will hatch only one in a thousand will find the
sea. The rest will become food for the black flesh-eating birds. The hatching was preceded
by the endless and painful struggle of the turtles to lay the eggs. The Creator-God creates
the visible world, nature, through hard work. The journey to the sea is the journey of the
persecuted man who is trying to avoid his fate, that is to say, to become prey to sin. The
sea is redemption, the hereafter, Paradise. That atrocity led Sebastian to collapse because it
foreshadowed his own ending. It seems, however, that the theological message of
Williams” apophatic dogmatics is that God allows atrocity in order to show an alternative
route to vindication. In Suddenly last summer the flesh of Sebastian Venable feeds the
hungry crowd. Why does Williams use all these symbols? The psychoanalytic perspective

is indicative.
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Tennessee Williams use of language in this play manifests the semiotic
vividly in the exchanges of dialogue delivered especially by Mrs Venable
and Catherine as they allow the reader to experience the emotions and
effect that both characters are undergoing. He has been criticized for
excessive use of symbolism and metaphoric language... (Hezaveh;
Abdullah; Yaapar, 2012, p. 10).

Catherine Holly makes the parallel explicit:

Sebastian started to run and they all screamed at once and seemed to fly in
the air, they outran him so quickly. I heard Sebastian scream, he screamed
just once before this flock of black plucked little birds that pursued him and
overtook him up the white hill... When we got back to where my cousin
Sebastian had disappeared in the flock of featherless little black sparrows,
he was lying naked... They had devoured parts of him. Torn or cut parts of
him away with their hands or knives ..., they had torn bits of him away
and stuffed them into those gobbling fierce little empty black mouths of
theirs (Williams, 2000, p. 147).

The sea-turtles hold the same symbolism as the griffin and the iguana, that of the
protagonist’s anima. It seems that there is an apparent inconsistency between the spiritual
and evanescent anima and the fleshly materialization of its persecution (whether in the
guise of saints, martyrs, or homosexuals like Williams) which has to do with Christianity’s
demeaning of the flesh- whether in the self-inflicted penance of the martyrs and saints or
the social and physical castigation of homosexuals (which in Williams’s dramatic self-
presentation merge). To be more precise, the soul would seem to be both immune to the
seductions of the flesh and yet it is also deemed corruptible by it.?

Sebastian was a carnivorous black bird and a sea-turtle as well. He acts as a
perpetrator and victim at the same time. His anima combines good and evil. This dual

scheme is clearer in A streetcar named Desire (1947). W. S. Griffies (2007, p. 123) stresses the

argument:

Blanche DuBois and Stanley Kowalski are the symbolic externalization of a
core object-dependent victimized self within Williams, while Stanley
represents a sadistic, victimizing, aggressive self. They are opposite poles of
an object-relational split that resulted in a compulsion toward victimization
paradigms both in William’s life and in his art.

The contradiction is part of Williams” dramaturgy. The case of The rose tattoo is

indicative. According to J. J. Thompson (1987, p. 53-54),

* This is a remark by Prof. Johan Callens after a proof reading of my paper. Many thanks to Professor
Callens.
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The structural imagery of The Rose Tattoo (1950-1951) is more cohesive,
though less evocative, than the fragmented images drawn from diverse
myths, legends, and fairy tales found in many other Williams plays; for this
play is concerned with union and reconciliation rather than disintegration
and alienation. Accordingly, the rose tattoo, central symbol of the play, is
an emblem of the union of spirit with flesh [...] The other half of the
symbol, the tattoo, also suggests both mundane and mystical meanings [...]
Its religious connotations derive from its approximation both to stigmata,
those sympathetic scars resembling the wounds of the crucified Christ, and
to the brand of Cain, mark of infamy and disgrace.

The most prominent religious allegory in The rose tattoo (1951) is the rose itself. This
symbol constantly recurs in Williams’s writings. We find it in The glass menagerie, A
streetcar named desire and especially in Suddenly last summer, when Catherine Holly
mentions that Sebastian Venable, the character/martyr, looked like “a big white-paper-
wrapped bunch of red roses” (Williams, 2000, p. 147), which had been torn and crushed
following the attack Williams was always looking for the rose in his work. A rose is carved
on his tombstone. Serafina oscillates between decay and incorruptibility. The one who
saves her is Alvaro. He is the one who is willing to act as the redeemer by getting a tattoo

on his chest, the same as that of Serafina’s dead husband: a rose.

Fig. 5 — The rose tattoo, Cyprus 2020, direction by A. Demosthenous
. 'v—"xr

Source: Author’s personal collection.

In the short story Desire and the Black masseur, Anthony Burns goes through Lent
and the Holy Week in a culmination of pain. Pain is the element that leads to the defeat of
the flesh. In order for the matter to cease to exist it must go through an ordeal. At the time

that the body of Anthony Burns is consumed by the black masseur, the fire consumes the
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physical substance of a neighboring house. Matter includes the element of dirt. Sin comes
from the flesh that distorts the soul. The flame is not the destructor but the purifier. The
fire engines trying to put out the fire are the enemy. Williams states with relief that their
power could not exceed the power of the fire. The collapse of the walls and the ascent of
the fire in the sky refer to death, when the human body ends up in the earth while the soul
ascends to the heavens. This contradictory shape where the fall is at the same time the
ascent is also the shape of redemption in the metaphysical theology of Williams.

Williams sends the message that the souls of the sinners are not doomed. He says
that even the “hatchlings”, the sea turtles that succumb are purified by the torture of sin.
The Paradise belongs to the sinners who were dedicated to higher values such as music,
poetry, art and, suffered martyrdom. Sex and promiscuity are not the road to perdition.
This ascertainment is not found in Calvinism or Roman Catholicism. It is found in a
leading Father of the Eastern Church: Gregory of Nyssa (Lander, 1958). Nyssen believes
that through his death on the Cross, Christ saves the whole of the world. In addition, this
Father of the Eastern Church believes that death is a kind of benefaction, given that a limit
and an end set upon sin and thus the perpetuation of evil is obstructed.

According to Lander (1958, p. 92),

On the philosophical level Gregory of Nyssa’s ultimate answer to the great
anthropological problem of the body’s relation to the God-like mind on the
one hand and to passion and death on the other seems to be the following:
Even though bisexuality of the body was given to man in foresight of sin
and death, the body of Paradise was still very close to spirit. It was and is a
man’s sin, his turning away from true beauty and goodness, that made and
makes the body not only actively sexual but also a source of evil.

In this way, death presents a dual beneficial action since sin is stopped from
continuing its catastrophic work and man, as the bearer of the sin, is redeemed from all the
sufferings of carnal life. Thus, the literary-theatrical projections of Tennessee Williams, like
Anthony Burns, Sebastian Venable, Val Xavier and others, meet a ritual death, as a happy
end of a deeply painful life. Death is not the extinction of man but the dissolution of the
material elements that compose him.

Gregory of Nyssa (1996, p. 33) preaches:

This sentient part, however, does not disappear, but is dissolved.
Disappearance is the passing away into non-existence, but dissolution is
the dispersion again into those constituent elements of the world of which
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it was composed. But that which is contained in them perishes not, though
it escapes the cognizance of our senses.

The scheme of the anima

Anima is eternal. Evanescence is not the end. Tennessee Williams includes the
Resurrection as a repetitive pattern in his main plays, like the Sweet bird of youth and
Orpheus descending. Lent, the Holy Week and especially Easter are characteristic literary
mechanisms of parallel action in Desire and the Black masseur. Orpheus descending is the
Passion Week of a symbolic martyr, and Val Xavier is an allusion of mythical Orpheus, a
musician who dies as a martyr®. Besides, the obscure engraved representation of Orpheus
had no other purpose but to remind the persecuted Christians of their fate: the martyr’s

life, the atrocious end, and mainly the vindication after death (Moatty, 2003).

Fig. 6 - Artifact (amulet/seal) with Orpheus hanging on a cross, 200-300 A.D.

Source: Kaiser Friedrich Museum at https://www.diadrastika.com/.

» Egan, R. B. Orpheus Christus Mississipiensis: Tennessee Williams” Xavier in hell. Classical and modern
literature: A quarterly, Indiana: CML, v. 14, p. 61-98, 1993.
In the mind of Tennessee Williams, musicians, poets, artists, homosexuals are refined and cultured
human beings, but also fragile and vulnerable. Their spirituality is linked in a unique way with their
lasciviousness. Desire leads to suffering. Their passion was their martyrdom. Musician Val Xavier, for
example, was an outcast who suffered social rejection in order to gain afterlife. On the other hand,
Williams (poet and playwright) understands his homosexuality as a constant torture. See The world of
Tennessee Williams (with an introduction by Tennessee Williams), edited by Leavitt, R. F., New York:
Hansen Publishing Group, 1978: “Basic to the work of Tennessee Williams is the confusion which results
from the repressiveness of Southern Calvinism with its flesh denying patterns of Puritanism on the
romantic Cavaliers: flesh denied becomes flesh perverted. His enormous sense of guilt, the result of his
own youthful rebellion against his mother’s Puritan code, has never ceased to obsess him” (Leavitt, 1978,

p- 14).
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The Holy Week during which Val’s drama climaxes leaves no doubt about
the parallelism with Christ through Orpheus. Vee, in her holy ecstasy, reveals the future to
Val:

I thought I would see my Savior on the day of His passion, which was
yesterday, Good Friday, that's when I expected to see Him. But I was
mistaken, I was -disappointed. Yesterday passed and nothing, nothing
much happened but -today- this afternoon, somehow I pulled myself
together and walked outdoors and started to go to pray in the empty
church and meditate on the Rising of Christ tomorrow. Along the road as I
walked, thinking about the mysteries of Easter veils! - seemed to drop off
my eyes! Light, oh, light! I never have seen such brilliance! It PRICKED my
eyeballs like NEEDLES! [...] Well, and then- I heard this clap of thunder!
Sky! -Split open!- And there in the split-open sky, I saw, I tell you, I saw
the TWO HUGE BLAZING EYES OF JESUS CHRIST RISEN! Not crucified
but Risen! I mean Crucified and then RISEN! (Williams, 2000, p. 76-77).

References to crucifixion are constant in Williams” work. In a short story entitled
“The malediction” Williams wrote in the 40’s, Lucio, a migrant from Italy has no one else
in the world but his cat called Nitchevo. Overwhelmed by despair and exhaustion he

decides to end his life in the river of a city that is described as a nightmarish dystopia.

Lucio spoke to the cat as the stream climbed about them. ‘Soon,” he
whispered. ‘Soon, soon, very soon’. Only a single instant she struggled
against him: clawed his shoulder and arm in a moment of doubt. My God,
My God, why hast Thou forsaken me? Then the ecstasy passed and her
faith returned, they went away and away with the river (Williams, 1967, p.
57).

The cat here is Lucio’s anima. Independent and free of commitments but destroyed
by human wretchedness. Williams connects the passion of Lucio and the Passion of Christ
recalling the scriptures and the last words of Jesus on the cross (Matthew 27:46 My God, my
God, why you have forsaken me?). In his Notebooks Tennessee Williams writes: “Today a
funny little fellow named Verbeck came running into the house in search of a lost black
cat...” (Williams, 2006, p. 135).

According to the editor M. B. Thornton,

Verbeck may well have been the model for the man in the short story “The
Malediction” and the one-act play ‘The Strangest Kind of Romance’...The
epigraph of “The Strangest Kind of Romance’ is the last stanza of Hart
Crane’s poem ‘Chaplinesque’: The game enforces smirks; but we have
seen/ the moon in lonely alleys make/ a grail of laughter of an empty ash
can,/ and through all sound of gaiety and quest/ have heard a kitten in the
wilderness (Williams, 2006, p. 136).
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Fig. 7 - Lucio as crucified Jesus. The Malediction (dramatization of a short story),
Cyprus 2021, direction byA. Demosthenous.

H KATAPA

Tennessee Williams

Source: Author’s personal collection.

In his book Theatrical bestiaria, Dr. George Pefanis deals with the concept of
animality and its interaction with humanity on stage.** In particular, Pefanis touches on
many issues related to the limits between humanity and animality. The author adopts the
terms “human animal” and “non-human animal” so that the animality as a common
denominator can be viewed as an alternative to the all too radical division between
traditional concepts of the “human” and the “animal”. In the long story of theatre, these

two elements inevitably meet and coexist. The author’s proposal is to view theatre through

# T. Iepavng, Oeatpika Bestiaria. Oeatpixég xar pilooo@ikég oknvég g {wikétnag [Pefanis, G. Theatrical
Bestiaria. Theatre and philosophy on animality], Athens: Papazisis Publishing, 2018.
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the perspective of anthropozoology, which is analyzed from the point of view of theatre
philosophy. Despite his wide and deep analysis, Pefani’s theory fails to encompass
Williams's iguana, cat, sea-turtles etc. The intentions of Williams behind his use of animal
imagery go beyond the scope of Pefani’s research. The definition of the Williamsian
animal can be found in the so-called Williamsian theology.”

According to Andrew Goatly (2006, p. 32), “We create artifacts with symbolic
meanings and thereby establish cultural environments that in turn shape the human mind,
for example, cave paintings and mathematical symbols”.

In the symbolic world of Christianity, which millions have inhabited for centuries,
there is an imaginative construction. According to Gordon Kaufman, human beings have
created religious symbolism as a necessary part of their attempt to orient themselves in the
world (Kaufman, 1981). In early Christian art we can see Jesus Christ depicted as a lamb.
In the San Vitale mosaics there is a lamb with a golden halo that surrounds its face in the
type of Agnus Dei (Lingran, 2022). In the gospels, John (the Baptist) saw Jesus coming
toward him and said “Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!” (John

1.19-34). The Lamb is the symbol of absolute chastity and supreme sacrifice.

Epilogue

Williams’s dramaturgical use of animals was conceived at an early stage of his
carrier. Gradually it turns into a pattern. We can spot similar patterns in other writers,
such as Philip Pullman. In his novel trilogy His dark materials, he sketches a world where
men are bound to their daemons (Gooderham, 2003). A daemon is physical manifestation
of a person’s “inner self” taking the form of an animal (Colas, 2005). By analogy to the
real-life structure of Catholicism, the trilogy’s world is dominated by the leadership of the
Church known as The Magisterium. Lord’s Asriel daemon is a leopard, meaning that he is
a valiant man; Marisa’s Coulter daemon is a monkey, meaning that she is a devious
person; while the leader of the Magisterium’s daemon is a lizard, meaning that he himself

is very sneaky, cunning, indescribable, and malicious.

» Presley, D. E. The theological dimension of Tennessee Williams: a study of eight major plays
(Unpublished PhD Thesis). Emory University, 1969. More recently Walls, A. The martyr in Williams’s
Suddenly last summer, The mutilated and The remarkable rooming-house of Mme. Le Monde. The Tennessee
Williams Annual Review, New Orleans: Historic New Orleans Collection, v. 17, p. 93-114, 2018.
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In the same vein, Williams uses animals as symbols and projections of human
instincts, soul, and invisible and inexplicable substance. There is no exact definition
because the intended meaning is obscure, but it can be interpreted as the material
reflection of a theatrical character’s anima. Williams uses the animals to reveal to his
audience the daemons of his protagonists, thus showing his mastery in going deep down

to the powerful abyss of the anima.
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Dramaturgia e espaco em
Um bonde chamado Desejo

Dramatl_n‘gm

: . Dramaturgy and space in
em foco 8y p

A streetcar named Desire

Leonardo Medeiros da Silva!
André Carrico?®

Resumo

Este artigo é resultado de uma analise sobre a representacdo do espaco e suas possiveis
relagdes com a dramaturgia. Nesse sentido, o artigo tem como objetivo analisar a peca Um
bonde chamado Desejo (Tennessee Williams, 1947), considerando a relacdo entre espaco e
texto dramatico, assim como as matrizes discursivas presentes na narrativa espacial da
obra. O trabalho possui abordagem qualitativa, constituindo-se como um estudo de caso
baseado em revisao bibliogréfica. Ao final, o estudo concluiu que as didascélias revelam
significados e discursos no espaco e na acdo das personagens da peca, a0 mesmo tempo
que contribuem para a composigao poética do espago na narrativa.

Palavras-chave: Tennessee Williams; Didascalias; Nova Orleans.

Abstract

This paper results from an analysis of the representation of space and its possible
relationships with dramaturgy. In this regard, this paper aims to analyze the play A
streetcar named Desire (Tennessee Williams, 1947), considering the relation between space
and dramaturgy, just as the discursive matrices present in the space narrative of the
theatrical play. The study has a qualitative approach, constituted as a case study based on
a bibliographical review. The study concluded that the stage directions reveal meanings
and discourses in the space and the action of the characters in the play in the same way
they contribute to the poetic composition of space in the narrative.

Keywords: Tennessee Williams; Stage directions; New Orleans.
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Introducao

Nossa proposta de reflexdo se destina aos modos de representacdo do espago no
texto teatral de Um bonde chamado Desejo (Tennessee Williams, 1947), tendo em vista os
desdobramentos interdiscursivos entre espaco e dramaturgia. A analise toma como eixo
central os componentes textuais e discursivos no espaco dramatdrgico, visando também
uma contextualizac¢do histérica da conjuntura da obra. Diante disso, consideraremos, para
fins de anélise, a versdo da obra brasileira traduzida pela Professora Dra. Beatriz Viégas-
Faria, publicada no ano de 2014 (Colecao L&PM Pocket, 160 p.).

No que diz respeito ao enredo da peca, dois personagens em especial engendram o
conflito principal: Blanche DuBois e Stanley Kowalski. A histéria retrata a hospedagem de
Blanche na casa de sua irma3, Stella, em Nova Orleans (Louisiana). Apresentada como uma
personagem sensivel e vulneravel diante dos traumas do passado, Blanche entrara em
conflito direto com o rude cunhado, Stanley Kowalski, uma vez que ele desconfia
constantemente do passado dela.

A fim de entender as tensdes estabelecidas nesse conflito, outras questdes
despertam nossa atencdo no decorrer da narrativa, cujos aspectos podem estar
relacionados a ideias paradoxais ligadas a sensibilidade e brutalidade, refinamento e
despojamento, libido e castidade, fantasia e realidade, feminilidade e masculinidade na
metade do século XX, além de dindmicas que envolvem individuos marginalizados nos
subtrbios da multicultural Nova Orleans. Inclusive, um dos lugares que marcou a
trajetoria artistica e profissional do dramaturgo Tennessee Williams foi a cidade de Nova
Orleans, cuja influéncia cultural e social imprimiu um tom singular em Um bonde chamado
Desejo (Borges, 2017).

A pesquisa é baseada numa investigacao de carater qualitativo com enfoque em um
estudo de caso, concentrando-se no exercicio de leituras critica e analitica do material
bibliografico (Gerhardt; Silveira, 2009). Ao propor as categorias de andlise, considera-se,
primeiramente, as didascalias como indicadores que ultrapassam seu estatuto
convencional como descricbes de cena, sendo agora compreendidas como recursos
valiosos para a dimensao poética do texto dramatico (Ramos, 1999). Além disso, para
contribuir nessa abordagem, apontam-se alguns conceitos de espaco teatral com base nas

concepgdes de espaco cénico, dramitico e textual (Pavis, 2008).
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Portanto, a ideia central desse estudo reside na representagdo do espago enquanto
um agente produtor de significados, sentidos e discursos, reconhecendo nas didascélias
um componente articulador de experiéncias, afetos e percepcdes entre personagem e
lugar. A analise abarca o periodo de estadia da personagem Blanche DuBois na residéncia
de sua irma, Stella Kowalski, tendo em vista alguns dos elementos narrativos que

mobilizaram sua derrocada na frenética periferia de Nova Orleans.

A didascalia no texto teatral

A fungao das didascélias no texto dramatico adquiriu novos estatutos no decorrer
da histéria. A partir da passagem do século XIX para o século XX, periodo intensificado
pelas tensdes normativas entre texto (palavra) e cena (agdo), o aparecimento dos
encenadores em face da concepgao estética dos espetdculos instaurou um novo olhar sobre
as produgodes teatrais. A necessidade da realiza¢do plena de uma montagem engendrou
novas atribuicdes ao texto dramatirgico, de modo que a rubrica adquiriu funcdes
estruturantes que atravessaram detalhes como, por exemplo, acdes dos atores, gestos,
intensidade da fala, sentimentos e expressdes das personagens, descricdes extracénicas,
entre outros (Ramos, 1999).

Entretanto, apesar dessas transformagdes, poderiamos afirmar que a representagao
dos espacos em obras dramattrgicas é, muitas vezes, negligenciada na estrutura textual
das pecas, posto que sua fungdo se restringe geralmente as funcionalidades indicativas das
cenas (Ubersfeld, 2005). Na contramdo dessa perspectiva, e na busca de apontar alguns
aspectos que possam indicar também outras possibilidades de anélise, verifica-se nesse
estudo o valor simbélico que as rubricas podem fornecer ao espago no texto teatral. Diante
disso, vale recorrer as reflexdes sobre a funcionalidade poética das didascélias presente em
textos da literatura dramatica, como aponta o professor Luiz Fernando Ramos (1999, p. 32-

33):

Cada vez mais, o autor passa a desenvolver um texto auxiliar, ou paralelo
aos didlogos, com uma atribuicdo que antes, quando as pecas eram s6
assistidas, era exclusiva dos atores e demais responsaveis pelo espetaculo.
Inicialmente, esse texto indicador da leitura aparece na forma de prefacio,
como € o caso de Racine, ou de Corneille, mas logo avanca no espago entre
os didlogos e passa a ser utilizado como recurso habitual dos autores, seja
para movimentar a trama, seja para estabelecer comentarios sobre o modo
das acoes.
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Diante dessas consideracdes, pode-se dizer que a didascalia se apresenta como um
recurso que transcende o papel auxiliar na estrutura dramatica da obra. Nessa perspectiva,
0 seu estatuto se reconﬁgurou COmMO um NOVO mecanismo para 0 movimento da trama, e,
de certa maneira, sua presenca se materializou como um elemento fundamental na
execucdo, interpretacdo e experimentacdo das acdes descritas no texto dramaético. Dentre
os dramaturgos que ousaram explora-las como mais vigor, é possivel citar o irlandés

Samuel Beckett como um dos seus maiores expoentes na feitura de suas tramas.

O notavel, em Beckett, é que em suas pecas as rubricas tém o mesmo
estatuto que a fala das personagens, tornando-se inadequado pensa-las
como secunddrias, ou menos importantes, na garantia do desenvolvimento
dramatico. E, se no plano estrito de sua literatura dramatica, a rubrica é,
incontestavelmente, indispensavel para articular a ficcdo, ela também sera
imprescindivel na formalizacdo e concretizacdo cénicas (Ramos, 1999, p.
53).

Dai a importancia de considerar, a nosso ver, as andlises das didascalias como
redutos para a compreensdo poética do espago no texto dramatico, visto que, assim como
destaca Ramos sobre a escritura cénica de Beckett, a presenca das rubricas na dramaturgia
do autor irlandés fornece, de forma significativa, as acdes para o movimento das tramas:
“Mesmo com infinita variedade de modos de executé-la, ndo cumpri-la é nao sé trair o
autor como alterar completamente o curso da acdo dramatica. ‘Estragon - Vamos (Eles ndo
se movem)”” (Ramos, 1999, p. 54).

A ideia de “rubrica beckttiana” configurou-se como uma das abordagens mais
proeminentes nos estudos sobre as didascélias, visto que suas configuracées no plano
cénico-textual se dao, segundo Ramos (1999, p. 78), “[...] como legitima expressao literdria
de sua poética da cena”. Portanto, a presenca das didascalias do texto teatral pode
colaborar, por exemplo, para a descricdo subjetiva dos personagens, delinear a textura de
objetos de cena, ambientacdes, temporalidades, profundidades, superficies, distancias,
planos, etc.

Nas descricdes das rubricas em obras teatrais, seja de carater realista ou
semirrealista, em maior ou menor grau, o lugar cénico se apresenta como imitagdo de um

espaco material, isto é, uma fragmentacdo auténoma do mundo real, e sua mimesis

condensa a representacao de uma realidade em si.
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Espaco cénico, dramatico e textual

Para abordar algumas das categorias de espaco narrativo na dramaturgia, atenta-se
aqui verificar aportes fundamentais para investigar os modos de ler, perceber, analisar e
interpretar o espago no teatro em si. Para tanto, convém nos determos nas concepgdes de
espago teatral segundo o teérico francés Patrice Pavis, mais especificamente em sua obra
Diciondrio de teatro (2008), cuja ideia de espacialidade no teatro divide-se em trés
principios.

O primeiro apontamento que o autor destaca acerca da espacialidade teatral diz
respeito ao (1) espago cénico: esta categoria chama a atencdo para a presenca real e concreta
do espago, onde a agdo dos atores em cena pode se estender, também, para o espaco da
plateia. A segunda concepcdo que o autor leva em consideracdo é o (2) espaco dramitico:
este, por sua vez, constituido pela negociacdo simbdlica entre atores e espectadores como o
lugar de encenacdo, ficcdo, imaginacao, ilusdo e ludicidade. E, por fim, verifica-se, na
altima categoria, a ideia de (3) espaco textual, cuja estrutura se localiza na dimensdo
enunciativa dos discursos, textualidades, frases, retéricas, descri¢coes, indicacOes, etc.
Segundo o préprio autor, este Gltimo conceito “E o espaco considerado em sua
materialidade gréfica, fonica ou retdrica; o espaco da ‘“partitura’ onde sdo consignadas
réplicas e didascélias” (Pavis, 2008, p. 133).

Feita essa discussdo, torna-se fundamental estabelecer uma relacdo entre os
aspectos e as dindmicas do espago textual - retéricas, réplicas e didascalias - na obra Um
bonde chamado Desejo, de forma que seja possivel esmiugar os ambientes descritos no texto
dramattrgico. E pertinente detectar as camadas de significacdo imbricadas ndo somente
nos espacgos publicos da trama, tais como a rua e o quarteirdo dos Kowalski, mas também
explorar os demais signos contidos no “espaco intimo” das personagens. Dessa maneira,

faz-se necessario aqui propor uma transversalizagao dessas perspectivas.
A representacao do espaco em Um bonde chamado Desejo
Assim como Amanda Wingfield, em O zooldgico de vidro (Williams, 2014a), a

enigmética Blanche DuBois, em Um bonde chamado Desejo, sublinha nostalgicamente as

lembrangas de seu passado requintado e préspero, ao mesmo tempo em que infere um
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futuro a deriva das circunstancias. Em um breve resumo, a histéria gira em torno da
hospedagem de Blanche DuBois na casa de sua irm3, Stella, em Nova Orleans. Avessa ao
novo ambiente, Blanche procura uma nova perspectiva de vida apdés uma série de
traumas. Contudo, sua presenca despertard um conflito direto com o cunhado, Stanley
Kowalski, na medida que ele suspeita do passado da propria Blanche.

O surgimento da dama refinada na agitada periferia de Nova Orleans despontara,
inicialmente, como o primeiro paradoxo da trama, visto que a ndo identificacdo da
personagem colidird contra o ambiente conturbado da cidade. Esta contraposicao a
aparéncia campestre de Blanche é personificada na figura da Southern Belle’, isto é, a nobre
e casta senhorita que, em meados no século XIX, pertencia a elite agraria do sul dos
Estados Unidos. Filhas de grandes fazendeiros e herdeiras de vastas extensoes de terras, as
Southern Belle (“Bela do Sul” ou “Bela sulista”, em portugués) possuiam uma participagao
a parte na antiga sociedade sulista, posto que sua formagao era pautada na educagao
moral e doméstica, elementos essenciais para o futuro papel de esposa, mae, etc. (Silva,
2005).

Na obra do dramaturgo estadunidense, percebe-se o cendrio de um bairro
movimentado em Nova Orleans, cuja dinamicidade nas ruas confere, na periferia da
cidade, um atrativo a parte. Os edificios, detalhadamente descritos em didascélias,
refletem o ritmo que os moradores imprimem cotidianamente ao ambiente, de modo que
“As casas em sua maioria sdo constru¢des originalmente brancas que foram adquirindo
um tom cinza com o tempo; tém escadas externas que balancam ao peso das pessoas...”
(Williams, 2014b, p. 15). A leitura do subtrbio na peca alavanca outras formas de
percepgdo ao receptor, posto que a construgao texto-dramatica do espago se debruca sobre
outros elementos de ordem sensorial, tais como olfato, audicdo e visdo, traduzidos por sua

vez pela poténcia simbdlica da rubrica destacada pelo autor.

[O que se vé do céu ao redor do prédio branco e pouco iluminado é de um
azul suave, muito suave, quase um azul-turquesa, o que empresta a cena
uma espécie de lirismo e atenua com graciosidade a atmosfera de
decadéncia. Pode-se quase sentir o bafo morno do rio de dguas marrons
que passa atrds dos armazéns das margens, estes com seus leves aromas de
banana e de café. Essa mesma atmosfera é evocada pela musica de artistas

> The history of the Southern Belle. Disponivel em: http:/ /pro
jects.]leadr.msu.edu/uniontodisunion/exhibits/show/ the-history-of-the-southern-be. Acesso em: 24 jul.
2022.
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negros em um bar logo ali, virando a esquina. Nessa parte de New Orleans
todos estao sempre logo ali, virando a esquina...] (Williams, 2014b, p. 15).

Se o lugar evoca todas as suas qualidades nesse pedaco do subturbio da cidade, a
“atmosfera de decadéncia” ecoard, em seguida, novos ares nos corticos da capital mundial
do jazz ap6s a chegada da nova visitante. Essa dimensdo fica mais clara no aparecimento
de Blanche na calorosa rua Campos Elisios*, onde se localiza a residéncia do casal
Kowalski, isto é, a sua irma, Stella, com o respectivo marido, Stanley. A origem do termo
que da nome a rua dos Kowalski esta relacionada ao paraiso na Mitologia Grega, tendo em
conta que o lugar representa o destino das almas bem-aventuradas.

E preciso recordar que a descricdo da personagem Blanche revela uma dimensao
significativa que as didascalias empreendem no texto dramatico de Williams. Nessa
perspectiva, é possivel compreender a concepcdo de espaco e lugar nesta obra teatral, e o

quanto sua funcao cénico-textual contribui para a anélise da personagem no drama.

[A expressdao de seu rosto é de incredulidade; ela estd atonita. Sua
aparéncia ndo combina em nada com o ambiente. Estd vestida com
elegancia, num tailleur branco, blusa macia e fofa, colar e brincos de pérola,
luvas brancas e chapéu, como quem estd chegando para um ché da tarde
em pleno verdo, ou entdo para uma recepgao com coquetéis no Garden
District, bairro das mansodes elegantes em New Orleans] (Williams, 2014b,

p-17).

E nesse aspecto que as rubricas se constituem como uma intervengao descritiva dos
agentes da narrativa, visto que suas aplicacdes expandirdo nossa leitura sobre, entre outras
coisas, as caracteristicas individuais das personagens, a descricdio dos comodos na
residéncia dos Kowalski, assim como as sonoridades presentes na rua Campos Elisios,
como averiguaremos adiante. Valendo-se ainda desse contexto, se, por um lado, Blanche é
apresentada como figura simbélica de seu extinto universo aristocratico, icone de um
passado requintado e préspero, por outro lado, a sua suposta aura de cordialidade sera
solapada em face do antagonismo de um personagem que, segundo a propria Blanche
DuBois: “[...] se comporta como um animal, tem hébitos de animal. Come, caminha, fala,
tudo como um bicho!” (Williams, 2014b, p. 78).

Descendente de poloneses, o ex-membro da Artilharia do Exército americano,
Stanley Kowalski, integra agora a classe operaria urbana de Nova Orleans, atuando como

funciondrio de uma fabrica de pecas. Em seu aspecto mais geral, o texto associa Stanley e

* Cf. Campos Eliseos. Disponivel em: https://brasilescola.uol.com.br/mitologia/campos-eliseos.htm.
Acesso em: 24 jul. 2022.
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seus colegas de trabalho a figuras animalescas, impulsivas, hostis e vulgares. Em paralelo
a esta primeira observagao, constata-se também que sua energia é condicionada a uma
ideia de virilidade exacerbada naquele ambiente. Dessa maneira, o texto de Williams
sugere uma aparéncia despojada do personagem, ligada ao vigor fisico e comportamento
robusto, que, nesse caso, parecem apontar para um perfil masculino associado a ideia de

seducdo, controle ou vitalidade:

[Uma alegria animal de seu ser esta implicita em todos os seus movimentos
e atitudes. Desde o comego de sua juventude, o centro de sua vida tem sido
o prazer com as mulheres, o toma 14 da ca desses encontros, ndo com fraca
tolerancia nem de modo dependente, mas com o poder e o orgulho de um
galo, o macho de rica plumagem no comando do galinheiro] (Williams,
2014b, p. 33).

O encontro entre Blanche e Stanley ndo representa somente o conflito entre duas
distintas personalidades, uma vez que seus contextos sociais, visdes de mundo e
identidades socioculturais serdo postos em evidéncia durante os embates que se sucedem
(Feélix, 2010). Aqui, Blanche sera a mais prejudicada em funcdo das brutalidades do
cunhado. Para interligar esses dois personagens na narrativa, visualiza-se a presenca de
Stella Kowalski, irma de Blanche, como elemento de mediacao entre os dois protagonistas
da histéria. Ex-herdeira da perdida fazenda de Belle Reve, antiga propriedade da familia
DubBois, Stella sublinha o contexto de transicdo do mundo agrario ao ambiente urbano. Ao

contrario de Blanche, Stella rompeu bruscamente com seu antigo passado rural:

BLANCHE - Bem, Stella... vocé vai me censurar, eu sei que vocé vai querer
me xingar... mas antes disso... leve em consideracao... vocé foi embora! Eu
fiquei e lutei! Vocé veio para New Orleans e tratou da sua vida e cuidou de
si! Eu fiquei em Belle Reve e tentei preservar tudo! Nao estou falando isso
em tom de censura, mas foda a trabalheira ficou sobre os meus ombros.
STELLA - O melhor que eu podia fazer era ganhar o meu sustento,
Blanche. [Blanche comega a tremer de novo, intensamente.]

BLANCHE - Eu sei, eu sei. Mas foi vocé quem abandonou Belle Reve, nao
eu! Eu fiquei e lutei por ela, sangrei por ela, quase morri por ela! (Williams,
2014b, p. 29).

Perdida em virtude de uma série de dividas deixadas pelos falecidos parentes, a
fazenda Belle Reve configurava o resquicio valioso do poder simbdlico e material de
Blanche e sua familia. Além do mais, a perda do imével comprova certamente algumas

das derrocadas da protagonista as quais descreveremos mais adiante.
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A par dessas informacdes das principais personagens, acresce-se ainda a trama uma
variedade étnica de personagens como composicao narrativa do lugar. Nesse sentido,
valeria destacar a heterogeneidade cultural de Nova Orleans. Ora, embora as personagens
sejam descritas com impressdes generalizadas mediante o sotaque, a cor da pele ou o local
de origem, pode-se considerar a relevancia de algumas delas, tais como: a “Mulher Negra”
(moradora do cortigo); a “Mexicana” (vendedora de flores) e o amigo de Stanley, Pablo
Gonzalez, cuja ascendéncia (muito provavelmente latina, dado seu nome) ndo é descrita.
Vale lembrar ainda que o préprio Stanley, em alguns momentos nomeado pejorativamente
de “polaco”, é descendente de poloneses, enquanto que as irmas Stella e Blanche sdo de
origem francesa’.

Em outro aspecto, cabe ressaltar um dos personagens que chama a atencdo de
Blanche durante sua estadia na residéncia da irma. Mitch (Harold Mitchell), ao contrario
das maneiras pelas quais Stanley e seus companheiros sdo retratados, apresenta-se na
trama como um sujeito pacifico, tendo como tnica companhia a prépria mde, que se
encontra enferma. Blanche o descreve como um homem que expressa “[...] um jeito de
olhar mais sensivel” (Williams, 2014b, p. 54). Para ela, a imagem dele personifica talvez
um perfil “cavalheiresco” se comparado aos demais colegas de Stanley, considerando-o
como um possivel pretendente. Aqui, a expectativa de Blanche, em parte, reside na
esperanca de vé-lo como uma luz que reconforte (emocional e financeiramente) seu
presente, se nao um vetor de superacao frente as dores colhidas no passado.

Muitos desses elementos narrativos, inclusive, foram preservados, por exemplo, em
suas duas principais adaptacdes para o cinema®. Cabe lembrar que a encenagdo foi
apresentada pela primeira vez na Broadway em 1947, dirigida pelo cineasta e diretor
teatral Elia Kazan (1909-2003). O primeiro langamento para as telas, também com a diregao
de Elia Kazan, aconteceu em 1951, no entanto, sob a vigilia do Cédigo Hays’, decreto que

oficializou normas de censura aos esttidios de Hollywood na época.

° Blanche DuBois significa “Branca do Bosque” em portugués. Além disso, a antiga fazenda Belle Reve

significa “Belo Sonho”.

Além do filme de Elia Kazan, outra adaptacdo famosa se refere ao filme dirigido por Glenn Jordan, de
1995, com o titulo homonimo da peca.

Com o intuito de evitar polémicas (ou prejuizos financeiros) com o publico geral em relacdo ao seu
contetido, os estidios de Hollywood assinaram, com o apoio do advogado Will H. Hays, um acordo de
autocensura chamado Cédigo de Produgdo de Cinema, que durou de 1930 até 1968. Cf. Codigo Hays: a
censura de Hollywood. Disponivel em:
https:/ /cinemaemcadernos.wordpress.com/2015/01/21/codigo-hays/. Acesso em: 25 jul. 2022.
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Figura1l - Em cena, Vivien Leigh e Marlon Brando interpretando Blanche e Stanley

Fonte: A streetcar named Desire (Elia Kazan, 1951).

O filme foi produzido no contexto da Guerra Fria, marcado pela bipolarizacdo
politica, econdmica e ideoldgica entre EUA e Unido Soviética apds a Segunda Guerra
Mundial. Nesse sentido, é dentro desse periodo, também, que se intensificou a repressao
politica contra possiveis adeptos do comunismo em diversas esferas da sociedade norte-
americana, inclusive em Hollywood. A campanha de perseguicdo foi promovida pelo
senador republicano Joseph McCarthy (1908-1957), e ficou conhecida como Macarthismo,
de modo que as préticas de acusacao - por vezes indevidas - envolveram nomes de
artistas, cientistas, politicos e demais cidaddos com supostas afiliagdes ao movimento
comunista. Destaca-se que algumas delacdes também se tornaram famosas, tais como as
do proprio Elia Kazan contra antigos colegas do Partido Comunista dos EUA, do qual ele
mesmo foi integrante entre os anos de 1934 até 1936, e que tais dentincias marcariam
inevitavelmente sua carreira pelas décadas seguintes®.

Sem a intencdo de aprofundarmos essa tematica, e ainda com relagdo ao filme
dirigido por Kazan, alguns didlogos e cenas cruciais da peca original foram suprimidos em
sua pelicula, a medida que o texto fornecia detalhes sobre motivacdes que conduziram a

protagonista a insanidade, tais como o suicidio do antigo marido, Allan, ap6s a propria

¥ Cf. A delagio que atormentou Elia Kazan por toda a vida. Disponivel em:
https:/ /jornaldaparaiba.com.br/cultura/silvio-osias/2017/05/15/ delacao-que-atormentou-elia-kazan-
por-toda-vida. Acesso em: 09 out. 2022.
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Blanche descobrir a homossexualidade dele. Tal mencao nao é sequer citada na adaptagao
filmica.

A censura em relagdo ao filme no Brasil também nao foi diferente, a exemplo da
infeliz escolha do titulo em portugués: Uma rua chamada Pecado. Aqui, a opcao moralista na
troca da palavra “desejo” por “pecado” parece clara. Nessa operacdo de traducao, as
camadas de significacdo podem ser deslocadas para outros niveis de interpretacdo nao
pretendidas pela proposta original do autor, o que comprometeria, dessa forma, a
poténcia na mencao feita ao simbolo do veiculo elétrico. Voltando a obra teatral em si, o
termo “Desejo”, nome da linha do bonde que desloca Blanche até Campos Elisios, implica
nogdes que ndo se restringem somente a mobilidade urbana, uma vez que contemplam

também ideias ligadas a libido, ao frenesi, ao desconforto ou repulsa pelo ambiente.

STELLA - Mas existem coisas que acontecem entre um homem e uma
mulher no escuro.. que meio que fazem tudo o mais parecer... sem
importancia. [Pausa]

BLANCHE - Vocé esta falando é de desejo animal... e s6 Desejo!... nome
daquele bonde desconjuntado, barulhento, o ferro-velho que passa
sacolejando pelo French Quarter, subindo uma ruela estreita e descendo
outra...

STELLA - E vocé nunca andou nesse bonde?

BLANCHE - Ele me trouxe até aqui... onde ndo me querem e onde me
sinto envergonhada de estar (Williams, 2014b, p. 76).

A inadaptabilidade de Blanche justifica seu desconforto, e as tensdes entre ela e
Stanley sdo reforcadas na medida em que o clima no apartamento dos Kowalski se
acentua, tal como no encontro da noite do poker. Observa-se nesta cena os amigos de
Stanley reunidos em sua casa para o jogo de baralhos, “[...] todos homens no auge da
virilidade do corpo, tdo toscos e diretos e poderosos como as cores primérias” (Williams,
2014b, p. 50). Ao mesmo tempo, apds retornar de um passeio com Stella, é curioso notar a
preocupacdo de Blanche em retocar a maquiagem e, gentilmente, solicitar que os homens
sentados a mesa nado se levantem, cujo pedido é, em seguida, retrucado por Stanley:
“STANLEY - Nao precisa ter medo, ninguém vai se levantar” (Williams, 2014b, p. 53).

E possivel perceber que todo o comportamento de Blanche, no decorrer da
narrativa, reverbera simbolicamente em dois componentes da peca, a saber: as
luminosidades e as sonoridades do espaco. Numa primeira andlise, constata-se que Blanche

evita a claridade da luz com o intuito de ocultar ao maximo possivel a sua aparéncia,

tendo em vista esconder, especialmente a Mitch, sua verdadeira idade. “BLANCHE - A
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luz do dia nunca me mostrou maior ruina” (Williams, 2014b, p. 25). Para especificar
melhor este detalhe, vale observar as formas como a personagem evita ou adapta a
luminosidade do espaco conforme sua necessidade, como, por exemplo; (1) desligando
constantemente as luzes nos comodos da residéncia; (2) reduzindo a luminosidade de uma
lampada cobrindo-a por meio de uma “lanterna de papel chinesa”; e, por ultimo, (3)
evitando exposicao a luz natural do dia.

Numa segunda anélise, pode-se apontar as interferéncias sonoras que o ambiente
produz, revelando nitidamente os estados emocional e mental de Blanche. Um dos
elementos sonoros mais presentes no espaco da narrativa sao os ruidos da ferrovia no
bairro, condensados geralmente por didlogos que provocam desconfortos em Blanche, tais

como as lembrangas do jovem falecido marido, Allan Grey:

BLANCHE - Entdo eu descobri. Da pior maneira possivel. Entrando de
repente num quarto que eu pensei que estivesse vazio... mas que nao estava
vazio. Tinha duas pessoas ali... o rapaz que era o meu marido e um homem
mais velho, amigo dele de muito tempo... [Ouve-se 0 som de uma locomotiva
se aproximando. Ela tapa os ouvidos com as mdos e se agacha, encolhida, de
cocoras. O farol da locomotiva ilumina o quarto de passagem, enquanto o trem
passa trovejando. A medida que o barulho vai diminuindo, ela se pde de pé
lentamente, mais uma vez ereta, e continua falando] (Williams, 2014b, p. 103).

Verifica-se aqui o quao incisivas as fontes sonoras do espaco se intercalam com os
momentos de fragilidade e de desequilibrio da personagem. A descoberta da
homossexualidade do marido agravou em Blanche a sensacao de culpa apds o respectivo
suicidio do rapaz. Somam-se a isso outros fatores que Stanley, com o claro intuito de
expulsa-la de sua residéncia, descobriu acerca do passado enigmaético da cunhada, tais
como o assédio cometido a um aluno na antiga escola onde lecionava (Blanche era
professora de Lingua Inglesa) e as varias noites passadas em hotéis com “estranhos”, o
que ocasionou sua ma reputacdo e expulsao da pequena Laurel, cidade em que vivia. Em
decorréncia dessas informagdes, Mitch, que vinha desenvolvendo um relacionamento
espontaneo com Blanche, recusa-se a casar com ela, comprometendo ainda mais as suas
condicdes psicoldgicas. Consequentemente, a personagem passa a ouvir vozes internas
com mais frequéncia, tais como melodias de valsa, disparos de tiros, entre outras.

Apesar desses fatores, sera Stanley quem executara os maiores gestos de violéncia
(fisica e simbdlica) contra a ja debilitada Blanche DuBois. Durante a comemoragdo de

aniversario da cunhada, Stanley entrega uma passagem de Onibus de volta para Laurel
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como presente e, como se ndo bastasse, enquanto a esposa encontra-se no hospital gravida,
as doses de agressividade de Stanley desdguam no ato de estupro contra a cunhada,
situacdo que sela definitivamente o destino tragico de Blanche.

Guardadas as devidas proporcdes, nota-se, na cena final da peca, a instauragao de
uma nova atmosfera no espaco dramatdrgico. Veremos uma Blanche aparentemente
ansiosa enquanto Stella e a vizinha Eunice ajudam-na a se vestir. Os picos de delirios
elevam-se, de modo que a personagem espera, segundo ela, a chegada do petroleiro
texano Shep Huntleigh, um antigo namorado que a convidara para um cruzeiro no Caribe.
Conforme o ocorrido na noite do poker, os colegas de Stanley encontram-se a jogar baralho,

inclusive Mitch, porém todos agora estao cientes das condicoes e destino da personagem.

BLANCHE [levantando-se lentamente] - O que foi isso?

EUNICE ([fica evidente que estd fingindo ndo saber] - Com licenca, vou ver
quem esta batendo.

STELLA - Certo. [Eunice entra na cozinha.]

BLANCHE [tensa] - Sera que é para mim?

[Uma conversa sussurrada ocorre a porta da rua.]

EUNICE [voltando, com grande animagio] - Chegou alguém perguntando
pela Blanche.

BLANCHE - Entao é mesmo para mim! [Olha amedrontada de uma para outra
e entdo olha para os reposteiros. A varsoviana toca baixinho.] E o cavalheiro que
eu estava esperando, de Dallas?

EUNICE - Acho que sim, Blanche.

BLANCHE - Ainda nao estou pronta (Williams, 2014b, p. 150).

A expectativa pelo aguardado pretendente configura-se para Blanche a sua
esperanga de conforto e estabilidade. Apds o toque da campainha, os sussurros entre os
homens no jogo sdo finalizados. Blanche, acompanhada de Stella e da vizinha Eunice,
caminha até a porta, convicta de que Shep Huntleigh estd a sua espera, contudo, sem
desmontar sua postura outrora personificada na figura da Southern Belle: “BLANCHE
[Dirigindo-se aos homens] - Por favor, ndo se levantem. Estou s6 passando” (Williams,
2014b, p. 151). Ao atender a porta, Blanche é recebida por um médico e uma enfermeira, ao
passo que estranha as respectivas visitas. A quebra de expectativa a deixa aturdida, e o
retorno desnorteado para o interior do apartamento sera o ultimo. Ela entra no quarto.
Encosta-se numa cadeira. Seu desespero aumenta quando Stanley e a enfermeira tentam
intercepta-la: “ENFERMEIRA: Oi, Blanche. [A saudagio ecoa e volta a ecoar por outras vozes,
misteriosas, que vém de trds das paredes, como se reverberassem por um canion de muitos rochedos,

muitas escarpas]” (Williams, 2014b, p. 153).
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A sensacdo de Blanche sobre o espago torna-se mais topofébica’ & medida que as
rubricas revelam detalhadamente os seus tormentos, propiciando ao leitor um lugar de
testemunha acerca da total desestabilizagdo da personagem. O leitor acompanha os
distarbios de Blanche, tendo em vista que ele serd o tnico a visualizar, ou ouvir, cada
manifestacdo mental da personagem diante das agdes impostas pelas demais actantes. O
altimo golpe de Stanley contra Blanche ocorre em um gesto de profunda violéncia
simbolica: “[Ele vai até a penteadeira e pega a lanterna de papel, rasgando-a ao tird-la da limpada,
e estende o brago na direcdo de Blanche. Ela dd um grito, como se ela e a lanterna fossem uma so]”
(Williams, 2014b, p. 154).

Adquirida numa loja chinesa do bairro French Quarter, a lanterna de papel colorida
era utilizada por Blanche para reduzir a claridade da ldmpada no quarto, minimizando
assim a exposicdo de sua aparéncia diante da luz, como mencionado anteriormente. O
objeto cumpre no espaco uma funcdo além de seu atributo ornamental, visto que sua
presenca manifesta uma clara extensdo da subjetividade da personagem naquele
ambiente. Assim sendo, a lanterna de papel colorida configurava em Blanche um
prolongamento de seu corpo, uma transfiguracao de sua proépria fragilidade.

Ao ver destruida a lanterna de papel, Blanche revela sua completa vulnerabilidade
em meio aquela situacdo de opressao: “A mulher [...] prende os bragos de Blanche, que entio
grita e grita, a voz agora rouca, e cai de joelhos.]” (Williams, 2014b, p. 155). Os momentos de
tensdo sdo aliviados apds a chegada do médico, perante o qual Blanche, logo ao ouvi-lo,
acalma-se: “MEDICO - Srta. DuBois. [Ela vira o rosto para ele e olha fixo no olho dele com um
pedido desesperado. Ele sorri...]” (Williams, 2014b, p. 155). Ao perceber a tranquilidade de
Blanche ap6s a sua abordagem, o médico retira o chapéu e gentilmente lhe oferece o brago
(gesto cavalheiresco de gentileza, comum a época da peca), de maneira que a expressao de
abatimento de Blanche dara lugar a uma sensacdo de reconforto.

O ato de “cavalheirismo” advindo do médico desencadeia uma das cenas mais
potentes da dramaturgia mundial e o momento seguinte algara a frase mais emblematica
da obra: “BLANCHE - Seja vocé quem for... eu sempre dependi da bondade de estranhos”
(Williams, 2014b, p. 156). Ao final, ela parte em direcio ao carro que lhe aguarda,
gentilmente acompanhada do médico e da enfermeira. Um outro aspecto que é possivel

constatar, ainda acerca dessa célebre passagem, diz respeito ao eco desencadeado pela

’  De acordo com Marandola Jr. et al. (2012), o termo fopofobia pode se referir aos sentimentos de repulsa,

pavor, medo ou trauma experienciados em determinado lugar.
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frase da protagonista, a qual beatificou-a como uma das grandes heroinas tragicas da

dramaturgia moderna.

Para Arthur Miller, essa frase foi tdo marcante que o dramaturgo ainda se
lembra dos suspiros da plateia ao ouvi-la, quase 60 anos depois da primeira
vez que assistiu a peca. A identificagdo do publico com a personagem foi
tamanha que ‘quando ela saiu nos bragos do médico, todos foram com ela’
(Borges, 2017, p. 140).

E diante da desestabilizacdo emocional/ psicolégica naquela realidade que sucumbe
toda a fantasia de Blanche DuBois, talvez a sua maior armadura naquele contexto em
contraposi¢cdo as ruinas de um passado traumatico. Todavia, as consideracdes tiradas
desse debate concebem estruturas narrativas em que os signos espaciais sdo incisivamente
disputados. Dessa ampla constelacdao estilistica, poética, simbdlica e discursiva, seria
possivel atestar que visualizamos uma Blanche emocionalmente debilitada devido as
experiéncias tragicas do passado, no qual foi revestido com auras de pureza, cordialidade
e nobreza, ainda que se constituam através de excessivas falacias e ilusdes, sonhos e
expectativas.

Por outro lado, hd um Stanley que expressa pragmaticidade, objetividade, ao
mesmo tempo em que manifesta acdes impetuosas, violentas e agressivas ao “colocar suas
cartas na mesa”, emblema de um sujeito cuja brutalidade opera nas doses mais elevadas
de toxicidade, e que evidentemente condicionaram Blanche a um estado de loucura. Em
acordo com Anne Ubersfeld (2005, p. 106), “[...] a estrutura de quase todas as narrativas
draméticas pode ser lida como um conflito de espagos, ou como a conquista ou o
abandono de determinado espago”. Nessa perspectiva, Blanche defronta-se com Stanley
em um visivel jogo de poder sobre o espaco que ambos transitam. Em seus aspectos mais
gerais, a derrocada da personagem dialoga com o espago narrativo a partir do momento
em que o proprio ambiente passa a compor (ou contrapor) a sua aparéncia. Constata-se
que sua sensibilidade se revela, também, no modo como apreende o espago que ocupa,
bem como suas estratégias de tentar adapta-lo de acordo com as suas necessidades, fatores
que, até entdo, caminharam em consonancia com elementos que indicariam a sua prépria

decadéncia naquele contexto.
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Consideragoes finais

Pode-se verificar que os significados atribuidos ao local transcendem a prépria
materialidade do espaco. Nesse sentido, é possivel dizer que as indicacdes acerca do
espago no texto dramatirgico se ddo, em particular, através da descri¢do dos lugares, das
acdes, dos desejos e motivagdes que impulsionam os personagens no ambiente narrativo.
Nessa perspectiva, considerou-se pertinente averiguar as simbologias inseridas nas
rubricas no drama de Tennessee Williams.

Com o intuito de nortear os mecanismos dramatargicos com enfoque na
representacdo do espaco narrativo, este trabalho possibilitou a inferéncia de uma leitura
interpretativa do texto, tendo em conta os componentes signicos como vetores aptos a
serem decifrados sobre os ambientes (internos ou externos) descritos na obra. As andlises
atuaram como chaves de interpretacdo metaférica no universo da fic¢do, ressaltando-se,
dessa maneira, as diferentes possibilidades de significados sublinhados na representagao
do espaco no texto teatral, levando em consideragdo nao apenas os didlogos das
personagens, mas também a composicao poética elaborada pelas didascalias.

Ao acompanhar a trajetéria de Blanche DuBois no espaco narrativo de Um bonde
chamado Desejo, sob os ruidos das passagens de trens e bondes, pressupde-se que a
poténcia poética da obra pode residir nas descricdes do espaco no texto dramattrgico.
Tudo isso na medida em que as caracterizacdes das personagens e dos demais ambientes
sdo devidamente explicitados. Por fim, Blanche Dubois nos guia para a multiétnica,
suburbana, frenética e delirante rua Campos Elisios através do bonde Desire, o alter ego de
uma Nova Orleans altamente cativante e sedutora, um recanto para as almas bem-
aventuradas, como os préprios Campos Elisios sugerem na mitologia grega. Aqui, valores
simbdlicos relacionados a capacidade de visualizar o mundo com mais sensibilidade,
alteridade, acuidade e empatia se inscrevem como virtudes elementares a serem exercidas
em varias esferas da sociedade, especialmente em funcdo da pujante conjuntura tragica

expressa nos ultimos anos no Brasil e no mundo.
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"Isn’t it funny what tricks your memory plays?":'
dramaturgical structures of traumatic memory

in the plays of Tennessee Williams
Dramatl_n‘gi a

em foco "Nao sao engracadas as pecas que sua memoria prega?":
estruturas dramattrgicas da memoéria traumatica
nas pecas de Tennessee Williams
Bess Rowen®
Abstract

Tom Wingfield begins The glass menagerie by standing in a uniform that denotes his
participation in WWII. The story Tom tells the audience is not about the trauma of war,
but of a different traumatic moment in his past: his abandonment of his sister, Laura, and
his mother, Amanda. When scholars and theatre makers talk about trauma in Williams
plays like Menagerie, they tend to focus on Tennessee Williams’s trauma and memory
instead of Tom Wingfield’s. This ignores the powerful dramaturgical ways that traumatic
memory forms the internal logic of plays like Menagerie, A streetcar named Desire, and
Suddenly last summer. This essay takes the traumatic memories of Tom, Blanche, and
Catherine seriously to show how their traumas are mimicked and reflected by the overall
dramaturgical structures of their plays. After placing this argument in the context of
trauma, memory, and theatre, I move to an analysis of how the traumatized characters are
situated vis-a-vis the audience and world of the play to show how these different
relationships impact how their trauma is represented. Then I build off of these character
studies to a look at the overall impact of the character’s trauma on the play’s
dramaturgical arc, focusing particularly on how trauma interacts with the play’s style of
theatricality. These close readings show how the traumatic memory is important to the
internal dramaturgical logic of the play beyond biographical resonances, creating a fruitful
dramaturgical starting point for future productions.

Keywords: Trauma; Memory; The glass menagerie; A streetcar named Desire; Suddenly last
summer.

Resumo

Tom Wingfield comeca The glass menagerie vestindo um uniforme que denota sua
participacdo na Segunda Guerra Mundial. A histéria que Tom conta ao puablico ndo é
sobre o trauma da guerra, mas sobre um momento traumaético diferente de seu passado:
quando abandona sua irma, Laura, e sua mae, Amanda. Quando estudiosos e produtores
de teatro falam sobre traumas em pegas de Williams, tais como Menagerie, eles tendem a se
concentrar no trauma e na memoria de Tennessee Williams, em vez de nos de Tom

' Williams (1971, p. 213).
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Wingfield. Isso ignora as poderosas formas dramattrgicas pelas quais a memoria
traumatica compode a logica interna de pegas como Menagerie, A streetcar named Desire e
Suddenly last summer. Este ensaio leva em consideragdo as memorias traumaéticas de Tom,
Blanche e Catherine para mostrar como seus traumas sdo imitados e refletidos pelas
estruturas dramatuargicas gerais de suas pecas. Depois de colocar esse argumento no
contexto do trauma, da memoria e do teatro, passo para uma andlise de como os
personagens traumatizados sdo situados vis-a-vis o publico e o ambiente da peca para
mostrar como essas diferentes relagdes impactam no modo como seu trauma é figurado.
Em seguida, desenvolvo esses estudos de personagens para observar o impacto geral do
trauma do personagem no arco dramaturgico da peca, concentrando-me particularmente
em como o trauma interage com o estilo de teatralidade da peca. Essas leituras atentas
mostram como a memoria traumatica é importante para a 16gica dramatuargica interna da
peca, além das ressonancias biograficas, criando um ponto de partida dramatargico
frutifero para futuras produgdes.

Palavras-chave: Trauma; Memoria; O zoologico de vidro; Um bonde chamado Desejo; De
repente, no ultimo verdo.

The glass menagerie’s narrator Tom Wingfield stands in his merchant sailor uniform
as he directly addresses the audience at the play’s start. This stand-in for playwright Tom
Tennessee Williams explicitly says, “The play is memory. Being a memory play, it is dimly
lighted, it is sentimental, it is not realistic. In memory everything seems to happen to
music. That explains the fiddle in the wings” (Williams, 1971b, p. 145). The theme of
memory is also present in the stage directions preceding these initial lines of dialogue and
throughout the dialogue in the much later gentleman caller scene. Much has been said of
the function of memory in this most famous memory play, particularly about the ways
that Tom’s retelling of his time with his mother, Amanda, and sister, Laura “can usefully
be placed next to the memory constructions of Jung, Halbwachs, Williams James, Bartlett,
and T. S. Eliot” (Favorini, 2007, p. 47). Why might this sailor be looking back at the end of
Word War II, remembering an earlier time and more domestic problems? Might Tom have
returned stateside with physical and/or mental injuries from his time at war? And, if so,
how might these play into the way The glass menagerie is structured? The theme of
memory’s presence and reliability is omnipresent in Williams’s work, but the scholarly
and practical discussions around it have tended toward the thematic and biographical
rather than the dramaturgical. Yet memory is not purely poetic in plays such as The glass
menagerie, A streetcar named Desire, Suddenly last summer, Vieux Carré, The two-character play,

to name a few.
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It is no accident that many of these plays perform a poetic exorcism of Tom’s older
sister, Rose Williams, before her lobotomy. Tennessee’s guilt over not being able to protect
Rose haunts his writing, but the plays that depict Rose and Tennessee are not purely
biographical accounts of this trauma. Three plays in particular show the variety of how
trauma is portrayed within the narratives themselves: The glass menagerie (1945), A streetcar
named Desire (1947), and Suddenly last summer (1958).

The glass menagerie focuses on Tom’s memory of a St. Louis household run by an
overbearing mother, Amanda Wingfield, and his shy, disabled sister, Laura. Amanda
forces Tom to get a gentleman caller from work to come home for dinner in the hope that
Laura might have a romantic prospect, but when it is revealed that the gentleman he
chose, Jim O’Connor, was spoken for, these hopes shatter. Tom then leaves to join the
merchant sailors. In A streetcar named Desire, Blanche DuBois travels to New Orleans to
visit her sister Stella after losing her husband, Allan Gray, to suicide and their family
home, Belle Reve, to creditors. Blanche is shocked by Stella’s lower-class home and
husband, but she tries to make a romantic connection with Stanley’s friend, Mitch. Stanley
rapes Blanche while Stella is in the hospital having Stanley’s baby, and Blanche is
subsequently committed. In Suddenly last summer, Mrs. Venable invites her niece,
Catherine Holly, to her home to force Catherine to either recant her story about her cousin
Sebastian’s death or to undergo a lobotomy. Mrs. Venable has brought a doctor to the
house to prove Catherine is lying, but even under the effects of a truth serum, Catherine’s
story is that Sebastian was devoured by the young men and children of Cabeza de Lobo.

In all of these plays, the themes of difference, asylums, and medical precarity do
indeed relate to Rose Williams, but the biographical aspects of Tennessee Williams's
personal trauma and guilt do not help a production team explore the plays. But these
plays also speak to the nature of traumatic memory—whether rosy in retrospect,
accidentally failing, or purposefully repressed —as a dramaturgical force that shapes the
structure of the surrounding play. These plays provide opportunities to explore the ways
that theories of traumatic memory can map onto dramaturgical structures. Building off of
the work of trauma studies scholars such as Cathy Caruth (1995), my dramaturgical
analysis moves beyond the autobiographical implications of Rose-avatars in The glass
menagerie, A streetcar named Desire, and Suddenly last summer to look at how the characters’

experiences with trauma—war, assault, death, abandonment —are reflected in the plays’
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stylistic choices. After delving into scholarship on traumatic memory and the connections
between memory and theatre, I next turn to theatrical representations of traumatic
memory in these three plays. My analysis first focuses on the traumatized character’s
relationship to the world of the play and the audience, from Tom’s seeming ability to
control aspects of the narrative to the audience’s ability to hear the Varsouviana in
Blanche’s mind to the theatrical distance between Catherine and both other characters and
the audience. After seeing how the traumatized character fits into the play’s overall style
of theatricality, I next turn to the way that this character fits into the play’s style as a whole
as I read Tom’s dramaturgical choices, the structural changes in what the Varsouviana
means throughout Streetcar, and the juxtaposition between truth and reality in the staging
elements of Suddenly. By studying the trauma within these plays, without needing to
connect it to biographical realities, we can more fully appreciate how Williams explored

traumatic memory through the internal worlds of each of these three plays.

“COMMIT THEM TO MEMORY”:* TRAUMA AND MEMORY

Memory, and remembering, takes on a strong significance in both psychological
and theatrical practices. In a great deal of theatre productions, memorizing lines and
movement [blocking] is a core part of early rehearsals so that these aspects of the play can
move out of active remembering in the moment. If the actors feel confident enough in the
lines and movements of, Streetcar, they can then spend their energy on the nuances of
emotional depth and motivation for Blanche, Stella, Stanley, Mitch, and others. In fact, it is
often the case that actors failing to remember certain lines in their parts have not fully
incorporated those sections of text into their understandings of a given character or scene.
This view of theatrical practice lends itself to early psychological concepts such as
Sigmund Freud’s (1950) famous essay “Remembering, repeating and working-through”.
The process of rehearsing a Williams play could literally be said to follow this series of
steps: the actors memorize their parts [remember], rehearse the action in collaboration
with the other members of the cast and the production team [repeat], and, in doing so,
transform the play from words on a page into a compelling story that reveals why we

have watched these characters in these specific moments [working-through].

> Williams (1947, p. 44).
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So, despite the fact that most contemporary psychology has moved beyond Freud,
there are some important aspects of the early understanding of trauma and memory that
continue to map onto theatre practices today. Freud’s description of the process of
remembering, repeating, and working-through also seems to show the power of acting or,

at least of acting out. He writes that

The greater the resistance, the more extensively will acting out (repetition)
replace remembering. [...] We have learnt that the patient repeats instead
of remembering, and repeats under the conditions of resistance. We may
now ask what it is that he in fact repeats or acts out. The answer is that he
repeats everything that has already made its way from the sources of the
repressed into his manifest personality-his inhibitions and unserviceable
attitudes and his pathological character-traits (Freud, 1950, p. 151).

Now, if we make a small but important shift in our analysis of this process by
applying it not to the actor but to the character, then this passage begins to apply to the
work of this essay. It is not the actors who need to work through the events of these
Williams plays, but in fact the characters who continually remember and repeat the events
to try to work-through their traumas. Each production of these plays provides these
characters with difference performers to bring them to life and different cultural
circumstances, but they each provide another opportunity to work-through the
circumstances of the plays.

The repetition itself is never a pure copy of the original event, either in performance

or in the reality of traumatic memory. As trauma studies scholar Cathy Caruth notes,

[...] insistent reenactments of the past do not simply serve as testimony to
an event, but may also, paradoxically enough, bear witness to a past that
was never fully experienced as it occurred. Trauma, that is, does not simply
serve as record of the past but precisely registers the force of an experience
that is not yet fully owned (Caruth, 1995, p. 151).

The characters in these plays, even the narrator Tom, reveal more details than they
could realistically have taken in during these moments. The plays provide the opportunity
for them to see the larger picture. Now, I must pause here to note that I do not mean to
make light of the trauma experienced by actual people by applying these concepts to
fictional characters. Instead, I hope to reveal how the dramaturgical structures of these
three Williams plays mimic actual experiences of, and responses to, trauma to show

another possible explanation for their continued cultural relevance.
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To this end, I am not interested in biographical readings of Williams's own
psychology through his work. However, I would be remiss if I did not mention some of
the writing that has been done about Williams’s own trauma and his psychoanalytic

treatment in 1957. W. Scott Griffies, M.D. concludes that, for William:s,

Writing was a means of surviving the traumatic emotions of his childhood,
which included intense marital conflict, verbal violence, rejection,
loneliness, and loss. It helped him regulate inner terrors that overwhelmed
his sister, Rose, who had no such outlet, and led to her descending into
psychosis (Griffies, 2022, p. 494).

Although Williams’s motivation is not necessarily important here, the fact that he
knew about how trauma manifested does lend some experience to these traumatized
fictional characters. This is further evident in the fact that plays like Streetcar have been
taken up by scholars studying medical humanities and trauma. Fred Ribkoff and Paul

Tyndall write,

Instead of diagnosing Blanche, it is more useful to consider the ways in
which the play anticipates and corroborates developments in psychological
and psychoanalytic discourse. [...] In fact, Streetcar adumbrates elements of
trauma theory, specifically symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD): 1) involuntary reliving of the traumatic event(s); 2) dissociation; 3)
self-destructive behavior; 4) guilt, shame, denial, and the compulsion to
repeat the story of trauma, and 5) the shattering of the self (Ribkoff;
Tyndall, 2011, p. 326).

There are several notable aspects of this attention to Blanche’s behavior here. The
first is that many of these behaviors can also be found in Suddenly last summer, and other
Williams plays. The second is that there is serious attention played to Blanche’s symptoms
without any discussion of how these behaviors are portrayed in the dramatic text itself. In
other words, sometimes we watch Blanche’s behavior and can identify her response as
others in the real world might while, at other times, the audience experiences Blanche’s
internal reality in ways that would not be visible to peers or doctors in a real-life scenario.

Building off of this groundwork, I turn now to close readings of these three
Williams plays for a better understanding of how their dramaturgical structures represent
various aspects of traumatic memory in ways that both mimic actual traumatic memory
and also create theatrical patterns for staging trauma. Although Williams had his own
experiences with trauma, these plays stand alone in their representations, and deserve

attention beyond the metaphorical ties to Williams’s own relationship with his sister.
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“T'M SICK, I'M SICK!—OF BEING BOSSED AND BULLIED”:* STORYTELLING AND
SYMPTOMS

And so, I return to Tom, at the start of both this essay and The glass menagerie, who
is self-aware of the frame of memory that distorts the play he is presenting to the
audience. Tom’s role as narrator enables us to see not only what parts of the story he
chooses to include, but also how he frames those inclusions. As Williams's stage directions
note, Tom “[...] is an undisguised convention of the play. He takes whatever license with
dramatic convention is convenient to his purposes” (Williams, 1971b, p. 144). Tom also
admits that his memories of Amanda and Laura are tinged with sentimentality, while the

gentleman caller, Jim,

[...] is the most realistic character in the play, being an emissary from a
world of reality that we were somehow set apart from. But since I have a
poet’s weakness for symbols, I am using this character also as a symbol; he
is the long-delayed but always expected something that we live for
(Williams, 1971b, p. 145).

Tom’s most interesting inclusion is therefore the scene between Laura and her gentleman
caller, as his memory here is pure fabrication of a scene he was not present to witness.

Why does Tom make the choice to create a scene of genuine connection between
Laura and Jim before he knows [remembers] that the two will not be together? As Caruth
writes, “The danger of speech, of integration into the narration of memory, may lie not in
what it cannot understand, but in that it understands too much” (Caruth, 1995, p. 154).
Tom understands all too well that Laura had limited chances for contact with people
outside of her family, let alone someone who might actually see, appreciate, and respect
her. So, he cannot bear to tell the story of his abandonment of her without first denying
that his leaving occurred on the heels of another disappointment without a silver lining. In
Tom’s version, Laura gets to have the moment that she hoped for before it was all taken
away. But Tom’s “refusal of understanding, then, is also a fundamentally creative act”
(Caruth, 1995, p. 155). He creates a beautiful scene for Laura that could have possibly
sustained her after Tom went so far away.

Exactly how far Tom has gone from his family is made clear when he appears in his
uniform at the top of the play, especially in 1945 when the play first premiered. Tom has

likely seen action in the war, which means that it is possible that he might experience

¢ Williams (1971a, p. 372).
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PTSD or some other form of traumatic response to combat. Throughout his telling of The
glass menagerie, Tom seems to focus on a simplified, romanticized past, but he is intruded
upon by both recent events and the guilt that accompanies even the nicest memories of his
sister. He mentions Spain’s Guernica twice, contrasting it with his impression that, in St.

Louis,

there was only hot swing music and liquor, dance halls, bars, and movies,
and sex that hung in the gloom like a chandelier and flooded the world
with brief, deceptive rainbows. . . . All the world was waiting for
bombardments!” (Williams, 1971b, p. 179).

Tom’s perception of St. Louis as a trivial place in a dangerous world can be read as a
denial of the impact of his departure, but his memory will not allow him to fully escape

responsibility. In his closing monologue, he says,

I would have stopped, but I was pursued by something. It always came
upon me unawares, taking me altogether by surprise. Perhaps it was a
familiar bit of music. Perhaps it was only a piece of transparent glass.
Perhaps I am walking along a street at night, in some strange city, before I
have found companions. I pass the lighted window of a shop where
perfume is sold. The window is filled with pieces of colored glass, tiny
transparent bottles in delicate colors, like bits of a shattered rainbow. Then
all at once my sister touches my shoulder. I turn around and look into her
eyes. Oh, Laura, Laura, I tried to leave you behind me, but I am more
faithful than I intended to be! (Williams, 1971b, p. 237).

This language can be seen as an involuntary retelling of traumatic events, as
mentioned in conjunction with Streetcar above. In fact, Tom also describes triggers, both
aural and visual, that catalyze this remembering. He does not seem to have war
flashbacks, or at least he does not mention any. Perhaps this story is the easier one for him
to tell because he has more distance from it. Despite his attempt to gain control over these
memories, Tom’s narration reveals a complex pattern of negotiation with trauma that is
still not worked through. And regardless of his apparent curation of the play’s events,
Menagerie ends with Tom’s admission that he cannot escape these memories despite
wanting to leave them behind.

Although Blanche is not technically the narrator of A streetcar named Desire, there
are signs that the audience is meant to be aligned with her perception of the world. The
most overt evidence of this connection is that the audience hears the auditory

hallucinations that accompany her remembering, repeating, and working through of her
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young husband’s death. The stage directions note that the Varsouviana plays at a variety of
volumes at six distinct moments in the play, including the very first scene and the final
moments of the play (Williams, 1947, p. 28, 68, 115, 136, 139, 166, 171, 174). Instead of Tom,
who is able to speak directly to the audience to explain that he keeps being transported
back to a traumatic moment, Blanche does not have the theatrical gift of direct address.
Instead, the audience is left to analyze the pattern of the tune’s appearance until the start

of Act IlI, when Mitch appears after having stood Blanche up at her birthday party:

BLANCHE. [...] How is your mother? Isn’t your mother well?

MITCH. Why?

BLANCHE. Something’s the matter tonight, but never mind. I won’t cross-
examine the witness. I'll just—[Touches her forehead vaguely. The polka tune
starts up again.] —pretend I don’t notice anything different about you! That
—music again . . .

MITCH. What music?

BLANCHE. The polka tune they were playing when Allan — Wait!

[A distant revolver shot is heard. Blanche seems relieved.]

There now, the shot! It always stops after that.

[The polka music dies out again.]

Yes, now it’s stopped (Williams, 1947, p. 141).

In case any audience members missed it before, the connection to the repeated song
is now made clear: Blanche is reliving the song that was playing when she told Allan that
she knew he was gay and was disgusted by it, which resulted in his running out and
dying by suicide. The shot has not accompanied the Varsouviana sound cue in the previous
versions but, by this point in the play, Blanche feels that she is once again in a familiar
scenario with a disastrous conclusion.

As is the case in Menagerie, there are compounding traumatic events here from
different temporal moments. Tom’s guilt leads him to relive his departure from St. Louis
in the shadow of his experiences in Word War II, while Blanche is haunted by her guilt
over Allan’s suicide even in the moments before this trauma is compounded by her rape
by Stanley. Although Blanche is clearly experiencing a downward spiral as the possibility
of marrying Mitch evaporates, Ribkoff and Tyndall point out that her reaction to the music

in this moment is different than it is at the start of the play. They write,

Instead of being physically sickened by the memory of Allan’s suicide, as
she was at the beginning of the play when Stanley asked her about her
husband, she now seems to be analyzing the pattern of her post-traumatic
disorder. When she refers to the tune by its title and acknowledges the
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sequence of sounds and events within this post-traumatic reenactment, she
is trying to make sense of her disordered consciousness. [...] In fact, she is
analyzing what Judith Herman calls ‘normal human responses to extreme
circumstances” manifest in ‘traumatic syndromes” (Ribkoff; Tynadall, 2011,
p. 330).

Making this aspect of Blanche’s traumatic response visible, and having her
acknowledge its pattern to Mitch, shifts this moment from being about the traumatic event
itself to Blanche’s response to her own trauma. She cannot manipulate the world the way
Tom can, but she also experiences triggers. Any moment where she is either directly
reminded of Allan Gray or of the hopeless circumstance of losing an opportunity to move
forward brings her right back to that original moment of trauma. And yet she has learned
that these moments will pass and so she perseveres. The Varsouviana rises to a crescendo
as the final words of the play are uttered, but the curtain falls before Blanche hears the
shot. The repetition is not quite over, which perhaps means that Blanche’s story is not
finished quite yet.

There are several similarities between Blanche’s circumstances and Catherine’s
from Suddenly last summer. For example, both women are telling a story that the
surrounding family members cannot bring themselves to witness, let alone believe. Those
family members would rather commit them than deal with the potential revelations in
their stories. However, unlike Blanche, Catherine has the opportunity to tell her story on
stage, where Dr. Cukrowicz [Dr. Sugar] seems to believe her. But Catherine arrives on the
scene later than Tom and Blanche, resulting in a very different framing of the traumatic
narrative. Whereas Tom is the person introducing and telling the story of his sister’s life
and Blanche is the character the audience follows from practically the start to finish in
Streetcar, Suddenly last summer shifts the roles around significantly. The overbearing
mother, here called Mrs. Venable, is now the first family member the audience meets. And
she is not happy. This play’s gay man, her son Sebastian, has been killed before the play’s
action begins, like Allan Gray, except that he did not die by suicide. Catherine was his
cousin, not his wife, but she was similarly unable to save Sebastian from his death at the
hands [and mouths] of the inhabitants of Cabeza de Lobo. Mrs. Venable tells Dr. Sugar
that what she knows of Catherine’s story about Sebastian’s death is “a hideous attack on
my son’s moral character which, being dead, he can’t defend himself from. I have to be the
defender” (Williams, 1971a, p. 361). She proceeds to discuss how chaste her son was, as she

is apparently more concerned by the implication that Sebastian was gay than the idea that
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he could have been turned on by a group of the young men and boys he had been sexually
pursuing,.

Mrs. Venable’s attempts to influence Dr. Sugar precede Catherine’s arrival.
Catherine eventually appears and asks Sister Felicity, the nun accompanying her from the
asylum for a cigarette before promptly using it to burn the Sister’s palm. It is unclear if
Catherine’s disturbed nature is the cause or result of her confinement. When Sister Felicity
accuses Catherine of burning her deliberately, Catherine says, “I'm sick, I'm sick! — of being
bossed and bullied!” (Williams, 1971a, p. 372, author’s highlights). But is Catherine sick?
That is, of course, the main question of the play. After a lengthy set-up, Catherine repeats
her story in a lengthy monologue with only occasional interruptions from the other
characters. She recounts the events of the day of Sebastian’s death, increasing in intensity
as she seems to be reliving the events. She says, “I'm going on. I have to wait now and
then till it gets clearer. Under the drug it has to be a vision, or nothing comes....”
(Williams, 1971a, p. 416). Despite the word wvision, her memory also includes aural
landscape. Although it is not the Varsouviana Catherine hears, the sound that she
repeatedly describes is an “Oompa, oompa, oompa!” (Williams, 1971a, p. 417, 417, 421)
like a tuba. Before the final invocation of the oompa oompa and several other aspects of
the soundscape the stage directions note that “The percussive sounds described are very
softly employed” (Williams, 1971a, p. 420). Although this is not the same as playing the
same song, these sounds do share something in common with the repetitions of the
Varsouviana. Not only are both sounds associated with the upbeat energy of a band [either
polka or brass], but also the presence of these sounds in the theatrical space lends credence
to the impact of these traumatic events on Blanche and Catherine.

Mrs. Venable is, of course, unmoved by Catherine’s reaction to recounting this
experience. She thinks the story sounds too fanciful from start to finish. However, as
Caruth (1995, p. 154) notes, “The impossibility of a comprehensible story, however, does
not necessarily mean the denial of a transmissible truth”. Catherine’s story might not be
unfiltered truth, but that does not mean that her narrativizing of it does not convey the
truth of what happened to Sebastian Venable. In fact, Catherine’s hesitance to tell the tale
until the end of the play, as well as the repeated intrusions of sounds and visual cues, bear
the hallmarks of traumatic memory. Dr. Sugar sees this too, leading him to the final line in

the play: “I think we ought at least to consider the possibility that the girls” story could be
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true...” (Williams, 1971a, p. 423). The curtain falls before the audience can see if Mrs.
Venable is willing to concede.

All three of the traumatized characters in these plays navigate their traumatic
memories in different ways through the text, particularly in how these characters
experience their relationships with the worlds of the play and the audience. Tom has the
most immediate relationship with the audience, but he is still experiencing triggers and
hallucinations like the Varsouviana for Blanche or the oompa oompa sound for Catherine.
The repetitions in all of these memories show that these characters are still in the process
of working through their trauma, and their respective narratives provide opportunities to

help them in that processing.

“THE SCENE IS MEMORY AND IS THEREFORE NONREALISTIC”® THE
[DRAMATURGICAL] STRUCTURE OF MEMORY

Now that we have a clearer sense of how the traumatized characters of Tom,
Blanche, and Catherine fit into their respective plays, I want to pull back from the
character level to look at the entire structures of The glass menagerie, A streetcar named
Desire, and Suddenly last summer. As before, I will begin with Menagerie, which also has the
most obvious structural association to memory, as it is a memory play. As Attilio Favorini

writes,

As a ‘time art’ (like music, dance, and literature), rather than a ‘space art’
(architecture, painting, sculpture), theatre has a formal affinity for memory.
[...] [T]heatre seems particularly thick with memory. From rehearsals to
memory plays to theatrical memorabilia to theatres themselves—which
constitute the exoskeleton of theatre’s memory —theatre can be fruitfully
contextualized as an activity of remembering (Favorini, 2007, p. 30-31,
author’s highlights).

Although theatre has connections with memory in both its writing and it’s
production processes, as I noted earlier, the memory play itself is a dramatic style that
leans into the ways that theatrical conventions can both mimic and expose the tricks our
memories can play. Although Streetcar and Suddenly are not memory plays, they both
stage the memories of specific characters, meaning that all three plays have something to

say about that way that the conventions of trauma, memory, and theatre are represented

> Williams (1971b, p. 143).
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on stage.

The Williams stage direction that titles this section reveals a key aspect of how the
playwright saw memory and theatrical style. Memory is nonrealistic in Menagerie, as it is
in Streetcar and Suddenly, and yet it is the site of emotional truth. Part of the nonreality of
the representation of memory in all three plays is also aural: the fiddle in the wings in
Menagerie, the Varsouviana in Streetcar, and the oompa oompa in Suddenly. But the
nonrealistic touches of memory are somehow subtle enough in all three plays that they are
often performed like slice-of-life realism. Representing Menagerie as this form of realism
requires that people ignore that dim lighting, the lack of silverware, the presence of title
projections, and metatheatrical awareness that Tom experiences as a character aware that
he is in a non-realistic play. Furthermore, I have seen five separate professional
productions of Menagerie and have never seen the title cards used.

The resistance to remembering, repeating, and working-through the antirealistic
aspects of The glass menagerie is fascinating. It is as if somehow, the play’s emotional reality
is so powerful that people are willing to bend the actual dramatic form of the play to
mimic the way the play makes them feel. But doing so denies Tom the trauma buried
within those memories. If a production smooths out the edges of the play’s distancing
effects too much, then it could seem as though Tom’s memory is faithful. But it is not, and
Tom knows it is not. If his memory is accurate, then how can one justify the gentleman
caller scene? Perhaps a director might put Tom in the room somehow, but doing so would
completely disrupt the intimacy between Jim and Laura in that moment. For the world to
be “lit by lightning” (Williams, 1971b, p. 237), the play must be filled with the kinds of
moments that stand out because they would startle Tom on a dark street. The images of a
flash—both of the lightning and the candles that Laura blows out at the end of the play —
relate to a flashback. And yet the flashes in the play occur at the end instead of the start. The
play is Tom’s attempt to conjure these memories without a trigger, to use the theatrical
form to try to wrangle his guilt into a linear narrative that both acknowledges and
minimizes his role in his sister’s suffering. Caruth writes that, “The attempt to gain access
to a traumatic history, then, is also the project of listening beyond the pathology of
individual suffering, to the reality of a history that in its crises can only be perceived in
unassimilable forms” (Caruth, 1995, p. 156). Tom cannot quite process and/or incorporate

his experiences at war or his personal familial trauma, a fact shown by his inability to truly
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try to get inside of Laura’s head or experience. This is why The glass menagerie still uses
Laura’s suffering as a function of Tom’s unhappiness.

A streetcar named Desire has a much cleaner realistic structure in the sense that there
is no frame around the world of the play. Blanche arrives in New Orleans with the ghosts
of Belle Reve, Allan Gray, the Tarantula Arms, and an unnamed student, but all of those
parts of her past are revealed in realistic dialogue. In fact, the only unrealistic aspects of
the world come in the form of soundscapes, particularly the Varsouviana. The seven
appearances of the song form their own sort of pattern that maps onto the overall
structure of the play. It first appears at the end of Act I, Scene 1 during an exchange with
Stanley:

STANLEY. You were married once, weren’t you?

[The music of the polka rises up, faint in the distance.]

BLANCHE. Yes, when I was quite young.

STANLEY. What happened?

BLANCHE. The boy —the boy died. [She sinks back down] I'm afraid I'm—
going to be sick.

[Her head falls on her arms] (Williams, 1947, p. 28).

Thus, it is a direct question about Allan that first triggers Blanche to hear the music
but not the shot. The tune’s direct connection to Allan’s existence and ephemera continues
through its next appearance, at the end of Act II, Scene II, when Blanche is telling Mitch
about Allan.

But this pattern is shattered by the next time the song is heard, this time in Act III,
Scene II, after Stanley hands Blanche a one-way bus ticket back to Laurel, Mississippi as a
birthday present. As she holds the ticket in her hand, “The Varsouviana music steals in
softly and continues playing” (Williams, 1947, p. 136). Once the pattern of direct connect to
Allan has been broken, it is never reestablished. Throughout the rest of the play —in the
scene with Mitch mentioned earlier and in the final moments of Blanche’s exit—the song
comes to represent Blanche’s feelings of dread, solitude, anxiety, and powerlessness
associated with Allan’s death, but does not require a mention of Allan himself.
Interestingly, the shot only occurs a single time, in the scene with Mitch. This means that
Blanche has either managed to find a coping mechanism or technique to stop the memory
before the shot the previous times, or that the play’s scenes have faded out before the cycle
completes. That detail leaves a certain amount of Blanche’s agency and power up to

interpretation and provides hope in the play’s end —she has not heard the shot yet, so
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perhaps she can still change the pattern. This would be radically different if the audience
could not hear the Varsouviana. The dramatic irony present in scenes where the audience
knows what is happening inside of Blanche’s head, while the other characters are not,
makes the audience privy to details of her psychological journey that are not available to
the other characters in the play. This is certainly to Blanche’s benefit. One can only
imagine how Stanley would react to knowing that Blanche has a soundtrack in her head
because of the death of her gay husband.

Although it is tempting to look at Streetcar as the most realistic of these three plays,
Suddenly last summer’s strict adherence to linear time gives it a temporal reality that
Menagerie and Streetcar cannot approach. And yet, though the play happens in real time,

its opening stage directions begin with a note that,

The set may be as unrealistic as the décor of a dramatic ballet. [...] The
interior is blended with a fantastic garden which is more like a tropical
jungle, or forest, in the prehistoric age of giant fern-forests when living
creatures had flippers turning to limps and scales to skin. The colors of this
jungle-garden are violent, especially since it is steaming with heat after
rain. There are massive tree-flowers that suggest organs of a body, torn out,
still glistening with undried blood.; there are harsh cries and sibilant
hissings and thrashing sounds in the garden as if it were inhabited by
beasts, serpents and birds, all of savage nature.... (Williams, 1971a, p. 349).

A dream ballet world that also evokes untamed nature and the violence of body
parts sets the scene for a play in which we are asked to believe that a gay white man was
literally torn limb-from-limb and eaten by a group of brown children. The entire play
leads us to believe that the words coming out of Catherine’s mouth are emotionally true,
and perhaps even objectively true, yet the world of the play is explicitly unrealistic [or, not
true]. The juxtaposition between the scenic elements and the play’s obsession with truth
can be explained away as easily as it is in the previous two plays: symbolic truth is still
seen as truth in the theatre, as it is in other art forms. We know that we are sitting in a
theatre watching actors play their parts against a set that might be equally at home as a set
for Little shop of horrors. This is not a criticism [of Suddenly or Little shop], but simply a
rather fascinating look at what theatrical belief looks like.

The fact of the matter is that any Catherine on stage in front of us is, in a sense,
lying. She has not seen Sebastian swallowed up by boys in Cabeza de Lobo. But the
emotional truth of what Catherine has gone through rings true, regardless of the details.

And an actor inhabiting that story is not lying, but rather representing a human experience
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that cannot be rendered neatly into words. One aspect of traumatic memory is this
inability to render into sense that which has been experienced. And so it does not matter if
the set for the garden is painted cardboard with the word “plants” written in big letters
across it—if the actor playing Catherine can manage to commit to her monologue and
experience the increasingly large waves of emotion that crash down within it, the play will
be largely successful. In a certain sense, the payoff of that monologue against the anti-
realistic set and other characters in the play simply reveals what is important in
representations of traumatic memory. Suddenly last summer stages a trauma survivor
narrating her experience while others witness her, which is a key aspect of dealing with
trauma. Not only that, but the play concludes with a medical professional siding with
Catherine against her aunt who wants to silence her from telling her truth. In this way, the
details of the world around Catherine do not matter, because she cannot see those things
clearly due to her unprocessed trauma. She has been hidden, but not treated. Therefore,
the nuns assisting her appear almost cartoon-like, and the house where her aunt lives now
appears as physically (and botanically) dangerous as it feels emotionally to her. The
audience accepts these aspects of Catherine’s reality the same way we accept hearing the
Varsouviana when Blanche hears it, or when the oompa-oompa sound transports Catherine

back to the moment she watched her cousin die in Cabeza de Lobo.

“AND SO GOODBYE....”:* FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

Although it is tempting to look at The glass menagerie, A streetcar named Desire, and
Suddenly last summer as three versions of Williams’s never-ending mission to relieve the
guilt he had for leaving Rose Williams to get a lobotomy, this strictly biographical reading
misses some of the most interesting aspects of the ways traumatic memory appears in
these plays. Tom, Blanche, and Catherine [and Mrs. Venable, to some extent] all represent
different responses to trauma and the process of remembering, repeating, and working
through that trauma. Not only do each of these characters have different causes of trauma,
symptoms, and ways of representing their stories, but the dramatic styles and structures of
their individual plays are intricately tied to their specific traumatic experiences. No two of

these three plays are alike, and yet they share some common themes that match up with

¢ Williams (1971b, p. 237).
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writings about the actual experiences of traumatic memory and its representations. My
hope is that this closer look at the dramaturgical structures of these plays encourages
productions to look beyond biographical explanations for why these plays tell these
specific stories the way they do and that, in the process of taking these characters as
something beyond avatars of the Williams family members, we can find new ways of

telling these still resonant stories.
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Of post-modern pre-performances:
Williams’s late characters and "plastic acting"
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os personagens tardios de Williams
e a "atuacao plastica"

Anais Umano!

Abstract

In the “Production notes” of The glass menagerie Tennessee Williams calls for a “plastic”
theater that would use all theatrical means to make it a visual and total performative art.
However, the theatrical productions that contributed to make Williams one of the greatest
American playwrights staged the plays in a realistic style which also appears in the actors’
style of acting. Most of the actors, indeed, were trained in a modern and realistic American
technique. The tradition of realistic acting invites actors to build their character from a
psychological basis that helps to explain and identify the character. To what extent did the
realistic style of acting help establish Williams’s theater in the category of psychological
and naturalist theater and contribute to misunderstanding his later and more subversive
plays? How can acting help prepare actors and spectators to the total and “plastic” theater
Williams imagined? Williams’s late work radically subverts the realistic order and brings
into play unrealistic, elusive, even grotesque characters that require the actor to approach
them in a new way. This article proposes to reflect on the responsibility of the actor and
the possibility of rehabilitating the late texts of Williams in practice. The aim is to study
the texts’ new and post-modern imaginary and to study their practical implications. The
late plays’ subversive and anti-psychological body, the unfathomable characters call for
new bodies on stage that incorporate post-modern reflections into their very practice.

Keywords: Tennessee Williams; Technique; Performance; Body.
Resumo

Nas “Notas de producao” de The glass menagerie, Tennessee Williams propde um teatro
“plastico” que utilizaria todos os meios teatrais para transforma-lo em uma arte visual e
performativa completa. No entanto, as produgdes teatrais que contribuiram para tornar
Williams um dos maiores dramaturgos estadunidenses encenaram as pecas em um estilo
realista, que também se refletiu no estilo de atuacdo dos atores. De fato, a maioria dos
atores foi treinada com uma técnica estadunidense moderna e realista. A tradicao da
atuacdo realista convida os atores a construirem seus personagens a partir de uma base
psicoldgica que ajuda a explicar e identificar o personagem. Até que ponto o estilo realista
de atuacdo ajudou a estabelecer o teatro de Williams na categoria de teatro psicolégico e
naturalista, e contribuiu para a incompreensdao de suas pecas posteriores e mais
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subversivas? Como a atuacdo pode ajudar a preparar atores e espectadores para o teatro
total e “plastico” que Williams imaginou? As obras finais de Williams subvertem
radicalmente a ordem realista e introduzem personagens irreais, fugidios e até grotescos,
que exigem que o ator os abordem de uma maneira nova. Este artigo propde uma reflexao
sobre a responsabilidade do ator e a possibilidade de reabilitar os textos da fase final de
Williams na pratica. O objetivo é estudar o imagindrio novo e pés-moderno dos textos e
examinar suas implicagdes praticas. O corpo subversivo e antipsicolégico das pegas
tardias, os personagens insonddveis, demandam novos corpos em cena que incorporem
reflexdes pés-modernas em sua propria pratica.

Palavras-chave: Tennessee Williams; Técnica; Performance; Corpo.

Introduction

In Psychophysical acting, Phillip B. Zarrilli, actor, director, and American
researcher, exposes the issues that drive our proposal to consider a plastic acting technique
that would broaden the score of the contemporary actor and allow them to work from the

aesthetic logic of non-realistic alternative dramaturgies:

However important psychology has been to shaping the dramaturgy of
realist and naturalist plays from the late nineteenth through the twentieth
centuries, conventional realist approaches to acting and/or textual analysis
may be inadequate or even inappropriate to the realization of the
dramaturgy and acting tasks that constitute an actor’s performance score in
a post-dramatic text or performance [...] the ‘psychological is no longer - if
it ever was - a paradigm with sufficient explanatory and/or practical
power and flexibility to fully inform the complexities of the work of the
contemporary actor (Zarrilli, 2009, p. 7-8).

Zarrilli underlines the limits of a realistic acting technique and a character’s
psychological construction. From 1961, when Tennessee Williams radically sets himself on
the fringes of a realistic and psychological theater by creating characters with an unstable
identity and outside an identifiable context, he pushes to reconsider the practice of artists
who embody his texts. Moreover, long locked in a realistic and psychological theater, how
can we, in practice, free Williams from realistic and modern performances? What would
then be the responsibility of the contemporary actor who faces a non-realistic and non-
Aristotelian dramaturgy?

The academic and theoretical rehabilitation of Williams’s late work underlines the

appearance of characters no longer taken in an identifiable context but of a plural, elusive
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and often taboo subject. In Communists, cowboys and queers, David Savran points to the
need for a postmodern revision of Williams’s characters:

[Clonstantly decentered and dispossessed, stumbling through a dramatic
structure that is similarly decentered and unstable. This structure, like a
surrealist text, is adamantly plural, strewn with multivalent symbols, and
reluctant to provide the interpreter with a master perspective or code.
Rather than granting the reader or spectator a single locus of empathic
identification, it offers multiple, and sometimes contradictory, points of
interpellation (Savran, 1992, p. 98).

The late texts indeed complete a stylistic break and venture into the grotesque
and excess. Williams’s late characters come out of a psychological logic and no longer
allow actors to build their character; no longer verbally fixed and identifiable, they
contribute to giving flesh to a plastic theater that aims to be visual, organic, and mythical.
They are characterized by their physical being, no longer depend on a clear and linear
narrative, and embody symbols more than complex beings.? These post-modern novelties
invite to examine acting as another element that would contribute to the playwright’s
plastic vision.

The stylistic bifurcation of Williams’s late work engendered bitter, even abusive
reactions in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s from critics and audiences, which damaged the
career of one of America’s most well-known playwrights. The night of the iquana (1961)
marks Williams’s last critical and commercial success. The later texts, which span the
period from 1961 to 1983 belong to the late work of Williams which radically subverted
and revolted against the theatrical norms of the time; Williams engages, indeed, in a
grotesque, violent theater populated by crippled and deviant characters, revealing a desire
to put on stage societal and sexual taboos of the time.

The elusive and indefinable post-1961 theater disturbs while confirming a long-
expressed desire; that of breaking the shackles of a psychological realism adored by the
public. A myriad of reactions at the time expressed a desire to see Williams return to a
“realistic” style loved by audiences and critics alike, lamenting his departure from writing
that had spawned popular and critical acclaim. In The politics of reputation, Annette ]J.
Saddik explains that the reception of Camino Real, Williams’s first play that radically
deviates from realistic conventions, is partly due to the play’s lack of a traditional

narrative. She also emphasizes a reception that betrays the current of the time, nostalgic

* “[...] and its people are mostly archetypes of certain basic attitudes and qualities with those mutations
that would occur if they had continued along the road to this hypothetical point in it” (Williams, 2009, p.
68).
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for a realistic style and refusing to attend a dramaturgical revival:

The failure of Camino Real with audiences and reviewers is crucial in the
context of Williams’ later reception, since it indicates that once William
began to blatantly move away from the essentially realistic dramaturgy
which had made him famous, his following turned against him. [...] This
standard seems to have been shared by reviewers in general whenever
Williams departed from realistic form. Bruce Smith writes that Camino Real
was ‘so different from Tennessee’s almost perfectly Aristotelian creations
that audiences had a hard time appreciating it... America seemed to want
him firmly in the Aristotelian mode (Saddik, 1999, p. 36).

The public would go to the theater to see realistic, psychological plays, in
accordance with the Aristotelian theater called logical, which maintains a causality and a
linearity in its narration. When Williams turned away from a so-called psychological realism
and tackled controversial and polemical issues through a seemingly chaotic form,
audiences fled, and critics overwhelmed him. Most of the late plays produced on
Broadway were critical failures.

The reception of Williams's post-1961 plays can also be explained by the
interpretation critics had made of his pre-1961 plays and the theatrical realism they saw in

them. On this subject, Williams wrote in 1977:

The plays by which I was known in the middle 40’s through the first year
or two of the 60’s were categorized as works of “poetic naturalism.” [...]
Once his critics, his audience and the academic communities in which his
work is studied have found what they consider a convenient and suitable
term for the style of a playwright, it seems to be very difficult for them to
concede to him the privilege and necessity of turning to other ways
(Williams, 2009, p. 184).

He notes the impossibility, for a playwright, of leaving the categories in which
theatrical criticism would have placed him and underlines a reception of his pre-1961
plays which would have been evaluated and confined according to certain standards.
Earlier, in the “Production notes” of The glass menagerie Williams had expressed the desire
to write a plastic and visual theater which would offer a theatrical experience superior to
what realistic art can offer. To what extent were the actors able to install, through their
method of realistic acting, the theater of Williams in the category of psychological and
realistic theater? To what extent have they been able to contribute to narrowing and

reducing Williams’s plastic vision and his desire to go beyond photographic and mimetic
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art?

Elia Kazan and The Method

Elia Kazan directed many of Williams’s plays on stage and on the screen; an effort
that made them both famous and respected by the public and by American critics. Most of
the time, Kazan used actors who had been trained at the Actors Studio where Lee
Strasberg, among others, taught his Method, an American interpretation of the technique
created by Constantin Stanislavski. Lee Strasberg but also Stella Adler, Uta Hagen or
Stanford Meisner, through the acting training they offered, delivered modern and realistic
acting techniques that allowed actors to identify with the characters using their own
personal and emotional experiences. Kazan's work reflects his contemporaries” view of
acting and dramaturgical text. For him, the staging and acting must highlight what is
personal in the text. These considerations lead to question how considering the plays in a
personal and autobiographical light could reduce or impoverish a work and lock it in the
meshes of a reductive psychological realism. Driven to relive personal experiences and
integrate their emotional life into acting, the modern American actor focuses on
themselves; the inner state of the actor replaces the inner state of the text.

The modern American acting style is limited to a particular human experience
taken in a specific context. In Kazan and Williams, a collaboration in the theatre, Brenda
Murphy emphasizes the extent to which Kazan contributed in practice to reducing the
performative possibilities of certain works: “The consummate Method director, he [Kazan]
treated the character as a psychologically complete entity, providing human explanations
and motives for [Blanche’s] behavior wherever he could” (Murphy, 1992, p. 46). Kazan
thus participated, through his practice, in considering the character as graspable and as a
psychological entity, making it possible to explain their behavior according to the social
context in which they live therefore reducing the characters’ complexity.

The example of the production of Camino Real in 1953, an unorthodox play for the
time, embodies the aesthetic challenge that can exist between the original script and its
performative rendering. Elia Kazan urged Williams to make changes to Kilroy’s character:
“The production may also have failed to achieve this balance because it was important to
Kazan, trained in The Method, to see a clear arc or 'spine’ to the play’s action, something

that was not evident in the series of scenes or ‘blocks’ that Williams wrote for Camino
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Real”(Murphy, 1992, p. 98, author’s highlights). Kazan expressed the desire to see a
protagonist exist on stage, whose misadventures the spectators would follow and with
whom they could identify. In this sense, he opposed Williams’s non-traditional vision of
the script and his intention to write a modern theatrical poem that intentionally deviates
from traditional rules of plot and theatrical character.

The technique of the actors chosen for the play also leads them to interpret the
subjective fantasy of the play through the prism of the psychological and naturalistic
realism of the Method, reducing the pantomimic potential specific to American comics,
both comic and grotesque, from the play originally designed by Williams. Kazan,
concerned about the non-linear structure of the original script, requests changes to obtain

an Aristotelian dramatic structure. Murphy adds:

In good Method style, Kazan told the actors to read simply, talking directly
to the actor to whom the lines were addressed, and not to try to give a
performance. [...] his largely Method-trained cast, unfamiliar as they were
with the acting demands of non-realistic plays. [...] The Stanislavskian
background that Kazan shared with most of the actors made for a unique
interpretation of Williams’s poetic play. In the tradition of the Group
Theatre, he developed a style for the play that would help to integrate their
efforts. [...] In a similarly delicate balance with the stylized fantasy of the
crowd scenes and the carefully choreographed movement of all the actors
was a psychologically realistic approach to the acting of the roles, based on
the orthodox Method principles of identification with the role, the honest
expression of emotions derived from the actor’s own experience, and
communication among the actors on stage. [...] He helped them develop
their roles just as he would in any realistic play (Murphy, 1992, p. 86-88).

The technique of the actors composing the cast becomes unsuitable when faced
with a non-realistic play such as Camino Real and handicaps the original text of Williams
imbued with a chaotic and non-Aristotelian logic. Kazan asks the actors to read the script
by bringing it back to a realistic, psychological, and representational theater therefore
reducing its plastic possibilities. Set in a modern, realistic theater, Williams’s more
experimental plays would later be scaled down and aesthetically conformed to the realistic

style that dominated theater and film productions of the time:

What makes Williams’s 1945 expression remarkable is that, first, he is not
often regarded in such terms even though he wanted to be and, second, he
was writing at a time when straightforward realism was the dominant style
on American stages, and the Actors Studio [...] was the paradigm for
American acting and production (Kramer, 2002, p. 4).
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The cinematographic style of acting also participates in enthroning on the screen a realistic
norm reducing the words of Williams who ventures more and more into experimentation.
A traditional acting method thus turns out to be unsuitable for subversive, tragicomic and
non-realistic texts. In the conclusion of Tennessee Williams and the theater of excess, Annette

Saddik writes:

[...] in Streetcar, for example, the power lies primarily in the language,
characters, and plot. In the late works, this is often not the case, and the
spectacle has to be managed carefully in order to negotiate the play’s
excesses. The late plays therefore need to be approached differently in
order to reveal what can be determined only on the stage (Saddik, 2015, p.
162).

The convention of realistic drama delivers, indeed, the motivations and actions of
individual characters within a narrative structure that guides the audience towards a
particular interpretation or a specific meaning: when the playwright goes beyond this
convention, he offers a more important place to the imagination of both the spectator and
the actor within a subversive narrative structure. To what extent Williams's late plays,
“meant to be seen” (Saddik, 2015, p. 47), possess a genuine performative intent and
require the actors to adopt a performative language that would contribute to the
experience of these deviant texts? As Saddik writes about Clothes for a summer hotel:
“Zelda’s excess cannot be contained in traditional roles, not in rational language, and
Williams is aware of this. Much of what she communicates is through physical
performance - through gesture and her eyes” (Saddik, 2015, p. 82). It would be a question
of freeing, by practice and in repetition, the texts from the shackles of realistic language
and imagining a plastic and non-traditional language of the contemporary actor to

encounter on stage the subversive body of the text.

From theoretical rehabilitation to practical rehabilitation

The efforts of academic rehabilitations of Williams’s late work proposed, among
others, by Ruby Cohn (2006), Linda Dorff (2000), Philip Kolin (2002), David Savran (1992),
or Annette J. Saddik (2015) allow to take a new look at the entire work of Williams:

Tennessee Williams is the greatest unknown playwright America has
produced. [...] for the length of his career, Williams was a writer less of
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lyrical realism, than the grotesque. His later works [...] are thus not
aesthetic failures but richly imagined, experimental plays written for an
experimental theatre (Savran, 2015, back cover).

The different textual analyzes of the texts encourage to seek, in practice, a new

way of performing Williams’s late texts and of rethinking the pre-performative work of
the actor. In this regard, Richard Hornby published The end of acting in 1992, an essay in
which he offered a critique of realistic and modern American acting: “a theoretical work
and a call for action [...] an unashamed attack on the American acting establishment”,
before adding: “There has not been any serious theoretical discussion of acting in the
United States for a long time” (Hornby, 1992, p. 1). The author believes that the American

style of play has not evolved since the 1930s:

Entrenched today at American acting conservatories and university theatre
departments (with a few significant exceptions), it is a mimetic theory,
reflecting the influence of the realism that prevailed in the theatre during
Stanislavski’s early years, but has been adapted to suit the needs of a highly
individualistic, capitalist society. [...] Theatre imitates life, the more closely
and directly the better. The good actor therefore repeats on stage what he
does in everyday life, drawing on his personal experiences, but, more
important, reliving his emotional traumas (Hornby, 1992, p. 5-6).

To the social and political problems that Hornby raises is added the problem of
identification specific to modern and realistic acting techniques. The actor indeed uses
their own psyche (their memory, emotions, and desires) implying that the personal

identity contains the inner truth:

What this approach does not consider, however, is the possibility that the
personal experience and behavior of each individual human being may not
contain within itself the entire range of human experience and behavior.
This is a weakness in American Method acting that has often been cited by
its critics (Hornby, 1992, p. 5-6).

The proposal of the Method refers to the principle of the individual as being
graspable and it is necessary to detect the emotions that run through the characters to be
able to play them.

The psychic experience takes place in an understandable and decipherable
domain, ruling out the possibility of the mystery of the intimate, its inexpressibility and
mutability: “This kind of acting coercively contains subjectivity by shaping interiority into
legible expressions” (Enelow, 2015, p. 34). Shonni Enelow remarks that this style of acting

is coercive because it presupposes that interiority can be deciphered. According to her, the
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Method represents the apotheosis of individualism and an authoritarian performance
regime since it fixes identity and denies mimetic mobility, thereby reinforcing the psychic
constraints imposed by society and which, on the other hand, limits the imaginative
possibilities of the spectator and the actor. The individualism inherent in modern acting
techniques as well as the confinement of identity question: the dominant aesthetic that
Strasberg transmits becomes responsible for a standardization of a psychological and
psychic life. While he takes up the gestures and behavior of everyday life, the actor shows
the superficial life of the individual and not their depth and complexity.

Williams's late and anti-realist theater offers characters with often unusual and
inexplicable behaviors who wander in an unfathomable context; by reversing the realist
order, the late work disrupts theatrical norms. Furthermore, the characters do not have a
fixed and stable identity; no psychological reference is provided: the actor must create a
different reference grid that allows them to draw the outlines of characters who no longer
fit within a realistic standard. He creates, for example, certain interchangeable duets,
characters that no longer correspond to recognizable individuals. In The gnidiges Friulein
Molly and Polly exchange lines that do not seem to belong to either of them. Besides, the
names underline the absence of a personal and particular psychology. The clownish
relationship that is established within the duo, the non-binary characters/creatures
(humans/animals) who launch creature-like onomatopoeias, contribute to the creation of

the play’s unusual and anti-realistic atmosphere:

POLLY: Gouged?

MOLLY: Yes, out!

POLLY: Oh-oh, oh-Ho! [She scribbles notes.]

[...]

COCALOONY ([stamping and flapping]: Awk, awk, awk, awk, awk, awk,
awk, awk, AWKKK!

INDIAN JOE: Ugh!

COCALOONY: AWK!

INDIAN JOE: UGH!

POLLY: Reminds me of the Lincoln-Douglas debates. Don’t it remind you
of the Lincoln-Douglas debates?

MOLLY: No.

POLLY: What's it remind you of then?

MOLLY: Nothing reminds me of nothing (Williams, 1981, p. 239-240,
author’s highlights).
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As they watch Indian Joe and the Cocaloony exchange sounds, Molly and Polly,
undisturbed by the incongruous dialogue, fit in with the savage, animalistic and loony
environment. Besides, “nothing reminds [her] of nothing” emphasizes the fact that the
characters have no memory or specific emotional and personal experiences of their own.
They lack a psychological life that would help the modern actor define and interpret them.
The sound and verbal repetitions combined with a disturbed grammar and words written
in italics contribute to the enigma of an anti-realistic language which does not allow to
draw the arc of characters who would belong to a psychological reality.

Furthermore, it is also a question of considering the criticisms that feminist and
queer theories have made about realist theater and performances to grasp the feminist
issue of the present project, which consists in proposing a freeing and informed acting
technique for actors who are in charge of embodying non-realistic texts. In An actress
prepares, published in 2012, Rosemary Malague dwells particularly on the problem
represented by the training and repetition of certain roles for women. According to her,
realistic theater invites to adopt a realistic acting style inherited from the American
interpretation of the Stanislavski System. The feminist reassessment of modern acting
methods shows how these reinforce, in repetition and performance, the patriarchal view of

texts and the society in which they were created:

[T]he sexist assumptions that are deeply embedded in the methods they
have inherited [...] most feminist critiques of Method acting have
interrogated the usefulness of Stanislavskian techniques for the creation of
theatrical projects with a specifically feminist purpose (Malague, 2012, p. 3).

How does the modern and realistic acting method prevent feminist identity from
being expressed? In what ways does it confine women to a specific and determined
representation and prevent actresses from emancipating themselves from a predominantly
patriarchal vision? And, finally, how to liberate and empower the actress?

The feminist perspective underlines how modern acting techniques endorse and
implicitly consecrate the legitimacy of standard American cultural behavior. Malague’s
study particularly highlights the sexist elements of Strasberg’s pedagogy, which she

defines as a patriarchal practice:

Strasberg’s paternalistic teaching style is filled with gender biases [whether
he intended them or not]. His approach to actor training was largely
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diagnostic and, as many critics have pointed out, often resembled
psychotherapy, with Strasberg in the role of unlicensed analyst, delving
into the actor’s psyche. When Strasberg examines what he calls “the actor’s
problem’, the diagnosis he makes often seems to be ‘female trouble’. [...] If
actresses rely on the teacher’s approval to validate their work, a troubling
consequence is that they rely on him to validate - or invalidate - their very
selves (Malague, 2012, p. 33, author’s highlights ).

The teacher, indeed, demands a sincere commitment on stage. Malague
underlines the fact that it was he who decided if the interpretation was true, thus
becoming the arbiter of a certain truth: “Strasberg is teaching the actress to behave as he
believes a woman should behave” (Malague, 2012, p. 62). Malague directs her work
towards the specific problems that realistic theater and acting pose to the actress. She
underlines the installation of a patriarchal discourse and a biased and masculine norm in

the classrooms where the actor learns to act according to certain normative standards:

In patriarchal discourse, the nature and social role of women are defined in
relation to a norm which is male. [...] What is perhaps unique to acting
class is that it is a setting in which lessons about what men and women
‘should be” - about how they should behave - are so explicitly repeated and
reinforced. [...] In the study of Method acting, then, which privileges
‘truthful” behavior, the standards for believability are inevitably gender-
biased. One begins to wonder: Is there a genealogy of gender biases built
into the patriarchal structure of the theory and practice of Method actor
training? (Malague, 2012, p. 8, author’s highlights).

The fact of rehearsing a role that would itself come from a biased and normative
perspective necessarily reinforces a representation of the woman that the actress no longer
controls: “apparently neutral training process can become very gender-specific” (Malague,
2012, p. 164). Malague believes that the behavior is fixed according to the gender of the
student, and this in such a tacit way that it becomes difficult for the actor to detect the
normative codes and laws underneath the practice. The realistic texts and acting invite the
actress to act in a way that will not allow her to emancipate herself from the male gaze.
Her experience appears to be dictated by a biased law, itself stemming from a patriarchal
structure. Playing real amounts to transposing on stage the way in which women are
perceived in patriarchal societies; the standard of truth is measured, according to feminist
criticism, by the yardstick of the heteronormative standard of society. The reinforced

behavioral norm and standard in actor training would therefore prevent the actress from

developing a creative autonomy.
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The acting techniques of Strasberg, Adler, Hagen or Meisner, which, as Malague
points out, perpetuate Freudian psychology in practice and which are based on the
dominant cultural traditions, must be updated according to post-psychological research.
Modern actors are, according to modern acting theory, trained to act out and perpetuate
traditional and gendered roles. Williams’s late plays, however, overturn such data and
offer realities where both the chaos of androgyny and queer sexuality reign. A queer norm
is taking hold; a standard not dictated by the dictates of heteronormative or sexist thought.
It becomes necessary to rethink a practice to act the texts” subversive intentions. A post-
Method acting technique will make it possible to update and open in performance the
reinterpretation, considering feminist reflection, of the texts in question.

On the other hand, Sue-Ellen Case in Feminisn and theater argues that ancient and
modern texts exclude bodily representation of female sexuality and the female body. She
explains the extent to which sexist and patriarchal thought slips in and weaves texts and
theatrical practices that, for the feminist reader and performer, it is a question of
deconstructing. The author then imagines the new theoretical project that would respond

to feminist thought:

New feminist theory would abandon the traditional patriarchal values
embedded in prior notions of form, practice and audience response in
order to construct new critical models and methodologies for the drama
that would accommodate the presence of women in the art, support their
liberation from the cultural fictions of the female gender and deconstruct
the valorization of the male gender. [...] This ‘new poetics’ would
deconstruct the traditional systems of representation and perception of
women and posit women in the position of the subject (Case, 1988, p. 114-
115, author’s highlights).

The new poetics of which Case speaks and its deconstruction of “traditional
systems of representation” would abolish the notion of woman as object. Williams creates
a space that values, among other things, the presence of the female character and her
desire and therefore gives the possibility to actors to assert themselves and to rehearse and
repeat characters that break the codes of a patriarchal and heteronormative society.

To grasp Williams’s late work as a complex site of moral and sexual
transgression, it is necessary to move away from a known parameter and adopt a feminist
reading that places the texts above patriarchal and heteronormative laws. The female and

male characters emancipate themselves by departing from the established order, from
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coercion, from moral and sexual rigidities. Williams rewrites gender stereotypes and in
this sense goes beyond the cultural constructions that oppress the female body. The
entropic and feminine imaginary forces to reconsider their performance in view of the
issues that are at the very center of modern acting techniques. The stylistic break and the
textual and physical mutilation of the texts and the characters require from actors a
physical flexibility rather than a psychological construction; the body of both texts and
characters must therefore inform actors” work and significant practice.

Whereas feminist theory attacks accepted sexual structures, the plays’ textual
structure will be seen as a revolt of an accepted dramatic structure. Challenging the
established order and gender norms, the marginal characters also contribute to the
creation of an irrational universe. The truth is rediscovered through subversive bodies and
their transgressive sexuality that break the meshes of a logic long taken for granted. By
breaking heterosexual connotations, Williams breaks up the body, diffracts it and turns it
into an entire erotic zone. His late characters thus participate in the playwright’s queer
vision of reality. However, modern acting techniques, contaminated by sexist principles,
reflect on the structural and formative level, a heteronormative and sexist thought which
prevents actors from reaching the truth of such characters. An exit out of acting’s modern,
realistic logic structure must occur to represent and reach the queer flesh of Williams's
later plays. How does the textual morphology of the late texts go beyond masculine and
realistic morphology, and how does their entropic structure call for post-dramatic and

post-Stanislavsky performances that integrate the female imaginary?

The late plays” entropic & feminine imaginary

Williams’s new representation of women anticipates the one that would develop
from the rise of feminist theory in the 1980s: “ Artists created new roles for women to play
in the laboratory of theatre, where the stage offered opportunities for women’s narratives
and dialogues largely denied in the history of the dominant culture” (Case, 1988, p. 113).
Before the 1980s, Williams creates roles for actresses that allowed them to break out of a
patriarchal artistic structure through the character’s body and its language. These late
characters, indeed, go beyond a representation structured by the dominant culture.
Feminist deconstruction opens the possibility of rethinking the representation of women

and thinking about ways to reverse their role of object for that of subject, to find a new
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position so that they control the point of view:

[T]he potential for women to emerge as subjects rather than objects opens
up a field of new possibilities for women in theatre and its system of
representation. Constructing woman as subject is the future, liberating
work of a feminist new poetics (Case, 1988, p. 113).

Theatrical works that free women from the male gaze no longer feature male
protagonists who represent the universal subject with which male and female spectators
must identify. Williams’s late and avant-garde plays create subversive female roles and
open new points of view. They destroy a kind of cultural performance and trace the path
of a new performance; new performances that enjoin to underline the difference and the
multiplicity of truths.

Williams magnifies the distorted appearance of female characters, turning them
into grotesque, monstrous figures in whom irrationality and desire overflow physically.
They display unbridled and excessive behavior and desires, physically transgress the Law
of the Father and lead to the redefinition of the Lacanian symbolic, which, for feminist
theorists such as Luce Irigaray (1974) or Judith Butler (1993), locks the woman in a
patriarchal context with gendered standards. Mrs. Goforth from The milk train doesn’t stop
here anymore “a sort of grotesque beauty” (Williams, 1976, p. 43), or Mme. Le Monde, “a
large and rather globular woman with a fiery red mop of hair that suggests a nuclear
explosion, as does her voice” (Williams, 2008, p. 103) manifest a “grotesque beauty”,
excessive, monstrous and that goes beyond a binary norm. Transgressing the accepted
femininity of the normative context, the female characters threaten the hegemonic order,

bear witness to a bodily subversion that is also displayed through outrageous language:

BEA: Why, you dirty old man! He has on makeup, a full maquillage, and the
perfume of a desperate bitch in heat.

[.]

Imagine, the insolence of it, a prancing, dancing old fag reprimanding me
publicly for not concealing my sex as he flaunts the absence of his
(Williams, 1970, p. 311-312).

The characters speak a crude and excessive language that reinforces their
grotesque nature. Normative monstrosity can also be seen in secondary female characters
such as the waitress in Now the cats with jeweled claws; “in a rather advanced state of

pregnancy and with a black eye that cosmetics can’t effectively disguise” (Williams, 1970,
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p. 302); the physical deformity and the unusual facial feature serve as first indications of
the character and help make it a coherent element of the subversive whole. The female late
characters created by Williams allow actresses, in practice, to free themselves bodily and
linguistically from a binary and gendered norm as they rehearse - repeat - such characters.

Not only does Williams create many roles for actresses, but also gives female
characters a sexual dynamic different from the Freudian model. A transgressive sexuality
was already present in plays like Not about nightingales, Candles to the sun, The night of the
iguana, that culminates in sadomasochism in Camino Real or Suddenly last summer.
Williams’s major characters all deviate from oppressive societal pressures and struggle
with their sexual identity. Late female characters subvert sexual oppression and install a
new norm, affirming themselves through the body: by directly seeking sexual pleasure,
they reclaim their bodies from patriarchal colonization. They radically deviate from the
definition of woman imposed by the patriarchal system. After making Mae in Cat on a hot
tin roof a monster of fertility emphasizing the patriarchal conception of the link that unites
the female body to a biological and natural function, Williams presents and magnifies in a
grotesque way the libidinal energy, the sexuality and the feminine desire to better
visualize its predatory and autonomous nature; feminine desire is no longer situated in a
single biological project or in a desire that would respond to the heteronormative system.
The late, imperfect, chaotic - and so human - anti-heroines are part of a new typology of
female characters, excessive and conquering, who emancipate themselves from an
assigned identity.

While the desire of Blanche DuBois or Alma Winemiller is repressed, it overflows
and transgresses here the framework of conventions. Nance’s desire in A cavalier for
milady, is, for example, grotesque, “obscene” (Williams, 2008, p. 74) and her sexuality is

not subordinated to that of male characters:

JOSIE: [...] I wasn’t told that I was engaged to sit with a grown woman
disguised as a little girl. I noticed at once she wasn’t readin’ no book but
was starin” at that naked man'’s statue in the hall and her hand is - look at
her fingers, she’s - (Williams, 2008, p. 78).

Nance takes control of her desire, openly affirms her sexual fantasies while
caressing the apparition of the ghost of Vaslav Nijinsky. The poetic and spectacular

encounter between Nance and Vaslav allows Williams to offer a writing of the feminine
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intimate, where feminine desire only asks to be exalted and concretized. ]
A feminine perspective also appears through the character of Zelda Fitzgerald
from Clothes for a summer hotel who continues her effort of liberation from social and

patriarchal norms:

SCOTT [throwing the bottle away]: Your work is the work that all young
Southern ladies dream of performing some day. Living well with a devoted
husband and a beautiful child.

ZELDA: Are you certain, Scott, that I fit the classification of dreamy young
Southern lady? Damn it, Scott. Sorry, wrong size, it pinches! - Can’t wear
that shoe, too confining (Williams, 1992, p. 240).

By imagining a meeting between the two spouses in the psychiatric hospital
where Zelda will end her days, Williams empowers her while situating the play in a place
where deviance and chaos (psychic and temporal) are the norm. This stratagem also
allows Zelda to be identified as a force that opposes the controlled rationality that is

embodied in the character of Scott:

Dr. ZELLER: [...] I like to read important writing, and I feel that your wife’s
novel Save Me the Waltz - I'm sure you won’t mind my saying that there are
passages in it that have a lyrical imagery that moves me, sometimes, more
than your own.

SCOTT: My publishers and I edited that book! - Tried to make it coherent.
Dr. ZELLER: I'm not deprecating your work; I wouldn’t think of
deprecating your work, but I stand by my belief that -

SCOTT: That none of my - desperately - well-ordered - understood
writing is equal to the -

Dr. ZELLER: More desperately - somehow controlled - in spite of the -
SCOTT: Madness...

Dr. ZELLER: All right. - Mr. Fitzgerald, I think you suspect as well as I
know that Zelda has sometimes struck a sort of fire in her work that - I'm
sorry to say this to you, but I never quite found anything in yours, even
yours, that was - equal to it... (Williams, 1992, p. 259).

In search of coherence, Scott opposes Zelda in the sense that she embodies a
chaotic force which, in her novel filled with “lyrical imagery“, “kindles a kind of fire.” The
chaos contained in her writing becomes, for Dr. Zeller, a new order of power that
surpasses Scott’'s work. While he tried to “make coherent” his wife’s book, the fire that
galvanizes the imagination of Zelda remains alive inside the text. Zelda, in this sense,
represents the semiotic, or according to the philosopher Julia Kristeva (1985), the irrational
and incoherent dimension of language. It represents the poetic language which subverts

the patriarchal law, that of the Father, which structures the Symbolic, the site of rational
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discourse. The rational discourse specific to Lacanian theory is exceeded thanks to the
integration of an irrational, chaotic and feminine logic. The feminine is not reduced to
silence but overflows both physically and imaginatively and becomes the site of a chaotic
plurality and a subversion of the masculine order.

A traditional modern method of acting encourages actors to explain their
character’s reactions and actions by studying their psychological - and linear - life.
However, as Saddik claims, “[t]he late plays can only be fully appreciated when given
informed and imaginative productions that fully realize their theatrical potential and
capture the subtleties that operate beyond language” (Saddik, 2015, p. 162). The actor is no
longer dealing with a character taken in an identifiable context but with characters who
have a different spatiotemporal relationship, leading a life that cannot be explained by a
temporality characterized by its chronological and linear causality. The focus is on a
postmodern view of the world that proposes to consider reality from different
perspectives, therefore challenging the idea that it can be explained by a monocular
chronology. Williams’s late and nonrealistic theater denies the “linear order of naturalism”
(Demastes, 1998, p. xv) and embraces a chaotic, unstable worldview, revealing the organic
principles of nature itself and escaping the static laws that govern society.

In Kingdom of Earth or The chalky white substance a chaos coming from nature,
imminent and threatening, arises. The play The Red Devil Battery sign, on the other hand,
signals a “chaotic intensity” that Robert F. Gross describes as one of the “boldest
experiments” given its “catastrophic form” (Gross, 2002, p. 131). Williams reinvents a new
dramaturgical system ordered in its chaos. It is therefore necessary to leave the
ontological, epistemological, and societal frameworks when trying to grasp a subversive
theater that installs irrationality as reality and to reach the chaotic body of dreams and the

unconscious:

[...] acknowledging and embracing an abject world of irrationality and
chaos that we must deny in order to maintain our illusions of security and
order. Along these lines, Williams’ darkest plays can be seen as similarly
exposing the failure of rationality he witnessed in the chaos of late
twentieth-century culture - a period characterized by war, drastic social
upheavals, and political betrayals - marked by a destruction of the very
institutions that were supposed to make us secure (Saddik, 2015, p. 143).

With the aim of integrating a post-absurdist vision of existence which manifests

itself most radically in Williams’s late texts, the “plastic”, visual and organic theater, and
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its non-realistic devices, aims to reflect what is not visible, and to visualize the chaos of
existence through excess and the grotesque. In this perspective, how can the actor
contribute to revealing a postmodern vision of existence? “[A] play with a clearly
nonrealist premise, acting style, and set - as an absurdist playwright might present -
would better prepare an audience to expect a vision of randomness” (Demastes, 1998, p.
105); the traditional and realistic acting style fits perfectly with a dramatic text derived
from theatrical realism since such a technique makes it possible to describe the experience
of reality in an exact manner; it nevertheless becomes necessary to deviate from such
techniques as they prove unsatisfactory when it comes to representing texts that visually
seek to embody and incorporate the complexity of chaos and the uncertainty of existence.

In Kingdom of Earth, the natural chaos of the impending flood also serves as a
mirror to Myrtle’s chaotic, transgressive and natural sexual desire: “I'm a warm-natured
woman. You might say passionate, even. A Mempbhis doctor prescribed me a bottle of pills
to keep down the heat of my nature, but those pills are worthless” (Williams, 1976, p. 201).
Faced with her sexual desire, the doctor prescribes drugs to reduce it as it represents a
threat, suppressing the natural and chaotic order of her sexuality and the ardor of female
desire. Chicken, a hybrid character, both human and animal, allows her to access an
experience “of exceptional nature and magnitude” (Williams, 1976, p. 203). Upon contact
with Chicken, Myrtle’s body trembles with life and desire.

Besides, Myrtle recounts the memory of a former colleague which resonates
strongly if we compare it to the reducing effect of the extern patriarchal culture on female
desire: “This tall redhead called the Statuesque Beauty. [...] - Her mutilated corpse was
found under a trestle. [Chicken grunts again.] Some pervert had cut her up with a knife. She
was full of vim, vigor, and vitality. The Statuesque Beauty was a continual circus”
(Williams, 1976, p. 145). The carnival disproportionate world where beauty is “statuesque”
and nature full of “vitality”, where individuals disguise themselves with “the ecstasy of a
transvestite” (Williams, 1976, p. 212) is opposed to the castrating exterior; the chaotic, non-
binary reality of the circus provides access to another kind of experience that does not
reduce but expands the body of desire. The disguise, the carnivalesque environment refer to
amplified and deformed images and bodies, to a transposed reality and not to a
photographic and naturalistic reproduction. The expressionist magnification of things, the

distorted and non-binary reality is opposed to a naturalism that both reduces and castrates
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female desire.

The late characters are also located outside the internal dynamics of a patriarchal
sexuality linked to the castrating law of the Father. The logic of deviant and dual sexuality
and morality, outside of reason, becomes the norm. In The gnidiges Friulein, Molly and
Polly enjoy seeing the Fraulein being mutilated by the Cocaloonies while she must bring
back food in exchange for a place to live. To this trivialized perversion is added the
normalization of forbidden sexual behaviors such as incest: the children of Kirche, Kiiche,
Kinder (An outrage for the stage) obey the orders of their parents which consist in having
incestuous sexual relations to make profit. Williams reverses a rational and reassuring
normality and focuses on the irrational reality, the one we daily deny. The chaotic
environment created by Williams presents these behaviors in the most realistic and
familiar way normalizing the non-patriarchal society governed by another logic which,
among other things, trivializes perversion and subverts the rational symbolic.

Moreover, some late characters such as Nance or Clare Devoto in The two-character
play are sometimes described as little girls and come very close to the state of childhood,
life’s non-psychological moment, the state where there is no fixed identity and where
coherence lies in irrationality. Inhabiting the irrational world of childhood, they go beyond
the linear and causal logic of a rational reality. They have no conscious objectives but are
constructed in the absence of a causal relationship. Nance or Zelda dialogue with ghosts
and, like children, invent a reality where psychology is absent and where the imagination,
unrepressed, without constraint or grammatical structures, is freed; their words no longer
copy reality but reveal its chaos and complexity.

Chaotic, non-chronological temporality also breaks the boundaries of so-called
logical and rational space-time; Scott Fitzgerald, indeed, is a ghostly apparition who
dialogues with Zelda on the eve of her death. Zelda, for her part, emancipates herself from
a narrative linearity by traveling through her memories, with Edouard whom she
imagines at several stages of their relationship. The text also upsets a rational linearity
when Hemingway enters in an unusual way, upsetting the time of the play. Here the
influence of cinema on Williams’ theatrical work is obvious: the 7th art, indeed, since it
benefits from editing, abandons the requirements of a human temporal logic, and handles
time as it pleases. Williams twists time, puts it on hold and abolishes the usual laws of

time to situate his characters in a setting where dramatic simultaneity is possible. Time
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dissolves and normative temporality is jostled and replaced by the chaotic time of
childhood and memory. In Clothes for a summer hotel or Something cloudy, something clear®, it
is indeed the time of memory that Williams writes, the present and the past are both
simultaneous and superimposed and the events do not follow one another by obeying a
narrative logic but occur in successive waves. This process is made possible thanks to
queer spaces, or as George Crandell proposes, to the “aesthetic spaces” (Crandell, 2002, p.
170) that Williams creates; the same space invites several actions of different temporalities.
Both plays present spaces of inherent chaos where temporal and spatial boundaries are
crossed and where social and moral norms are constantly destabilized.

The characters spatially and temporally inhabit the world of out-of-time, of
“savant chaos” and its “radical strangeness” (Pontalis, 2013, p. 80, our translation),* which
helps emphasize their unstable and non-fixed nature and their capacity of transcending
the temporal order. Prosser points out how Williams indeed departs from Aristotelian and

realist logic:

Just as Williams ends up departing from the logic of Aristotelian tragedy,
rejecting an economy of truth and recognition for a system of repetition and
recurrence, he abandons the comforts of explanation to make sense of chaos
[...] (Enelow, 2015, p. 60).

Williams indeed integrates a logic of chaos; using repetitions and recurrences, he
writes the refusal of the passing of time by giving it thickness and by not imposing any
narrative direction on it. The play In the bar of a Tokyo hotel is characteristic of such a

manipulation of language which emerges from a purely linear and Aristotelian logic:

MIRIAM: I would like you to get me a cablegram blank from the concierge
with the unfortunate face.

BARMAN: I will get you a cablegram and place it on the green table. [He
goes out through the arch at right. She goes to the arch. The Barman returns.]
Pardon me. You are instructing my way.

MIRIAM: Do you mean obstructing?

BARMAN: Thank you. I mean obstructing. To deliver the cablegrams to
you, I must request that you return to your table.

MIRIAM: If I return to my table, will you bring the cablegram to me?
BARMAN: I will place it in reach of.

MIRIAM: You must place it on my table.

*  Linda Dorff (2000), names such technique “double exposure”, and continues: “[...] Something Cloudy,

Something Clear is a postmodern presentation that creates a simultaneous past and present through the
metaphor of photographic superimposition”.

",

*  “Savant chaos”; “radicale étrangeté”.
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BARMAN: I will place the cablegram where you can reach it - You are still
obstructing my way. [She lets him pass.]

[...]

MIRIAM: - Oh. Could you give me a pencil?

BARMAN: Only one pencil?

MIRIAM: Only one pencil will do at the present moment. [She speaks aloud
as she writes.] [...] Give the cablegram to the concierge. It has to go out at
once.

BARMAN: I am instructed to stay in my position at the bar at this time of
(Williams, 1981, p. 11).

Time turns in circles and only brings confusion to the characters who both find
themselves, either physically or psychically slowed down in their movement. In this
passage, the two characters avoid each other physically and the accentuated repetition of
certain words, taken up by one then by the other, freezes the characters in an unrealistic
picture and in an attempt at a verbal embrace. Time expands, and the precise movements
of the characters refer to a circular and cyclical geometry reminiscent of female desire.

The fixed present places the characters in a timeless reality, moving them away
from a historical and dated here and now. Crossing the borders of time, the late characters
are transformed into fypes who reach the status of myth rather than that of particular and
identifiable individuals. The social and political context then becomes irrelevant to the
artistic construction of Williams’s late characters who are caught not in an identifiable
context but in an unfathomable reality. Faced with the insufficiency or rather the
dissatisfaction of realistic and psychological language, language here does not follow an
Aristotelian order; the characters inhabit an out-of-language where the plurality of truth
opposes the realistic language that describes a logically and chronologically articulable
reality. Like the chaotic speech of the child and the entropic language of memory, the
order of speech falters, the language is mutilated and clashed and contributes to situating
the characters in a non-rational reality.

Accompanied by a non-linear dramatic structure made up of interruptions, the
late plays therefore create a total world, structurally and aesthetically, where the
imaginary is dramatically and aesthetically feminine. The non-linearity of the plays can
also be found in the impossibility of the characters to make the plot progress, interrupting
the scene that is unfolding. As Felice and Clare join in recounting a childhood memory of
spending a vacation at the beach with their parents, Clare suddenly interrupts the

narration and breaks the fourth wall;
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CLARE [pointing out toward the audience]: Felice - someone’s talking out
there with his back to the stage as if he were giving a lecture.

FELCIE: That’s the interpreter.

CLARE: Oh, my God, he’s telling them what we’re saying!?

FELICE: Naturally, yes, and explaining our method. That’s what he’s here
for.

CLARE [half sobbing]: I don’t know what to do next - I...

FELICE - I know what to do.

CLARE: Oh, do you? What is it? To sit there all day at a threadbare rose in
a carpet until it withers?

FELICE: Oh, and what do you do? What splendid activity are you engaged
in, besides destroying the play? (Williams, 1976, p. 334).

Clare brakes and abruptly stops the narration and the play they are performing
repeatedly. She therefore imposes her own structure on the play, which is characterized by
its lack of linearity. Clearly confused by the idea of a performer “explaining” their
“method,” Felice pursues and accuses her of “destroying” the play; the fact of slowing
down action in the Aristotelian sense is for him a sign of failure. Clare, meanwhile, moves
the play forward in her own way.

The almost pathological and symptomatic confusion of the characters presents
itself textually with sentences abruptly mutilated. The pain that is language, the
frustration that it carries within it is inscribed in the very morphology of the body of the

text:

MIRIAM: Mark, your hands are.

MARK: I know, I know - I Know.

MIRIAM: Your condition has to be diagnosed by a good neuropathologist,
soon as. Immediately.

MARK: Miriam, I swear it's the intensity of. Why did you say a
neuropathologist?

MIRIAM: I had an uncle that had a brain tumor and the symptoms were
identical.

MARK: I'm not going to interrupt my (Williams, 1981, p. 23).

The stage becomes the space for the representation of sexuality and female desire;
the body of desire is not excluded but achieves the goal of an erotic, holed and suggestive
language. Made up of interruptions and ellipses, the pierced form of the texts moves away
from clear and illustrative traditional discourse, from explanatory language; words do not
illustrate, they carry and reveal a textual eroticism that exhibits female sexual experience

and female jouissance.
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In Feminism and theatre, Case had already considered the theatrical and
phallocentric structures of plays that reflect male sexuality. Here, the cyclic structure of the
dialogues, the words that reappear as if they were going around in circles, the absence of
certain words that would allow the meaning to culminate definitively, does not allow the
reaching of a paroxysmal point, and is structurally and textually separated from a male

jouissance:

[S]ome feminist critics have described the form of tragedy as a replication
of the male sexual experience. [...] The broader organization of plot -
complication, crisis and resolution - is also tied to this phallic experience.
The central focus in male forms is labelled phallocentric, reflecting the
nature if the male’s sexual physiology. A female form might embody her
sexual mode, aligned with multiple orgasms, with no dramatic focus on
ejaculation or necessity to build to a single climax (Case, 1988, p. 129).

The relationship between textuality and femininity inhabits Williams’s late texts
and opens a space of representation haunted by a subversive desire not governed by
Lacanian and patriarchal law. The work on language that Williams does underlines the
need, as both an outsider and an artist, to take language and take it out of its everyday life
because he cannot make his late characters exist in a linear and rational language. The
formal and graphic originality reinforces this new language which allows him to invent a
new point of view. These considerations invite the actor to come out of a normative,
masculine, and patriarchal imaginary, to bring these texts to life; to embody the characters
without trying to explain them as individuals but to consider their post-modernity and the
way they subvert a linear and modern truth.

The textual morphology, the cyclical and circular form indeed reflects a feminine
textual organization that reverses the traditional and masculine form and the patriarchal
and traditional valorization of realism. Writing is therefore no longer subject to dramatic
objectives but becomes autonomous, offering great freedom to actors whose job it is to
interpret such language. Texts give actors the means to overthrow a cultural norm.
Rehearsing such roles then requires another non-psychological acting method that re-
envisions the behavior of the character away from the meshes and the straitjacket
Freudian and Lacanian perspective: a technique that allows actors to free themselves from
a heteronormative and patriarchal framework. Feminist theory continues its dialectical
relationship with the practice of an alternative technique in the theater classroom that

would overturn the traditional mode of representation.
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Williams’s late work invites new post-Lacanian performances; the characters
invent themselves linguistically, outside the norm and as desiring subjects. Unlike the
symbolic and discursive language of the Father, phallocentric and masculine, causal and
rational, the language here reflects the entropic and feminine imaginary, the semiotic and
the irrational, where the simultaneity and multiplicity of truths, the absence of linear
intrigue, the incompleteness of the holed text feed both coherent and chaotic texts and
which attempt the renegotiation of the truth. This feminist reading and approach places
identity in an unstable relationship and process that leads to rethinking the theatrical
process of identification as an excessively subjective practice locked in a heteronormative

context.

Final considerations

The dramaturgy of Williams’s late plays reverses a normative dramaturgy which
requires, in order to represent the texts and the reality they propose, to articulate a new
dramaturgy of the body through the gesture of the actor who now has to deal with reality
and truth of grotesque and queer bodies; bodies that are beyond a traditional and realistic
logic. The actors must build the character from their body since it plasticizes the psyche
and makes it visual.

The alternative, entropic and feminine imaginary of the late texts invites the actor
to step out of a normative acting style that contributes to the anchoring of heteronormative
codes. The late characters call for a post-modern and post-dramatic awareness of the actor
who, in the renewal of their gesture, will be able to embody their plastic truth. The need
for a post-Stanislavsky technique is further justified by the consideration of queer theory.
Indeed, if gender is, as Judith Butler proposes, installed through the repetition of acts, then
modern actor training maintains gender and heterosexuality as normative principles. In

this regard, Rosemary Malague writes in An actress prepares: women and the Method:

What is perhaps unique to acting class is that it is a setting in which lessons
about what men and women “should be’ - about how they should behave -
are so explicitly repeated and reinforced. Where else might one find so
complete and literal an embodiment of Judith Butler’s oft-quoted depiction
of gender as a “stylized repetition of acts’? (Malague, 2012, p. 8, author’s
highlights).
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The Method’s model of psychological identification expresses a liberal
universalism and a normalized American identity that erases all possibility of difference
and silences the deviant and the marginalized. Here, as the actors physically embody a
text, they play out the possibility of a different conception of identity. By inscribing the
possibility of re-signifying and upsetting heterosexist structures long accepted through
reiteration, Butler opens a door to the possibility of re-signifying through the repetition of

subversive texts and characters:

The “structure” by which the phallus signifies the penis as its privileged
occasion exists only through being instituted and reiterated, and, by virtue
of that temporalization, is unstable and open to subversive repetition. [...]
to promote an alternative imaginary to a hegemonic imaginary and to show,
through that assertion, the ways in which the hegemonic imaginary
constitutes itself through the naturalization of an exclusionary heterosexual
morphology. In this sense, it is important to note that it is the lesbian
phallus and not the penis that is considered here. For what is needed is not
a new body part, as it were, but a displacement of the hegemonic symbolic
of (heterosexist) sexual difference and the critical release of alternative
imaginary schemas for constituting sites of erotogenic pleasure (Butler,
1993, p. 56-57, author’s highlights).

Butler’s perspective invites to imagine a new form of representation that would
have its source in the reiteration, the “subversive repetition” of another structure. The
textual morphology accompanied by the “deviant” morphology of the characters creates a
work whose alternative imaginary displaces the “hegemonic symbolic” and “heterosexist”
and subverts patriarchal patterns by trivializing and naturalizing a queer reality.
Reiterating, that is to say for the actress and the actor, repeating non-hegemonic norms
allows to consider it as a practice of re-signification and rearticulation of the symbolic. The
artists, in performance, reincarnate and embody a new law.

The abject and illegitimate bodies that defy norms thus become, for Williams, the
place of a possibility of acting. The body-subject destabilizes the Freudian notion of the
body as finite and is embodied in a discursive and performative construction, with
multiple possibilities, freeing the notion of the body from the Law. By bringing bodies
excluded from the norm into play, Williams reintegrates the “contesting possibilities”
(Butler, 1993, p. 72) in the face of the heterosexual norm. Identity, as a form of discourse,
here becomes fluid and constantly redefined. Texts legitimize queer bodies in that they

resist the force of normalization and normativity and engender a queer re-signification of
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the symbolic, transforming and displacing its normative conditions. Williams frees the
body of both the characters and the actors interpreting them from the constraints of
Lacanian discourse and reconstructs the marginal individual as a universal subject; in his
texts, queer subjectivity, both other and strange, is representative of another reality.

The late characters call for another technique as Williams empowers actors
through them to move beyond the tenets of a patriarchal culture and gender inequality,
allowing them to rehearse and construct characters that embrace their identity and queer
sexuality. In this sense, the late texts perform feminist and queer theory and are inscribed
as post-Lacanian plays; sexuality and desire go beyond the traditional framework and
allow, among other things, the female character to fulfill herself as a subject. We no longer
have to do with psychological situations but with a dynamic that subverts the patriarchal
order of Freudian desire and the male gaze. The theory of plastic acting (which is the
subject of a thesis in progress) proposes to consider the plastic actor as invested and
detached, informed and psychologically disembodied, and able to carry and embody

Williams's late plays and characters.
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“their vastness drowns me”:
Tennessee Williams and the

Stendhal Syndrome, 1928
D ramaturgia

em foco “a vastidao deles me afoga”:
Tennessee Williams e a Sindrome de Stendhal, 1928
John S. Bak!
Margarita Navarro Pérez®
Abstract

Tennessee Williams recounts in his Memoirs his first bouts with mental illness during a
Grand Tour of Europe in 1928. He had felt all his life that this anxiety attack was the result
of “blue devils” chasing him, and that only his writing would keep them at bay. While this
article does not wish to belittle Williams’s adamant belief that “madness” (his recurrent
term) was an immediate and present danger - though hypochondria was certainly part of
his constitution - it does suggest an alternative explanation for what he experienced in
Paris, Cologne and Amsterdam that summer: the Stendhal Syndrome, a theory on
psychosomatic symptoms linked to the overwhelming impact of having been exposed to
countless artistic masterpieces during an extended and frenetic period of foreign travel.
The syndrome, which sparks an acute panic attack, is palliated through a return to daily
routines, which for Williams meant writing. It is thus only by composing a little poem that
he is finally released from his extensive dysautonomic attack, which suggests that
neuroaesthetics, not divine intervention, may have been the real source of his salvation,
and that the “blue devils” he felt were chasing him throughout his life may have been
more psychosomatic than real. While this alternative reading to Williams’s condition has
obvious implications in theatre studies, his case study also extends to travel writing in
general to help explain similar dystopic experiences documented in travelogues written
over the last century or more.

Keywords: Thomas Lanier “Tennessee” Williams; Art; Marie-Henri Beyle [Stendhal];
Neuroaesthetics; Travel and mental health.
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Resumo

Tennessee Williams narra em suas Memorias seus primeiros embates com doengas mentais
durante uma grande viagem a Europa em 1928. Ele sentiu durante toda a sua vida que
esses ataques de ansiedade eram o resultado de “demonios azuis” o perseguindo, e que
apenas sua escrita os manteria afastados. Embora este artigo ndo queira diminuir a firme
convic¢do de Williams de que a “loucura” (seu termo recorrente) era um perigo imediato e
presente - embora a hipocondria certamente fizesse parte de sua constituicao - ele sugere
uma explicacdo alternativa para o que ele experimentou em Paris, Colonia e Amsterda
naquele verdao: a Sindrome de Stendhal, uma teoria sobre sintomas psicossomaticos
relacionados ao impacto avassalador de ter sido exposto a intimeras obras-primas
artisticas durante um periodo prolongado e frenético de viagens estrangeiras. A sindrome,
que desencadeia um ataque de panico agudo, é amenizada pelo retorno as rotinas didrias,
que para Williams significava escrever. Portanto, é apenas ao compor um breve poema
que ele finalmente se liberta de seu extenso ataque disautondmico, o que sugere que a
neuroestética, nao a intervengao divina, pode ter sido a verdadeira fonte de sua salvagdo, e
que os “demonios azuis” que ele sentia o perseguindo ao longo de sua vida podem ter
sido mais psicossomaticos do que reais. Embora essa leitura alternativa da condicdo de
Williams tenha implicacdes 6bvias nos estudos teatrais, seu estudo de caso também se
estende a escrita de viagens em geral, para ajudar a explicar experiéncias distépicas
semelhantes documentadas em relatos de viagem escritos ao longo do dltimo século ou
mais.

Palavras-chave: Thomas Lanier “Tennessee” Williams; Arte; Marie-Henri Beyle
[Stendhal]; Neuroestética; Viagem e saide mental.

Bl It’s called the Stendhal Syndrome. [...]

When the great French writer Marie-Henri Beyle - better known as Stendhal, of course -
[...] visited the churches and museums of Florence, the very ones we will visit today, and
he observed that some people, usually women, but not always, became over-stimulated by
certain works of art - a Botticelli Venus, for example, or a Raffaello youth. These people
became lightheaded, giddy; some even fainted. This emotional / physical response to art
we now call the Stendhal syndrome - when art speaks to something deeper in us than
perhaps we understand.

- Terrence McNally (2004), Full frontal nudity

Familiar today are students and scholars of Tennessee Williams with the story
behind the playwright’s first bouts with madness [Williams’s frequent term]. He was
enjoying an American version of the European Grand Tour with his grandfather in the
summer of 1928, when a series of three inexplicable psychic traumas convinced him he

was going insane. Recalling the events years later in his Memoirs, Williams described the
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tirst aphasic spell while “walking alone down a boulevard in Paris”: “Abruptly, it
occurred to me that the process of thought was a terrifyingly complex mystery of human
life” (Williams, 2006a, p. 20). A month later, during a visit to St. Peter’s Cathedral in
Cologne, he was beset by a second panic attack, “the most dreadful, the most nearly
psychotic, crisis” (Williams, 2006a, p. 20) he had ever experienced, when suddenly “a truly
phenomenal thing happened: [...] the hand of our Lord Jesus had touched my head with
mercy and had exorcized from it the phobia that was driving me into madness” (Williams,
2006a, p. 21). Poignantly, Williams never once mentions this attack during the trip, neither
in his several letters home to his family and fourteen-year-old girlfriend, Hazel Kramer,
nor in the ten travelogues he wrote about the tour the following autumn and published in
his high school newspaper, U. City Pep. He did, however, compose a short poem [which
first appears in print in Memoirs] just after experiencing the third panic attack in

Amsterdam:

The strangers pass me on the street

in endless throngs, their marching feet
sound with a sameness in my ears

that dulls my senses, soothes my fears.
I'look into their myriad eyes,

I hear their laughter and their cries,

their vastness drowns me - My hot woe
cools like a cinder dropped on snow
(Williams, 2002, p. 214-15, 268; 2018, p. 13).°

These events of 1928 are widely accepted in Williams - and theatre - studies as
evidence of the potential mental illness in him that eventually claimed Williams’s sister
Rose [diagnosed with dementia praecox in 1937 and lobotomised a few years later], and
potentially affected his brother Dakin later in his life.*

No one, however, has ever questioned Williams's recollection of his phobia, despite
his longstanding habit of fictionalizing or at least overexaggerating factual events

concerning his life-story. Since various forms of madness had indeed run in the Williams-

> This version of the poem, which differs slightly from the version reproduced in Memoirs and The collected

poems of Tennessee Williams, was typed alongside two other poems, Cacti and another untitled poem,
dated 1938 and 1934 respectively. That Williams misdates the poem “Amsterdam, Holland, 1930”
suggests he was recalling this poem from memory, since the original poem, like the little travel diaries he
kept during the trip, are now lost.

* See, for instance, Leverich (1995, p. 176); Bak (2013, p. 16); O’Connor (1997, p. 3-5); and Spoto (1985, p.
303). While Dakin was never clinically diagnosed as Rose was, stories have circulated about his abnormal
behavior later in life, which included dressing up as Blanche DuBois and giving readings from his
brother’s work.

Dramaturgia em foco, Petrolina-PE, v. 7, n. 2, p. 140-171, 2023.

142



Dakin family, there was little reason ever to doubt Williams’s self-diagnosis, though this
article does suggest that Williams elevated the panic attack to neurosis only after
witnessing his sister succumb to schizophrenia nearly a decade later.” Real or
psychosomatic, the paranoia he experienced was part and parcel of the encroaching
mental illness - or “blue devils” as Williams later called the “enemy inside myself”
(Leverich, 1995, p. 174)° - he had always felt was shadowing him, believing that only his
daily regimen of creative writing kept those devils at bay. His fears of ending up like Rose
reached fever pitch in the 1950s, when he finally submitted to psychoanalytical treatment
with Dr. Lawrence Kubie,” and peaked in the late 1960s, when his brother Dakin had him
committed to the Renard psychiatric division of the Barnes Hospital in St. Louis, where he
spent three long months and for which he never forgave Dakin.®

While persistent drug and alcohol abuse - along with no small dose of
hypochondria - could readily explain away his need for psychiatric treatment in the fifties
and sixties, the same conclusion could not be drawn from his first apparent brushes with
mental illness in Europe. He was, after all, only seventeen at the time. And while he may

have tried his grandfather’s cocktails on board the SS Homeric once they entered

> For an excellent study of Rose’s diagnosed schizophrenia, and resultant bilateral prefrontal lobotomy

[one of the first performed in the United States], see Morton (2012). Morton, in fact, argues that Rose
potentially suffered from misdiagnosed autism, that is, not from “psychosis” but from “a combination of
atypical neurological wiring” (Morton, 2012, p. 8) and its misinterpretation by those close to her,
including her doctors.

In his private journal for 7 January 1940, Williams describes these “blue devils” thus:

[...] I feel rather dull due to the blue devils of defeatism which nearly always rear
their ugly little faces in reaction to some period of triumph or elation. Will have to
beat them out once more. They're such a damned nuisance - which is stronger, my
will or these reasonless fears? I must ride them down like a nest of snakes, trample
them under my heels! (Williams, 2006b, p. 181).

Leverich writes that Williams’s “blue devils” are a “psychic split” (Leverich, 1995, p. 341) in Williams, “an
essential division in his personality that would plague him and manifest itself in patterns of contradictory
behavior throughout the years to come. It would divide him not only against himself but often against
those closest to him, leading him to characterize himself as ‘half-mad’” (Leverich, 1995, p. 174), and
“anxieties arising from self-doubt and self-loathing” (Leverich, 1995, p. 301). It is not entirely clear if
Williams’s “blue devils,” or “interior storms” (Leverich, 1995, p. 514) also implies his brushes with
madness or just his recurrent bouts of clinical mental depression and self-doubt as a writer. Likely, they
were indistinguishable from each mental state, as Leverich intimates: “[there] were always his blue devils
and their threat of madness” (Leverich, 1995, p. 590). Of note here is the fact that Williams first uses the
generic term “blue devils” in his journal from 31 August 1936 to describe his mental instability, one year
before Rose’s official (mis)diagnosis. See also Leverich (1995, p. 608).

For extensive discussions on Williams, mental illness and psychoanalysis, see Lahr (2015, p. 346-75); and
Paller (2000, p. 37-55).

As a form of punishment, he bequeathed Dakin only $25,000 of his millions in his final will and
testament.
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international waters, he reassuringly told his puritanical mother, Edwina, that “he
prefer[red] none to plain ginger-ale and Coca Cola” (Williams, 2000, p. 15). Artificial
stimulants can thus be ruled out here as the source of his dysautonomia. A more rational
explanation could be that Williams, a sensitive, impressionable and romantic young
writer, eager to take in all that the European Tour had to offer, simply had a bout of what
Dr. Graziella Magherini described as the Stendhal Syndrome.

Dr. Magherini, then Head of Psychiatry at the Santa Maria Nuova Hospital in
Florence, diagnosed the syndrome from 1979 to 1986 after observing patients, all of them
tourists, who experienced various symptoms of dizziness, diaphoresis, tachycardia,
hallucinations, syncope, and even depersonalization upon viewing works of art in one of
Florence’s many museums. Her team’s premise was that close scrutiny of certain works of
art triggered in predisposed individuals a neurological trauma that wrenched “profound
events of [repressed] psychic reality” from their unconscious and provoked a crisis of
“self-knowledge”.” These panic attacks, Dr. Magherini explained during a recent interview,
were caused not only “by the psychological impact of a great masterpiece” but also by
“Travelling, yes!” (Magherini, 2020)." If Dr. Magherini’s experiences with the disorder are
centralised in Florence, the syndrome has been identified in tourists visiting other cities
noted for their impressionable architecture, monuments, historical sites or art museums,
such as Paris, Jerusalem, Venice, the Vatican, Istanbul, or even India and Mecca.™

While Williams may indeed have had real bouts with mental illness later in his life,

it is probable that here, in the summer of 1928, he experienced the effects of consuming too

®  “L’osservazione dei singoli cas ha permesso di verificare che, nel corso delle crisi, si animano vicende

profonde della realta psichica. E il viaggio diventa anche un’occasione di conoscenza di sé” (Centro Studi
Auxologici, 2022).
10 “Stendhal Syndrome: EHU students interview Prof. Graziella Magherini,” 7'28”.
For an extensive review of the research from neuroaesthetics and neurophysiological perspectives on the
Stendhal Syndrome or equivalent diagnoses in cities other than Florence, see Stendhal Syndrome in Datta
(2017, p. 66-68). See also Jerusalem Syndrome in Bar-El et al. (2000, p. 86-90), and Stendhal Syndrome in
Palacios-Sanchez et al. (2018, p. 121). The animated sitcom The Simpsons parodied the Jerusalem
Syndrome in episode 16 of season 21, entitled The greatest story ever d’ohed. Homer enters the Church of
the Holy Sepulchre, where Ned finds Homer asleep on the tomb’s shrine. “It’s just that these tours are so
exhausting,” Homer says. “You're jet-lagged. You're walking around all day.” Later, Homer experiences
a mock-epiphany in the desert where he believes himself to be the new “Messiah.” His “psychosis” is
later attributed to the city’s overwhelming powers over certain travelers:

Dr. Hibbert: Marge, I'm afraid your husband has what is known as Jerusalem
Syndrome.

Lisa: Ah, yes. Jerusalem Syndrome. A delusion or psychosis of a religious nature
while visiting Jerusalem.

Bart: Have you ever noticed that dad always gets the diseases they write about in
the in-flight magazine?
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much art and history too quickly, the likes of which he had only read about in school or on
his own but which he had never, until now, confronted for real and at a such a frenetic
pace typical of the American habit of consuming Europe, one city, museum and monument
at a time. The aim of this article, then, is not to diagnose Williams in any medical way, but
rather to call into question past diagnoses, including his own, about his predisposition to
mental illness - in short, to challenge the accepted biographical determinism inscribed in
Williams’s life that many hands, including Williams’s himself, contributed to over the
years. By drawing upon similar experiences of other travelers who were medically
diagnosed with the Stendhal Syndrome, I argue that Williams had retroactively
misidentified these anxiety attacks in Europe as proof of encroaching mental illness only
after witnessing his sister’s institutionalization. Simply put, something had affected
Williams that summer, as it did and still does to many a weary traveler, but he had lacked
the cognitive [and medical] awareness at the time to fully comprehend its triggers or its
treatments, satisfying himself first with religious and, later, neuroaesthetic explanations.
While such a radically alternative reading to Williams’s widely accepted condition has
obvious implications in theatre studies, it also has a wider impact on travel writing in
general, offering cause to reread writers whose travelogues over the last century or more
have documented similar aphasic attacks or brief brushes with madness that are readily

dismissed as mystical experiences with the sublime.

“processes of thought”: Tom Williams’s Parisian phobic crisis

Tennessee Williams's first trip to Europe has been largely documented, so I do not
wish to detail it here, save for what is essentially new research and relevant to his self-
diagnosis.”” Nevertheless, certain elements from that voyage detailed in his letters and
travelogues are important to expound upon to better situate the context of Williams’s

anxiety attacks per the Stendhal Syndrome.

2" For extensive coverage of Williams’s European voyage during the summer of 1928, see Williams (2000, p.
11-21). See especially letters of 5 and 10 August 1928, where he talks about Montreux, Sorrento, Milan
and especially Cologne, since they do not appear among his travel pieces. See also Williams (2006a, p. 19-
23); Leverich (1995, p. 88-96); Bak (2013, p. 10-17); Bak (2014); Bak (2021).
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Figure 1 - Tom [Tennessee] Williams in knickers aboard the S. S. Homeric, 7(?) July 1928

Source: Harry Ransom Center, University of Texas at Austin.

Williams and his grandfather, the Reverend Walter E. Dakin, accompanied by
several members of the pastor’s St. George parish in Clarksdale, Mississippi, embarked
from New York on 6 July 1928." Williams and his grandfather had arrived in New York
City a few days early, ostensibly to meet a Dakin family friend, Jessie Watson, a partner in
the Biltmore hotel empire, but also to take in the pleasures the city had to offer. In a letter
dated 2 July to his mother, Williams writes already about being “dead tired!” from his and
his grandfather’s “perfectly dazzling prospects for [their] four-day stay in N.Y.” (Williams,
2000, p. 11, emphasis added). Even before arriving in Europe, then, Williams had been
exposed to the visual, aural, olfactory and gustatory sensations of a city he would
eventually spend a good portion of his life. Their agenda was packed - as were the
majority of these American Grand Tours - and no doubt the young Tom was already
experiencing the early effects of what would later lead to his first bout with the Stendhal
Syndrome. As he adds in his letter home,

B In a personal exchange with Karen Kohlhaas, a specialist in Williams’s early years growing up in
Mississippi, the trip included, in addition to several parishioners from St. George’s in Clarksdale, a
mother and son from the Abbey family in Rev. Dakin’s Tallahatchie county congregation, and possibly
others from different parts of Mississippi. I would like to thank Karen for having read through an early
version of this article and offering her invaluable insights.
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Tomorrow morning Grandfather and I are to have our breakfasts served in
our room. At noon we meet Mrs. Watson and motor out to her magnificent
Country Estate. In the evening we attend a performance of The Show Boat.
The rest of our program is not made out. Except that we are to attend The
Three Musketeers Grand Opera Tuesday night. [...]

Tomorrow morning Grandfather & I are going to do a little excursioning
[sic] on our own - around the main Blvds, on the buses etc.

In the meantime, the strongest smelling salts couldn’t keep me awake (Williams,
2000, p. 11, emphasis added).

Their “excursioning” led them to “old St. Paul’s [...] also old Trinity - Wall Street and the
Battery” (Dakin, 1928)," and in the evening they attended “the Ziegfeld Theatre for the
original version of Show boat (1927)” (Williams, 2000, p. 12, endnotes).

Life on the paquebot a few days later offered little time for rest. In another letter,
dated 13 July, this time addressed to his entire family, Williams writes about the

transatlantic voyage:

We are now approaching the British coast and of course we are anticipating
that first glimpse of Europe with a great deal of pleasure. I begin to
understand how Columbus felt when he came into sight of the West Indies.
[....] Last night was the first unclouded sunset and it was gloriously beautiful.
The whole western sky and sea looked as though it were streaked with flame.
Afterwards the clouds, which always come up in great numbers from the
water where the sun sinks, assumed gorgeous coloring.

A few nights ago we saw northern lights which looked like enormous search
lights across the sky (Williams, 2000, p. 14, emphasis added).

Williams’s purple prose here can be understood as a youthful attempt to express his
sublime encounter, conjoining these all-new experiences of world travel with those of the
Romantic poets, especially Keats, whom he had come to admire. Rev. Dakin’s version of
the voyage is less romantic [and Romantic], at least in terms of the incredible views from
the boat, though nonetheless frenetic. In a letter to his wife Rosina, dated 11 July, he
provides more prosaic details, including the costs of the tickets for the Broadway shows
Show Boat and Rosalie, as well as what they ate each morning for breakfast on the steamer:
“I play bridge and walk and talk: Tom plays the piano and dances and seems to be having
a great time. [...] Tom had the time of his life in New York” (Dakin, 1928)."

Embarking at Southampton, the group then travelled directly onto Paris, arriving
on Thursday afternoon, 12 July 1928. In addition to “do[ing] practically everything there is
to do” (Williams, 2000, p. 16) in Paris, including a hurried visit to the Louvre, they headed

* Dakin letter on The Biltmore stationery, 3 July 1928.

5 Letter on White Star Line stationery.
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out to the environs. They visited Napoleon’s country chateau, Malmaison, in Rueil-
Malmaison. In Versailles, Williams's “perfect wonderland [...] with such romantic
historical connection,” they stood on “the balcony upon which Marie Antoinette boldly
faced the mob,” admired the ceilings all “covered with rich paintings,” walked along the
“hall of mirrors, with its resplendent chandeliers and windows opening out upon the
beautifully landscaped gardens,” and even saw the “very table” on which the Paris Treaty
ending World War I was “signed” (Williams, 2000, p. 16-17). Williams adds that “the most
beautiful part about it, though, is the surrounding woodlands. They surpass the natural
beauty of any woods I have ever seen” (Williams, 2000, p. 17). To this itinerary, Rev. Dakin
mentions in a letter to Rosina, dated 17 July, that they gazed upon “the landscape from
which Millet painted The Angelus, walked “over the battle-fields” of the Marne valley,
visited “the American Cemetery” at Belleau Wood, and saw “the glorious Cathedral” in
Rheims that “the Germans tried to ruin - did hurt it a lot” (Dakin, 1928, author’s
emphasis)."

Given all this, as well as the excitement of New York and the transatlantic journey
the previous weeks, it is not surprising that Williams was primed for the first phobic crisis

that occurred in Paris. In his Memoirs, half a century later, he recalls how it transpired:

It began when I was walking alone down a boulevard in Paris. I will try to
describe it a little, for it has significance in my psychological make-up.
Abruptly, it occurred to me that the process of thought was a terrifyingly
complex mystery of human life.
I felt myself walking faster and faster as if trying to outpace this idea. It was
already turning into a phobia. As I walked faster I began to sweat and my
heart began to accelerate, and by the time I reached the Hotel Rochambeau,
where our party was staying, I was a trembling, sweat-drenched wreck of a
boy (Williams, 2006a, p. 20, emphasis added).
All these somatic symptoms, from his diaphoresis and tachycardia to his sense of
depersonalization, are consistent with the Stendhal Syndrome, as we will see later. At this
point, it is also worth noting that their European tour was but a third completed.

The pace of the tour increased in the days ahead, save for the long trips between the
major cities they visited. They never stayed in one location for as long as they had spent in
Paris. From Paris, they voyaged to the south of France: Marseilles, Monte Carlo, and Nice.
From there, they continued south to Rome, Naples, Pompeii, and along the Amalfi coast to

Sorrento, a path Williams would repeatedly follow years later. They then headed back

16 Letter on Hotel Rochambeau stationery.
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north to Florence, Venice, Milan, Montreux, Interlaken, Cologne, Amsterdam, and finally
London and Stratford-upon-Avon. In late July, for instance, the tour stopped in Pompeii, a
visit which Williams recalls in his travel essay, The ruins of Pompeii, composed from the
notes he had registered in “the little diaries” (Williams, 2000, p. 22) he kept with him all

summer long:

On they go, through the hot, white, dusty maze of Pompeii’s ruins. They
suffer agonies; but none of them will turn back. To do so would be to make a
shameful admission of body triumphant over mind.
Under these conditions described - upon a hot afternoon in August [sic] -
an extensive tour of Pompeii is a physical torment. [...]
A tour of Pompeii gives a splendid picture of life among the ancient
Romans. It also provides an almost unsurpassed test of physical endurance. As
one member of the heroic party expressed it, you feel at the conclusion of
the afternoon as though you should be included in Pompeii's ruins
(Williams, 2009, p. 231, emphasis added).
Fatigue and the extreme heat of southern Italy were obviously taking their toll on
Williams, as the thrice repeated expressions here of physical exhaustion evince. Williams
is seemingly deflecting this fatigue onto the others in his travel party, however, a few of

whom, like his grandfather, were of an advanced age:

One of the most piteous spectacles ever beheld is that of a party of
Americans, sight-seeing in Pompeii, during the merry month of August.
They stagger about, through the bleached and crumbling ruins, like people
lost upon an arid desert. [...] They drag themselves wearily up steep

inclines, beneath a blazing sun. They lean breathlessly against hot walls
[...] (Williams, 2009, p. 230, emphasis added).

Yet, the sudden and rare shift from the collective first-person pronoun we used in nearly
all of his ten short travelogues to this collective third-person plural pronoun they displays
Williams’s universal perspective on the disquieting experiences of foreign travel,
particularly for Americans with their creature comforts [himself included], who consume a
culture one day at a time more than immerse themselves in it [as he would later do when
he returned to Italy for extended periods of time]. Observing, and partaking of, this “most
piteous” spectacle of Americans “sight-seeing in Pompeii, during the merry month of
August” (Williams, 2009, p. 230), Williams is being both overtly critical and self-
deprecating, and showing the first signs of travel fatigue.

And as the days since their departure increased, the letter writing became less

frequent, reduced to a series of brief, truncated postcards. On 26 July, for instance, Rev.
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Dakin, wrote to Rosina from Sorrento: “Just finished 5 hours drive around bay of Naples.
Enjoyed Rome, Nice and Monte Carlo. The blueness of the Mediterranean Sea like this
car[d] - Wonderful scenery” (Dakin, 1928)."” On 30 July, he wrote to his daughter Edwina,
“Received your letter while in Rome. Both of us well; wonderful trip. Florence where we
now are. Love to each one. Keep well. W.E.D” (Dakin, 1928, author’s emphasis)."”® Three
days later, he sent another postcard to Edwina, this time from Venice, where they took in a
“Gondola ride under the inspiration of a full moon,” as well as “The Art Gallery this A.M.
St. Mark’s Church and the Doge’s Palace this P.M. The Lido tonight” (Dakin, 1928)." On 5
August, the Rev. Dakin informed Rosina that they saw the Last Supper in “beautiful Milan”
before departing for Switzerland, where they “Saw a glacier and snow on the Alps”
(Dakin, 1928).%° All told, the distance they travelled from Marseille to Interlaken via all the
Italian cities visited amounted to about 1,600 miles [2,575 Km] - an estimate based on
today’s roadways and rail infrastructure - and all that in just over two weeks. It is rather
astounding that Williams’s survived that pace, let alone his seventy-one-year-old
grandfather.

Arguably, Williams did not hold up so well. He was an eternal romantic, to which
his letters and countless poems written around this time attest. Even his ten travelogues
for his high school newspaper splay out in fantastic and exotic details his total absorption
into the arts, myths, legends, and historical events that came to define Europe over the
past few centuries.” But more important is the fact that Williams was a young man of
fragile constitution. At the age of five, he contracted diphtheria, which nearly killed him,
and then Bright’s disease, from which he had to relearn how to walk. As Lyle Leverich
notes about these early illnesses, “The seeds of his lifelong hypochondria had been sown”
(Leverich, 1995, p. 43). First bedridden, and then confined to the house for nearly two
years, Williams was physically, as well as psychologically, conditioned for the type of
traumatic experience that Dr. Graziella Magherini would later diagnose as the Stendhal

Syndrome.

17" Postcard from Sorrento.

Postcard from Florence.

Postcard from Venice.

Postcard from Milan.

These ten travelogues have been reproduced in their entirety in Williams (2000, p. 224-236). For detailed
analysis on them, see Bak (2014, p. 10-16); and Bak (2021, p. 59-64).

18
19
20
21
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Figure 2 - Rome, Monumento Nazionale a Vittorio Emanuele II.
Tom in front of the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, 23? July 1928.

Source: Harry Ransom Center, University of Texas at Austin.

“Absorbed in contemplating sublime beauty”: panic attacks and the Stendhal
Syndrome

In his New York Times article for 6 November 1988, entitled “Going to pieces over
masterpieces”, Louis Inturrisi includes as his lede, “With Stendhal’s Syndrome, too many
great works can make a traveler artsick” (Inturrisi, 1988, p. 43). The article was based on
Dr. Magherini’s then forthcoming publication on her findings concerning tourists in
Florence who ended up in her psychiatric ward over the years with strikingly similar
symptoms: dizziness, heart palpitations, panic attacks, and other psychosomatic and
pathological manifestations. It “strikes mostly unmarried tourists of the sensitive and
impressionable type,” Inturrisi acerbically adds, “often from small towns and without
travel experience” (Inturrisi, 1988, p. 43). Coincidentally, Inturrisi was perfectly describing

the young Tom Williams during his traumatic European experiences:
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The victims are overwhelmed by the huge number of places they think they
should visit, by the heap of information poured over them by guides and
guidebooks and by the demands of running from one masterpiece to
another.

A panic state results from the tourist’s confrontation with too much art and
too much history in too short a time, coupled with the frustration produced
by the impossibility of seeing it all in one visit.

Some reach crises in front of famous paintings or are overcome with awe
when confronted with places like Pompeii or statues like the Pieta, which
they have read about in school and finally experience as real (Inturrisi,
1988, p. 43).

The syndrome takes its name from the French writer Stendhal, who, on 22 January
1817, described in his journal a panic attack he underwent during an intense visit to the

Santa Croce Basilica in Florence:

The day before yesterday, as I descended upon Florence from the high
ridges of the Apennine, my heart was leaping wildly within me. What utterly
childish excitement! [...]
As the minutes passed, so these memories came crowding and jostling one
against the other within my soul, and soon I found myself grown incapable of
rational thought, but rather surrendered to the sweet turbulence of fancy, as
in the presence of some beloved object.
[...] The tide of emotion which overwhelmed me flowed so deep that it
scarce was to be distinguished from religious awe (Stendhal, 1959, p. 300-301,
emphasis added).”
A striking similarity is palpable between Stendhal’s enraptured, florid language in his
journal and Williams’s in the little diaries he reworked into his ten travelogues. Even
Stendhal’s religious awe is echoed later in Williams’s Memoirs about how “Lord Jesus had
touched my head with mercy” (Williams, 2006a, p. 21) and freed him from his panic attack
in Cologne. The similarity is purely coincidental, however, or psychologically
deterministic as Dr. Magherini would later claim, since Williams had not read any of
Stendhal’s works by this time, and would perhaps only encounter him later while
studying French under Harcourt Brown at Washington University from 1936-37; nor did
his panic attack take place in Florence, despite his having been there.
Stendhal, however, was only just beginning to fall under the strong trance of the
sublime experience. He convinces the approaching Friar to unlock the chapel for him so

that he can gaze upon the Volterrano frescoes. Once there, Stendhal succumbs to an

anxiety attack:

* For a similar experience that Proust writes about, see Teive, Munhoz, and Cardoso (2014, p. 296-298).
And for Dostoevsky, see Amancio (2005, p. 1099-1103).
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[...] T underwent, through the medium of Volterrano’s Sybils, the
profoundest experience of ecstasy that, as far as I am aware, 1 ever
encountered through the painter’s art. My soul, affected by the very notion
of being in Florence, and by the proximity of those great men whose tombs
I'had just beheld, was already in a state of trance. [....] I had attained to that
supreme degree of sensibility where the divine intimations of art merge with
the impassioned sensuality of emotion. As I emerged from the porch of
Santa Croce, 1 was seized with a fierce palpitation of the heart [...]
(Stendhal, 1959, p. 302, author’s emphasis).
As Allie Terry-Fritsch writes of this passage, Stendhal’s “nervous sensations” in mind and
body “were vestiges of his ecstatic aesthetic experience [...], where the blending of
sensibility with sensuality allowed for a kind of knowing that was both sublime and
dangerous” (Terry-Fritsch, 2020, p. 21). Still quite young and not yet as worldly as
Stendhal is here, Tom Williams could not yet have processed his attack in such
neuroaesthetic terms. He does manage, however, to produce his little poem about strangers
pass[ing] me on the street, a significant creative endeavour to which I will return later.

La Sindrome di Stendhal [1989] details Dr. Magherini’s medical observations of 106
cases she treated at the psychiatric ward of the Santa Maria Nuova hospital in the centre of
Florence for nearly a decade. A Freudian analyst by training, Dr. Magherini drew on
several psychoanalytical theories in diagnosing her patients, including Donald Winnicott’s
on the True Self and the False Self, Donald Meltzer/Meg Harris Williams’s on the aesthetic
conflict and the apprehension of beauty, and Wilfred Bion’s emotional thinking and the

catastrophic change implied in the experience of knowledge. As she writes,

Many of our patients are people affected by beauty, but a large number of
them are savagely withdrawn from it, finding refuge in illness from the
impossibility of tolerating the passionate relationship with the aesthetic
object, that fascinates with its formal qualities, but which produces pain
from the enigmas which it generates and from the dilemmas which it poses

(Magherini, 1989, p. 8).2
She classified her patients into three distinct categories: Type 1: Patients with
predominantly psychotic symptoms, representing 70 of the 106 cases; Type 2: Patients
with predominantly affective symptoms, of which there were 31; Type 3: Patients whose
predominant symptoms are somatic expressions of anxiety (e.g., panic attacks), of which

there were only five. Concerning Type 1 patients, only 38 percent had a prior psychiatric

# “Muchos de nuestros pacientes son personas afectadas por la belleza, pero gran parte de ellos
salvajemente retirados de ella, refugiados en la enfermedad, por la imposibilidad de tolerar la relacién
apasionada con el objeto estético, que fascina con sus cualidades formales, pero que produce dolor por los
enigmas que genera y por los dilemas que plantea” (Magherini, 1989, p. 8).
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history, whereas 53 percent of Type 2 patients reported some sense of depersonalization of
the kind Williams experienced in Paris, Cologne, and Amsterdam. The psychological
profile of Type 2 patients also closely aligns with Williams’s: single persons who were
relatively young, sensitive, impressionable and traveling on their own or in groups, and
were confronted by the sight of great works of art. Williams’s description in his Memoirs
noted earlier, however, suggests that he was closer to Type 3. Perhaps the passage of time
between the 1928 experience and its 1975 recollection in print could account for the
difference in his classification here, at least in terms of the degree of Williams's
psychological trauma and his cognitive dissonance.*

Based on her record of treating such patients, Dr. Magherini inferred that the
disorder had an unpredictable and unexpected onset. The symptoms lasted for about two
to eight days, triggered neuropsychiatric symptoms [thought disturbances] in 66 percent,
affective disorders in 29 percent, and dysautonomia symptoms [anxiety disorders with
panic attacks] in only five percent of her patients. In her bilingual follow-up study, “Mi
sono innamorato di una statua.” Oltre la sindrome di Stendhal / “I've fallen in love with a statue”:
beyond the Stendhal Syndrome (Magherini, 2007), Dr. Magherini adds: “One constant
emerges: a crisis of identity, and therefore of the cohesion of the Self, stemming from the
concatenation of personal history, travel and the impact of art” (Magherini, 2007, p. 170).”

Years later, in a 2019 interview with Dr. Magherini, she said that “Patients show the
problems that we all have inside even if we are not aware of them in a more explicit way,

this is very important. It's also important to underline the connection between art and

* Support for this idea can also be found in a recollection Williams writes about in his Memoirs aboard the
S. S. Homeric on their voyage to Europe where one of the passengers alludes to Williams’s latent
homosexuality:

Captain De Voe did not like my spending so much time with the dancing teacher.
The three of us were at a small table in the ship’s bar one night, toward the end of
the voyage, when Captain De Voe looked at me and said to the dancing teacher,
“You know his future, don’t you?” (Williams, 2006a, p. 17).

That Williams recalled this memory half a century later suggests he knew enough about homosexuality to
decode Captain De Voe's allusion or simply created the memory, consciously or not, for the book.

By way of examples, she provides several: “The crises ranged from panic attacks entailing physical
discomfort, thus the fear of fainting, suffocating, dying or going mad, along with vertigo and/or
tachycardia [...]” (Magherini, 2007, p. 169); “Franz, an impeccable and rather stiff Bavarian gentleman,
became stricken [with panic] before Caravaggio’s Adolescent Baccus” (Magherini, 2007, p. 173); or “Benoit,
a French university student, standing before the David, felt the onslaught of a very strong sensation that
was ‘unbearable’ and nearly a panic attack. ‘I don’t understand what happened to me, something
incomprehensible. This work of art creates a magnetic field of contaminated space [...]”” (Magherini,
2007, p. 283).

25
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psyche and how significant it is to know the traces of the past” (Magherini, 2020).** “Then,
once they arrive in Florence,” she continued, “they were all showing symptoms while
wandering in the city or while in a church or museum, in public transport or on a bridge.
These were psychic symptoms, sometimes disguised in a physical manifestation such as

heart attacks” (Magherini, 2020):*

These problems were nothing else but panic attacks caused by the
psychological impact of a great masterpiece and that of travelling. Yes,
travelling! Because the manifestation of psychic crisis is not connected to
one factor only but to many. The most important ones are sensitivity, the
structure of your personality, the factors of travelling itself which deprives
you of your daily coordinates and comfort, and finally the encounter with
the great artwork (Magherini, 2020).”
When pressed by the interviewer about the reasons behind the panic attacks, she
responded: “Initially we all thought it was “History sickness” caused by the concentration
of such a big number of historical places in Florence” (Magherini, 2020),* at which time
she remembered reading about Stendhal’s illness in his travel journal.

Dr. Magherini’s theory behind the Stendhal Syndrome advanced in her initial study
in 1989, and protracted in “Mi sono innamorato di una statua,” has solicited a plethora of
responses. Much of the research and clinical case studies have looked either to confirm Dr.
Magherini’s diagnosis or qualify it as a being part of a much broader psychopathological
phenomenon. Harold P. Blum, for instance, lauded her “masterful contribution,” (Blum,
2017, p. 1) and Timothy Nicholson et al. confirmed her conclusions in their 2009 case study
involving a twenty-two-year-old fine-arts graduate and creative artist who “developed a
transient paranoid psychosis when on a cultural tour in Florence [...]” (Nicholson et al.,
2009). Edson José Amancio applied the theory to Fyodor Dostoevsky’s epileptic fits during
his travels “while contemplating some works of art, particularly when viewing Hans
Holbein’s masterpiece, Dead Christ, during a visit to the museum in Basle [sic],”
concluding that Dostoevsky’s “exacerbated emotions, a kind of ecstasy and lack of reality,
ecstatic contemplation and physical malaise” were “highly suggestive” of his bout with

the Stendhal Syndrome (Amaéncio, 2005, p. 1099, 1103). Teive et al. found similar results
when they applied the theory to Marcel Proust, “particularly the occurrence of Stendhal’s

% EHU students interview Prof. Graziella Magherini, 4'25”.
EHU students interview Prof. Graziella Magherini, 7’8", all sic.
* EHU students interview Prof. Graziella Magherini, 728" .
¥ EHU students interview Prof. Graziella Magherini, 7'28”.
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syndrome and syncope when he as well as one of the characters of In Search of Lost Time
see Vermeer’s View of Delft during a visit to a museum” and experience just after “malaise,
dizziness, tachycardia and a sudden transient loss of consciousness” (Teive et al., 2014, p.
296, 298). Foreign travel, which includes the inevitable visits to numerous museums, art
galleries, and historical sites, creates the perfect storm for the Stendhal Syndrome to occur.

In 2010, Angel L. Guerrero, Antonio Barcel6 Rosseld, and David Ezpeleta expanded
Dr. Magherini’s sample study to a “homogeneous group of travelers” and other artists
who had “experienced emotion sickness during their trips throughout history” - including
Williams's lifelong friends, Paul and Jane Bowles. They concluded that “no panic attacks
or thought disorders were identified,” although they did admit that their study
nonetheless “modestly complements the limited information currently available about the
nature and triggering factors” of the Stendhal Syndrome (Guerrero et al., 2010, p. 349, 355).
More recently in 2017, Swarna Datta proposed “to elucidate the clinical significance” of the
Stendhal Syndrome, present “a review of existent research,” outline “the space for the
multi-paradigmatic examination of this behavioral phenomenon,” and emphasise “the
relevance of neuroaesthetics as a promising approach to the study [...]” (Datta, 2017, p. 66,
71). In sum, the medical, psychiatric, and neurological literature on or connected to the
Stendhal Syndrome is vast, with most researchers agreeing that the combination of foreign
travel and overexposure to art and historical landmarks can inflict predisposed persons
with a sense of panic, hysteria or depersonalization.

The theory has sparked an even wider debate among psychological theorists and
practitioners about the relationship between the perception of beauty/foreign travel and
(psycho)somatic crises. Giuseppe Galetta, for example, developed “an Aesthetic Algorithm
able to identify the share of Beauty required to activate the Aesthetic Pleasure, by
introducing specific responsive elements in the artworks with the aim of predicting, and
also predetermining, the viewers reactions,” including the Stendhal Syndrome (Galetta,
2014, p. 248). While research has shown “art viewing stimulates the right hemisphere and
prefrontal cortex of the brain” (Galetta, 2014, p. 251), Galetta believes that

the above compositional elements are able to induce precise aesthetic
behaviours, influencing the aesthetic choices and driving the aesthetic
preferences of the viewers towards some artworks rather than others,
activating so the Beauty recognition and the Aesthetic Pleasure in the
perceivers. We even believe that, if such elements were present all together
in a specific display context, and were shown to neurophysiological
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predisposed individuals, they could be able to cause a perceptive shock or
aesthetic breakdown in the perceiver, known as Stendhal syndrome (Galetta,
2014, p. 251).
Thus, the same mechanism that triggers the Aesthetic Pleasure principle in some viewers
produces somatic trauma in others and “may be predicted or even predetermined”
(Galetta, 2014, p. 251). In Williams’s case, the “aesthetic precognition” that Galetta
describes could have accounted not only for his phobic crises in Europe but also the poem
that resulted from it, as we shall see later.

Also linked to the various advances or testing of Dr. Magherini’s theory are studies
on the psychopathology of tourism. Ana Moreno-Lobato, Jose Manuel Hernandez-
Mogollén, Barbara Sofia Pasaco-Gonzalez, and Elide Di-Clemente, for instance, offer an
extensive review of the literature on the relationship between tourism and emotion,
including research on the Stendhal Syndrome, and “cover the study of psychological
contributions applied in the field of tourism marketing through the analysis of the
different variables and concepts used in scientific production.... the analysis of the
applicability of different psychological theories in tourism marketing for the evaluation of
emotions” (Moreno-Lobato et al., 2021, p. 168). Also of note is David Picard and Michael
Robinson’s (2016) edited collection Emotion in motion: tourism, affect and transformation,
which shows that Dr. Magherini was not wrong in her empirical evaluations that led to
the formulation of the Stendhal Syndrome, but that the somatic condition she describes
has had a much more expansive and complex history than her several dozen patients in
Florence can account for. “[E]Jmotions are necessary, and in many ways inevitable, for
engaging with the world,” Robinson writes in his introduction, entitled The emotional

tourist:

Recalling the Stendhal syndrome usefully points to the idea that the power
for emotional engagement may not lie in the object itself but in the drama
and romance of the story of encounter with the object. Whether Henri-
Marie Beyle (to give Stendhal his real name) really did almost faint at the
art on display in Florence is largely beside the point, but the story has
persisted and has succeeded in permeating our ostensibly European
collective consciousness. The myth that something exists within the world
which is the embodiment of all known beauty or purity is a persuasive
(and arguably, universal) idea akin to the stories surrounding the Golden
Fleece of Greek mythology or the Holy Grail in Christian culture. The motif
that objects, events, places and peoples are present in the world which can
produce significant and visceral reactions which both confirm and
transcend our own humanity is powerful and persistent (Robinson, 2016, p.
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22,29).%

In short, any tourist who travels to a distant land does so precisely to explore its art,
culture and natural beauty and is thus predisposed to emotional responses, perhaps not to
the degree of dysautonomia, but the possibilities for such an attack is nonetheless
universal and predetermined.

That fact alone should persuade travel writing scholars to re-examine, and
potentially recalibrate, the various examples of traumatic encounters with the sublime by
Romantic or modern authors travelling across Europe or similar foreign climes, such as
Gérard de Nerval’s Journey to the Orient [1851], Arthur Symons’s Cities [1903], and Cities in
Italy [1907]; Henry Adams’s Mont Saint Michel and Chartres [1904], or even V. S. Naipaul’s
Beyond belief [1998], to name a few. Writing of Palace of the Kremlin in Moscow, for

example, Symons notes,

To be in one of these hot and many-coloured rooms is like being shut into
the heart of a great tulip. Only fantastic and barbarous thoughts could
reign here; life lived here could but be unreal, as if all the cobwebs of one’s
brain had externalised themselves, arching overhead and draping the four
walls with a tissue of such stuff as dreams are made of. [...] The brain,
driven in upon itself from such sombre bewilderments imprisoning it,
could but find itself at home in some kind of tyrannical folly, perhaps in
actual madness (Symons, 1902, p. 172-173).

And specifically of Florence, Symons adds,

Picture-galleries in palaces call one away from what is lovely in the streets,
the river-side, the bridges, though indeed the art of the bridges, the aspect
which has come to that river-side, are akin to all that Florence has created
in paint and marble in those galleries. If we could endure so continual a
pressure and solicitation of beauty, no city would be so good to live in as
Florence; but the eyes cannot take rest in it: they are preoccupied, indoors
and out of doors; this prevalence of rare things becomes almost an
oppression (Symons, 1907, p. 134).

Though not in the same dramatic fashion as Stendhal or Williams, both references
from Symons call for a similar experience. As Charles Forsdick writes in Travel writing in
French, “Travel literature provided a particularly apt frame for Romantic writing, with the

journey permitting a focus on the particular concerns of individual travellers often subject

to the anxiogenic condition of existential malaise associated with disillusionment and

% See also Robinson (2012).
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melancholy, known as the mal du siécle.” (Forsdick, 2019, p. 241-242).>' This “mal” should
be reexamined in light of the Stendhal Syndrome.

All told, the Stendhal Syndrome has been confirmed a valid diagnosis, but whether
it explains a specific type of [psycho]somatic trauma unique to Florence, or stands instead
as a singular neologism - or branding, if you will - for a collective autonomic dysfunction
that had already been identified and given various names over the years, remains to be
determined. Yet, despite certain naysayers or detractors in the medical field who find Dr.
Magherini’s theory to be derivative of Edmund Burke’s or even Longinus’s theories on the
sublime at best, unscientific or pop psychology at worst,” the popularity of the Stendhal
Syndrome is undeniable.

It has even found traction in the art community. In addition to Terrence McNally’s
2004 theatrical collection Stendhal Syndrome, which contains the play Full frontal nudity
cited in the epigraph, one can cite Dario Argento’s 1996 police thriller La Sindrome di
Stendhal, as well as at least two novels, Isabelle Miller’s Le Syndrome de Stendhal (2003) and
Alejandro Cernuda’s Stendhal Syndrome (2020), and one graphic novel, Aurélie Herrou’s Le
Syndrome de Stendhal (2017), just to name a few.

“as lightly as a snowflake”: Williams’s second and third brushes with “madness” in
Cologne and Amsterdam

Figure 3 - Cologne postcard from Rev. Dakin, 13 August 1928

Source: Harry Ransom Center, University of Texas at Austin.

' See also William Merrill Decker (2009, p. 127-144).

%2 Despite its widespread appearance in medical and psychiatric journals, the Stendhal Syndrome, does not
currently appear in the DSM-5 (Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental disorders) published by the
American Psychiatric Association, a sign that it has yet to be recognized as a legitimate psychological
disorder.
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In early August 1928, Rev. Dakin’s tour group left Italy and headed into the
mountains, where the scenery was once again breathtaking, but the cooler clime did little
to ease the strain the trip was causing on Williams. As he writes to his mother on 5 August
from Montreux, “I do wish our trip could be prolonged at least a week. But our schedule is
relentless - we have to leave at six o’clock tomorrow morning” (Williams, 2000, p. 18,
emphasis added). By the time they had arrived in Cologne, having just spent a relaxing
boat trip up the Rhine from Interlaken, Williams admitted to her that he was “just about
dead from our long trip”: “I can hardly keep my eyes open. Since we have a lot of
sightseeing on for tomorrow morning, I imagine I had better get into that nice bed upstairs
with the thick feather gquilt!” (Williams, 2000, p. 21, author’s emphasis). Poignantly,
Williams's letter reveals his extreme fatigue, not just physical but also metaphysical in that
his senses were by now saturated. It was during this sightseeing the very next morning that
presumably they visited the gothic Cologne cathedral wherein Williams experienced his
second panic attack [or the climax of one extended attack that had begun in Paris three

weeks earlier®], about which he writes for the first time in his Memoirs:

At least a month of the tour was enveloped for me by this phobia about the
processes of thought, and the phobia grew and grew till I think I was
within a hairsbreadth of going quite mad from it.

We took a beautiful trip down the winding river Rhine, from a city in
Northern Prussia to the city of Cologne.

On either side of our open-decked river boat were densely forested hills of
deep green and on many of them were medieval castles with towers.

I noticed all this, even though I was going mad.

The principal tourist attraction of Cologne was its ancient cathedral, the
most beautiful cathedral I have seen in my life. It was Gothic, of course,
and for a cathedral in Prussia, it was remarkably delicate and lyrical in
design.

My phobia about thought processes had reached its climax.

We entered the cathedral, the interior of which was flooded with
beautifully colored light coming through the great stained-glass windows.
Breathless with panic, I knelt down to pray.

I stayed kneeling and praying after the party had left.

¥ How many bouts of panic attacks that Williams had experienced while traveling in Europe is unclear,
and that he should officially record them only fifty years after the fact does not bode confidence. In the
quote in his Memoirs that follows, he suggests that there was only one, long crisis that built up for over a
month and climaxed in Cologne, with a minor reprise occurring in Amsterdam. This would suggest he
had suffered only two attacks. And yet, in the three weeks between his time in Paris and his arrival in
Cologne, there is plenty of evidence in the letters and travelogues of him being in good spirits in the
south of France, throughout Italy, and in Switzerland. For me, these bouts were intense moments that
lasted several minutes to perhaps an hour, and not panic attacks and heart palpitations that lasted for
three weeks. Arguably, Williams could have experienced multiple small attacks nearly each day that had
finally reached their peak in Cologne, as he intimates in his Memoirs. Or he could have experienced
essentially three key moments of the Stendhal Syndrome.
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Then a truly phenomenal thing happened.

Let me say that I am not predisposed to believe in miracles or in
superstitions. But what happened was a miracle and one of a religious
nature and I assure you that I am not bucking for sainthood when I tell you
about it. It was as if an impalpable hand were placed upon my head, and at
the instant of that touch, the phobia was lifted away as lightly as a
snowflake though it had weighed on my head like a skull-breaking block of
iron.

At seventeen, I had no doubt at all that the hand of our Lord Jesus had
touched my head with mercy and had exorcised from it the phobia that
was driving me into madness (Williams, 2006a, p. 20-21).

Christianity certainly influenced Williams’s self-identification throughout the first half of
his life, and evidence of its saints and symbols pepper nearly all of his early dramatic
works. That he was traveling with his grandfather’s congregation no doubt also had an
impact on his spiritual reasoning behind the panic attack’s sudden reprieve.

Consciously or not, Williams even admits to himself in his Memoirs that perhaps the
impetus behind the attack was as much his “phobia about thought processes” as it was his

cultural, artistic, and sensual satiety. As he continues his recollection,

For about a week after that I was marvelously well and for the first time I
began to enjoy my first trip to Europe. I still found the endless walking about
art galleries to be interesting for only a few moments now and then, and dreadfully
tiring, physically, for the rest.
But the phobia about “thought process” was completely exorcised for
about a week and the physical fatigue began to disappear with it (Williams,
20064, p. 21, emphasis added).
Dr. Magherini writes explicitly that the panic, palpitations, and dizziness, not coincidently
signs that Williams had experienced, are only neutralised when the patient reduces the
stress and fatigue linked to the frenetic travelling and consumption of art and beauty.
Normality is restored when a familiar routine is once again established. To a certain
extent, the few days’ journey up to the Netherlands provided that resting was necessary,
but as soon as they arrived in Amsterdam and walked endlessly about the city’s art
galleries, Williams’s phobia returned.
There is no mention in the extant letters or postcards, or even in his Memoirs, about

what precisely Williams visited in Amsterdam, nor what triggered his third and final

attack, beyond his having attended the Equestrian event of the Summer Olympics:

It was the equestrian competition that our party attended and it was at this
equestrian event that my phobia had a brief and minor reprise.
Having thought it [was] permanently exorcised by the ‘miracle” in the
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cathedral of Cologne, I was terribly troubled by its fresh, though relatively
minor recurrence.

That night I went out alone on the streets of Amsterdam and this time a
second ‘miracle” occurred to lift the terror away. It occurred through my
composition of a little poem. It was not a good poem except perhaps for the
last two lines, but allow me to quote it, since it comes back easily to mind
(Williams, 2006a, p. 22).

The poem’s composition produced the same effect in Williams as the “impalpable hand”
of Christ had done a week earlier in Cologne, and Williams apprehends - again, perhaps
in retrospect - that the only way to keep his encroaching madness at bay was either to pray

- something that he was not predisposed to do later in life - or to write:

That little bit of verse with its recognition of being one among many of my
kind - a most important recognition, perhaps the most important of all, at
least in the quest for balance of Mind - that recognition of being a member
of multiple humanity with its multiple needs, problems and emotions, not
a unique creature but one, only one among the multitude of its fellows, yes,
I suspect it’'s the most important recognition for us all to reach now, under
all circumstances but especially those of the present. The moment of
recognition that my existence and my fate could dissolve as lightly as the
cinder dropped in a great fall of snow restored to me, in quite a different
fashion, the experience in the cathedral of Cologne. And I wonder if it was
not a sequel to that experience, an advancement of it: first, the touch of the
mystic hand upon the solitary anguished head, and then the gentle lesson
or demonstration that the head, despite the climactic crisis which it
contained, was still a single head on a street thronged with many
(Williams, 2006a, p. 22, emphasis added).

It is here, half a century later, that Williams articulates not only his obsession with
writing [it kept him sane all his life] but his equating of writing with religious apotheosis.
Of note is the fact that, just following his own panic attack while visiting Florence,
Stendhal also found immediate relief in religious thought and art, here the poetry of Ugo

Foscolo:

I sat down on one of the benches which line the piazza di Santa Croce; in my wallet, I
discovered the following lines by Ugo Foscolo, which I re-read now with a great
surge of pleasure; I could find no fault with such poetry; I desperately needed to
hear the voice of a friend who shared my own emotion [...] (Stendhal, 1959, p. 302,
304, author’s emphasis).

Stendhal, as Julien Bogousslavsky and Gil Assal inform us, was interested more in
psychiatric than somatic medicine, and understood “folly” - like Williams with his “blue

devils” - as a source of creative energy (Bogousslavsky; Assal, 2010, p. 132).
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Galetta’s 2014 article in the Universal Journal of Psychology posits that
neuroaesthetics lie at the heart of an individual’s conception of beauty and that, moreover,
any visceral response to artwork, such as those consumed en masse during foreign travel,
can be predicted based upon that individual’s history of aesthetic patterning, what he calls
the “Aesthetic Algorithm”: “The steady repetition of aesthetic preferences related to same
compositional elements present in the artworks allowed to predict the subsequent
aesthetic choices by the viewers towards not yet posted artworks” (Galetta, 2014, p. 248).
A bold hypothesis in itself, the “Aesthetic Algorithm” reveals the individual's

neurophysiological response to art, identifying that person’s “ Aesthetic Pleasure”:

Is it possible to identify the compositional characteristics of an artwork, that are able
to activate the brain areas responsible for the Beauty recognition, inducing the
Aesthetic Pleasure in the viewers? Maybe all of us are driven by a specific form of
aesthetic determinism when we admire and appreciate an artwork? If we were able to
predict the aesthetic preferences of the public towards an artwork, maybe could we
talk about Aesthetic Precognition? (Galetta, 2014, p. 248, author’s emphasis).

If a viewer’s “Beauty perception and Aesthetic Pleasure” are “predetermined by
specific visual characteristics of the artworks,” one can also study that person’s past
dysautonomic responses to artwork and subsequently diagnose his or her aesthetic
precognition. In Williams's case, like Stendhal’s, his shift from seeing divine intervention
as a way of understanding his release from the somatic attack to creative production is
more a prediction of his predisposed career as a writer than it is evidence of his latent
mental illness. In other words, in composing his poem within his travelogue, Williams
associates the literary act as a means to stem off madness, when in fact it was more a
neuroaesthetical response to his psychosomatic confrontation with beauty precisely
brought on by his travels.

The final experience Williams undergoes is more akin, then, to Stephen Dedalus’s
composing his villanelle in James Joyce’s Portrait of the artist as a young man [1916] than it is
to a laying on of hands. In Joyce, a religious epiphany is secondary to an aesthetic one.
After the break in chapter five of Portrait, for instance, Stephen awakens from a dream,
and his epiphany marks the dawning of creation, for the poem begins to take shape: “O! In
the virgin womb of the imagination the word was made flesh” (Joyce, 2000, p. 182-183).
Art becomes divine, or, rather, divinity begets art. Stephen no longer needs the Church

and its doxology to purify him because his poetry makes him pure in spirit. Over the next
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few pages, a history of the composition of the poem, in effect the birth of the soul, takes
place, and for Stephen it is a religious experience in and of itself. In Williams’s poem, by
comparison, the concluding couplet “their vastness drowns me - My hot woe/cools like a
cinder dropped on snow” marks the end of his own epiphany, which he (mis)understood
throughout most of his life as meaning that creativity will stave off mental illness, when,
instead, creativity was the inevitable product of his aesthetic precognition when
confronting beauty in all of its horrible and magnificent splendor - in short, the Stendhal
Syndrome.

Williams, of course, did not just stumble upon this insight in 1972, when he was
drafting his Memoirs. He had written the poem back in 1928 and had said many times
since that writing daily kept him from going mad like his sister. Perhaps, the more
scientific, medical even, explanation for the cooling of his “hot woe” was the respite
between Cologne and Amsterdam, just as Dr. Magherini would prescribe half a century
later. Williams felt rested, physically and artistically, so much so that neither he nor his
grandfather mention anything in their letters home about their continued sightseeing
adventures. Rev. Dakin, for instance, sums up their final two weeks in a few short phrases
on a postcard to his wife, dated 10 August: “I am writing on the boat sailing down the
Rhine. Germany is great. This is most beautiful and we go from Cologne to Holland to the
Olympic Games. Sail from England Aug. 18 for New York arriving Aug. 26 - then for St.
Louis” (Dakin, 1928).* Interestingly enough, the Reverend leaves out the trip to London
entirely, including their planned visit to Stratford-upon-Avon and Croydon, where they
would enjoy a brief flight over the city of London in the early years of commercial
aviation. Williams does write about their aerial excursion in one of his little travel essays,
A Flight Over London, but he also enumerates, yet again, the many monuments visited and
artistic treasures admired: “We have the thrill of recognizing the museums which we have
visited, the Cathedral, the Abbey, the Houses of Parliament, the parks and even the hotel
in which we are stopping” (Williams, 2000, p. 227). Fast tourism a la carte.

* Postcard from Cologne.
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Final considerations

What Williams experienced in Europe in the summer of 1928 did not take on his
self-diagnosed term of madness until after he had watched his sister succumb to dementia
praecox in 1937.” Until then, Williams had considered it a spiritual phenomenon, which is
not surprising given his family’s relationship to the church. But once he began recognizing
his sister’s mercurial behaviour as the onset of her schizophrenia, Williams thought that
dementia stalked him in the dark recesses of his brain, and the only antidote he had
against it, which his sister did not, was his writing. The story of his European apoplexy
did not reach print until much later in his life, however, and by then he had recalled it in
sensationalised terms, with no doubt a touch or two of the fictional accoutrements he
regularly inserted into his autobiographical writing for dramatic effect. The “hand of our
Lord Jesus” may have indeed “touched [his] head with mercy” and “exorcized from it the
phobia that was driving [him] into madness,” as he mentions in his Memoirs. Or, he may
have just seen that the end of the tour was in sight and, with it, a return to normalcy from
his frenetic daily routine, even if he grew later to despise that normalcy.

I do not wish to dispute the fact that mental illness posed a real threat to Williams
later in his life. I do wish to suggest, however, that a more scientific explanation exists to
the spiritual phenomenon he said he underwent in Cologne in 1928. It is likely that a
young and impressionable Williams - a romantic at heart who had already fallen “in love
with long distances” as his namesake, Tom Wingfield, would do in The glass menagerie
(Williams, 1971, p. 145) - was simply experiencing acute nervous exhaustion,
overwhelmed by the rapid pace of his grandfather’s tour, where every day Williams was

exposed to yet another historical, cultural, artistic, or natural phenomenon.® It is,

¥ Rose Williams, of course, did not suddenly breakdown mentally. It was a slow process that took several
years, and Williams witnessed most of it. But she began showing clear signs of dementia in 1936, as
Leverich notes: “In truth, she was mentally ill, but no one wanted to face it—no one in the family, not
Tom, not her doctor, and least of all Rose herself” (Leverich, 1995, p. 173). It was around this same time
that Tennessee Williams began attaching his nervous exhaustion to the idea of his “blue devils”: “But as
Tom would discover, the ‘blue devils” were beyond his control. They had fastened on him and would
appear and reappear again in his journals and reveries. [...] Now he was beset with the fear of
encroaching madness, along with the misery of sexual repression that he was still suffering at age twenty-
five” (Leverich, 1995, p. 174-175). Leverich adds as an endnote: “Medical dictionaries relate baleful blue
devils to ‘the blues,” a commonplace name tending to belittle painful periods of clinical mental
depression, often accompanied by psychosomatic illnesses and apparitions seen during delirium
tremens” (Leverich, 1995, p. 608).

In March 1935, on the eve of his twenty-fourth birthday, Williams suffered a panic attack while riding a
tramcar in St. Louis and was admitted into St. Luke’s hospital, remaining there for nearly a week.
Believing he just had had a heart attack, Williams’s doctor diagnosed him instead as “suffering from total

36
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therefore, entirely plausible that what he experienced was more a bout with the benign
Stendhal Syndrome than malignant fits of madness, bearing in mind that he had just passed
through Florence, where the Syndrome was first medically identified.

Williams would have to wait another twenty year before returning to Europe, and
his experiences in 1948 were more underwhelming than before.”” “Europe?” he writes in
his private notebook for January 1948, retracing his and his grandfather’s earlier footsteps,
“I have not yet organized my impressions” (Williams, 2006b, p. 469). It did not take long,
however, for him to put those impressions on paper. In an unpublished and undated
manuscript fragment entitled Tourists [ca. 1949-50], probably an early draft of his essay A
writer’s quest for a Parnassus, published in the New York Times in 1950, Williams gives his

impressions of traveling around Europe with a tour group:

People touring together are always so hearty in the early mornings, with
the breakfast coffee still hot in their bellies. They shout to each other, Well,
well, well! How did you sleep last night? The answer is, Like a log! But
with the advance of the day the irritations build up again. They don’t want
to do the same things, one has to sacrifice his interests to another. The
unaccustomed wine at meals makes them sleepy and to pull themselves out
of the lethargy they drink too much of the strong black coffee afterwares.
There is at least one serious quarrel and several hours of sulking and by the
end of the day each has tacitly admitted that the trip is a failure and thinks
with dread of the forced companionship of the ship’s small cabin going
back to the States. They should have stayed there and taken a restful little
vacation on the Cape, for what is Europe but a long series of animated
post-cards viewed from various uncomfortable positions? (Williams, 1949-
1950, [1]).

exhaustion and underweight” and prescribed “complete rest” (Leverich, 1995, p. 148). Almost a year later
to the date, Williams experienced yet another attack, about which writes in a notebook entry for 19 March
1936: “Oh my, what a blissful exhaustion! 1 haven't felt quite like this since that night in Cologne or
Amsterdam - when the crowds on the street were like cool snow to the cinder of my individual “‘woe.’
Over seven years ago. A state in which the damnedest seems to have happened and you can’t be any
more completely damned - and the tired brain and body has simply got to rest for a while. I am positively limp
in every muscle” (Leverich, 1995, p. 19, emphasis added). Interestingly, it was exhaustion, not mental
illness that triggered both attacks.

Inturrisi concludes his New York Times piece “Going to pieces over masterpieces” with a theory about
the anti-Stendhal Syndrome that Williams might have experienced during his return trip:

37

It suddenly occurred to me that I was witnessing the final stages of another
undiagnosed pathology afflicting the modern tourist—a syndrome at the opposite
end of the spectrum from the romanticism of the Stendhal brand — one in which its
victims are nonplussed by art and history and where the symptoms are a profound
desire to get home and catch up on missed installments of television soap operas.
This syndrome, for which I have coined the name the Mark Twain Malaise, strikes
mostly among sophisticated travelers with an unshakable cynicism and leaves
them unimpressed with anything famous or universally acclaimed (Inturrisi, 1988,
p- 43).
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Though Williams is referring specifically here to one of several trips he made to
Europe from 1949 to 1950 [probably with Frank Merlo and Paul Bowles] while writing his
play The rose tattoo, there are overtures here to that first trip back in 1928. Williams never
documented a similar experience in his travels, but these trips were no longer about
tourism as much as they were about escapism. To be fair, given that Williams was
consuming by this time a daily toxic cocktail of strong black coffee, cigarettes, alcohol and,
soon after, barbiturates like Seconals and Nembutals, whose own side effects included
dizziness, drowsiness, confusion, and difficulty concentrating, it would have been difficult
by this time to distinguish in him the Stendhal Syndrome from encroaching madness or

from a physical dependency on stimulants and depressants.
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Auséncia presente:
a homossexualidade em trés pecas de

Tennessee Williams
D ramaturgia

em foco Absent presence:
homosexuality in three plays by
Tennessee Williams
Adpriana Falqueto Lemos'
Johnny César dos Santos®
Resumo

Tendo como corpus trés pegas de Tennessee Williams, Um bonde chamado Desejo, De repente,
no ultimo verdo, e Gata em telhado de zinco quente, este texto pretende observar, utilizando a
andlise histdrico-social e a revisdo de literatura, como os personagens homossexuais
ausentes se tornam presentes e como, mesmo ausentes, constituem-se como pontos de
ruptura nas obras. A andlise se empreende com vistas a entender qual foi o discurso de
Williams ao tratar da homossexualidade nas pecas. Observou-se que, mesmo com
personagens homossexuais ausentes, Williams consegue os tornar presentes por meio dos
discursos dos personagens, fazendo com que as questdes que os vitimizaram sejam
discutidas.

Palavras-chaves: Teatro; Gay; Um bonde chamado Desejo; De repente no ltimo verdo; Gata em
telhado de zinco quente.

Abstract

Having as a corpus three plays by Tennessee Williams, A streetcar named Desire, Suddenly,
last summer, and Cat on a hot tin roof, this text seeks to observe, using historical-social
analysis and literature review, how the absent homosexual characters become present and
how, even absent, they constitute breaking points in the works. The analysis is undertaken
aiming to understand Williams” discourse when dealing with homosexuality in the plays.
We concluded that, even with absent homosexual characters, Williams manages to make
them present through the characters” speeches, bringing to light the issues that victimized
them.

Keywords: Theater; Gay; A streetcar named Desire; Suddenly last summer; Cat on a hot tin roof.
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Introducao

Este texto se inicia com um trecho de Eagleton (1983, p. 2), que diz que
“talvez a literatura seja definivel ndo pelo fato de ser ficcional ou ‘imaginativa’, mas
porque emprega a linguagem de forma peculiar”. Ainda, ele pontua que “o ‘mundo’ de
uma obra literdria ndo é uma realidade objetiva, mas aquilo que em alemao se denomina
Lebenswelt, a realidade tal como organizada e sentida por um sujeito individualizado”
(Eagleton, 1983, p. 82). O autor organiza o seu mundo e o transpde em forma de texto. De
forma melhor descrita por Candido (2006, p. 63), postula-se que “a arte, e, portanto, a
literatura, é uma transposicao do real para o ilusério por meio de uma estilizacdo formal,
que propde um tipo arbitrario de ordem para as coisas, os seres, os sentimentos”.

A obra de Tennessee Williams vem sendo estudada, majoritariamente, como um
reflexo de seu tempo e de sua prépria vida. Segundo a pesquisadora Mie Ishida (1974),
aquele que lé a producdo de Tennessee Williams consegue ter contato com um recorte da
realidade norte-americana moderna. J4 Henry Shvey (2011) se concentra na forma como
Williams associava-se as tragédias aristotélicas, observando que o dramaturgo tinha uma
visdo tragica do mundo ao seu redor, apresentando, peca apds peca, em personagens que
sofriam por diversos motivos, que incluiam comumente o vicio, a depressao, as condigdes
de violéncia as quais estavam submetidos ou problemas de satide mental.

Segundo Philip Kolin, Williams era prolixo para se expressar sobre amores ndo
correspondidos que vagueiam como fantasmas em suas obras, objetos simbélicos que
oscilam entre o “sagrado e o profano” (2002, p. 131-132). Nesse sentido, percebemos que a
pesquisa especializada sobre o autor, ao longo dos anos, vem se agrupando em duas
frentes. Estudiosos como Shvey (2011, p. 75) e Kolin (2002, p. 131) observam de que
maneira os traumas e dores pessoais de Williams aparecem projetados simbolicamente em
suas pecas. Ja Ishida (1974, p. 75), Betti (2011, p. 32) e Banach (2010, p. 55-56) concluem que
a dramaturgia de Williams é capaz de fazer com que a audiéncia conheca uma cultura, um
lugar, uma América localizada no tempo-espaco. De acordo com Kolin (2002), Williams
trouxe para seus textos amores ndo correspondidos, que permanecem como objetos de
desejo.

Maria Silvia Betti (2011, p. 32) pontua que os textos do autor sdo “[...] impregnados
de um folego critico indiscutivel, com relacdo a ideologia do American way of life, e

distendem a forma do drama moderno convencional para muito além dos limites da
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representacdo de reminiscéncias autobiogréficas”.. Assim, as histérias contadas estdo
sempre buscando discutir, diante do publico, quem eram essas pessoas que viviam a
margem da sociedade, ou a margem da grande idealizagdo da vida americana.
Considerando a questdo da homossexualidade diante desse cenario que se desenha
pelos pesquisadores, chegamos aos estudos de Lajosy Silva (2007, p. 151), que afirma que
“se considerarmos a representagdo da homossexualidade no teatro entre as décadas de
quarenta e sessenta, temos apenas sugestdes de representacao que sdo periféricas dentro

da narrativa”. De acordo com o autor,

Nas pecas de Tennessee Williams, observa-se muito a dicotomia e a tensao
entre o que é visivel/mostrado e o que é invisivel/narrado. Essa mesma
dicotomia descreve a auséncia da liberdade de Tennessee Williams para
falar da homossexualidade, uma vez que ele utiliza o ato de mencionar em
oposicdo ao ato de representar algo (as personagens gays em cena)
irrepresentavel em seu tempo (Silva, 2007, p. 152).

Complementa-se a fala de Silva o que é ponderado por Guacira Louro (2010, p. 27),

As coisas se complicam ainda mais para aqueles e aquelas e se percebem
com interesses ou desejos distintos da norma heterossexual. A esses restam
poucas alternativas: o siléncio, a dissimulacdo ou a segregagao. A produgao
da heterossexualidade é acompanhada pela rejeicdo da homossexualidade.
Uma rejeicao que se expressa, muitas vezes, por declarada homofobia.

As pecas de Williams trazem ilustracdes de personagens que vivem em embates e
de pessoas frageis encolhidas por um sistema que as vitimiza. Assim é com Stanley e
Blanche, de Um bonde chamado Desejo, ou como também ocorre com as personagens Violet
Venable e Catherine Holly, de De repente, no ultimo verio, e, finalmente, entre Brick e
Paizdo, em Gata em telhado de zinco quente. A sociedade sulista estadunidense dispensa a
estes personagens o mesmo tratamento dado a Williams, um outsider. Mas Williams ndo
trata de forma politica e militante seus personagens e seus textos. Para Hooper (2012), o
retrato pintado pelo dramaturgo é muito mais um lamento melodramatico e sentimental
do que uma estrutura moralizante que poderia ser utilizada de forma educativa. Williams
era visceral e dava aos personagens a voz da subalternidade. A escrita do autor é um grito
de alguém que viveu a dor das amarras sociais e que transpde para o texto as estruturas
politico-sociais nas quais viveu. Estas vitimas, personagens de seus textos, sio como
mariposas frageis que ndo aceitam o dominio de figuras poderosas e sombrias que tentam

pisotea-las, fazendo-as caberem em moldes que satisfacam as estruturas sociais. O conflito,
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portanto, ndo é do bem contra o mal, mas entre estruturas de poder contra pessoas
inadequadas.

As personagens de Williams, de acordo com Lemos e 1zoton (2014, p. 54),

relutam em participar de uma sociedade dominante e repressora. Essas
personagens, mesmo que nem sempre homossexuais, carregam em seu
cerne, de maneira implicita, uma semelhanca anédloga a essa. Simplesmente
pelo fato de seus protagonistas estarem sempre numa situagao social dificil,
por serem maltratados, pelo fato de suas vidas sexuais terem sido um
pouco diferentes do que é normatizado socialmente (como a Blanche, em ‘A
streetcar named Desire’). Com informacdes implicitas, suas pecas tém
capacidade simbdlica a0 mesmo tempo em que eram seguras, podiam ser
apresentadas sem que o autor tivesse que entrar em confronto direto com o
publico.

Assim, estes personagens que apelam a empatia do publico sdo os que lutam para
ndo cederem as estruturas que os prendem aos modelos de comportamento machistas e
patriarcalistas socialmente impostos. A fuga dos personagens, assim como a de Williams,
estd na arte, na abstracdo, no alcool e em outros vicios. As ilusdes que os personagens
vitimizados constroem as ajudam a viverem longe de uma realidade sufocante e
inaceitdvel. Mesmo personagens dominadores, como Stanley, Violet Venable e Paizdo,
usam a ilusdo de memorias para manterem as aparéncias em uma realidade intoleravel.

Como ponderado por Betti (2011, p. 338),

Suas pecas, na grande maioria passadas no sul dos Estados Unidos, tratam
de personagens vitimadas pela inadequagdo aos padrdes impostos pela
competitividade da sociedade capitalista, pelo preconceito social e pela
repressdo imposta as pulsdes sexuais e a homossexualidade explicita ou
latente. A marca distintiva de seu trabalho é o lirismo associado a
representacdo da solidao, da alienacao social e da marginalidade.

Williams revisitou seu drama familiar vérias vezes ao longo de suas pecgas. A
tragédia que assolou sua familia, com a irmd Rose sendo diagnosticada como
esquizofrénica logo ap6s ter denunciado um abuso sexual perpetrado pelo pai - e sendo

lobotomizada como consequéncia - assombrou o dramaturgo para sempre.’

® Sobre esta questdo, héd indicios em escritos como os encontrados aqui: “A mais proeminente entre estas

declaracoes supostamente delirantes sdo as suas acusagdes de imoralidade sexual entre a sua familia,
especialmente a ideia de que o seu pai, Cornelius Coffin ‘C. C.” Williams, realizou avangos sexuais contra
ela (Spoto[, 1985, p.] 59)”. No original: “Most prominent among these supposedly delusional statements
are her accusations of sexual immorality among her family, especially the notion that her father,
Cornelius Coffin ‘C. C.” Williams, had made sexual advances toward her (Spoto 59)” (Morton, 2012, p. 8).
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A esse respeito, Candido é enfatico: uma obra literdria é produto da interacdo entre

0 que um autor vivencia e a sua interagdo com a sociedade em que vive:

Toda obra é pessoal, tnica e insubstituivel, na medida em que brota de
uma confidéncia, um esforco de pensamento, um assomo de intuigdo,
tornando-se uma ‘expressao’. A literatura, porém, é coletiva no momento
em que requer uma certa comunhdo de meios expressivos (a palavra, a
imagem), e mobiliza afinidades profundas que congregam os homens de
um lugar e de um momento, para chegar a uma ‘comunica¢dao’ (Candido,
2006, p. 147).

2

E possivel perceber, portanto, que as obras do autor estdo intrinsecamente ligadas
ao que ele viveu em sua vida particular e as coisas que presenciou e que experienciou

enquanto ser social:

A literatura é essencialmente uma reorganiza¢do do mundo em termos de

2

arte; a tarefa do escritor de ficcdo é construir um sistema arbitrario de
objetos, atos, ocorréncias, sentimentos, representados ficcionalmente
conforme um principio de organizagdo adequado a situacao literdria dada,
que mantém a estrutura da obra (Candido, 2006, p. 187).

O que Williams faz é usar sua peca como comunicacdo de seu eu intimo com o
publico, de forma que ambos compreenderdo o que o autor estd querendo dizer, pois
todos estdo inseridos num contexto tal que a mensagem é assimilada. E isso é interessante
de se notar, pois o texto de Williams tem a qualidade de conseguir se fazer compreender
em culturas e tempos diferentes. Segundo Hooper, o tratamento que Williams da a
homossexualidade é quase que homofébico, ja que os personagens nas pecas sdo negados,
mortos ou estdo desaparecidos (2012, p. 71). Para o estudioso, esta é uma visdo
problematica, j4 que Williams precisava da empatia ptblica, a0 mesmo tempo em que
tratava de temas os quais lhe eram caros. Portanto, ele ndo conseguia se desvencilhar da
teia na qual estava preso: estes personagens nao poderiam ser felizes ao tornarem publica
a sua forma de viver a sexualidade. Para Hooper (2012, p. 73), é uma forma de homofobia

internalizada). Para Toledo e Flores a ambivaléncia significa outra coisa, remete a

impossibilidade de  Williams expressar a  homossexualidade,
transparecendo-a nas elipses. O autor apresenta, assim, o ser e o nao ser
perante a opressao, também, em um contexto politico circunscrito pelas leis
restritivas. Parece que tenta representar um inocente recorte do estilo de
vida estadunidense, mas o que traz é uma visdo critica utilizando a
corrosdao da ironia, revelando os valores da sociedade perante a
homossexualidade, algo que ndo deveria sequer ser mencionado (Toledo;

Flores, 2018, p. 48).
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Na interpretacdo que fazemos, os Estados Unidos do pés-guerra ndo tinham um
cendrio favoravel aos homossexuais, logo, Williams também precisava da verossimilhanca
para que suas pecas tivessem aderéncia do ptublico. O caminho do autor, ao tratar de
temas tdo polémicos, foi percorrido como se Williams estivesse andando no fio de uma
navalha. Nao podemos deixar de pensar, porém, que o autor o fez com brilhantismo, ja
que, mesmo que a homossexualidade nao tenha sido tratada com felicidade e franqueza,
ela esteve presente em seus textos e foi discutida. Assim, estudar os meandros discursivos
a partir dos quais Williams se utiliza para tratar a homossexualidade sera proveitoso para
que consigamos entender de que maneiras ele abordou o tema e de que formas ele se fez
entender, nas entrelinhas. Ou seja, mesmo que as escondidas, qual foi o discurso de
Williams ao tratar da homossexualidade nas pecas Um bonde chamado Desejo; De repente, no
ultimo verdo, e Gata em teto de zinco quente? Evidencia-se, dessa maneira, uma leitura que
nos leve a compreender de que maneiras a linguagem empregada - e os discursos -

viabilizam a compreensao de personagens que se fazem presentes em sua auséncia.
A auséncia e presenca em trés pecas

A grande questdo a ser abordada em Um bonde chamado Desejo, no nosso recorte, é o
personagem Allan Gray, falecido marido da personagem Blanche DuBois. Seu tema
prevalente é a fuga através da ilusdo. Na peca, interagem os personagens de Stella, irma
de Blanche, Stanley, o marido de Stella, e o pretendente de Blanche, Mitch. Blanche se
esconde atras de luzes, tentando fazer com que seu ambiente se encha de cores e com que
seu rosto ndo pareca tdo velho. Ela vive de fantasias de tempos felizes, evitando pensar
nos momentos dificeis e fazé-los definidores do seu humor. No entanto, a sombra dos
acontecimentos passados e da dor que preenche sua vida envolve-a cada vez mais, seja
por conviver com o relacionamento abusivo com a irma e o cunhado, seja por perder a fé
dia apos dia.

As lembrangas felizes de Blanche sobre seu casamento sdo o que ela deseja manter
em sua memoria e em sua vida didria. Seu marido Allan era gentil, e ela era apaixonada
por ele, mas ha algo mais que ndo sai do pensamento de Blanche a respeito dele, e é sobre
como ele era:

‘Havia algo diferente no menino, um nervosismo, uma suavidade e ternura
que nao eram como as de um homem, embora ele ndo tivesse a aparéncia
nem um pouco efeminada - ainda assim - aquela coisa estava la” (Williams
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114; Cena 6). Estas e as falas que se seguem fornecem a tnica visdo que
temos sobre o personagem do falecido marido de Blanche, Allan Gray. O
que essas frases significam? Seu marido era apenas jovem e ingénuo? Por
acaso ele tinha um comportamento suave e gentil? Mais informacdes de
Blanche exigem que concluamos que seu marido morto era gay e envolvido
em experiéncias homossexuais. A confissdo de Blanche sobre o marido é a
Unica cena em que um personagem homossexual aparece de forma
prevalente, ndo fisicamente, mas certamente na mente do publico; ndo
vemos nem ouvimos Allan no palco, mas podemos imagina-lo em nossas
mentes (Piccirillo, 2018, p. 1).*

De acordo com Piccirillo (2018), a performance de Blanche e a forma como ela lida
com as ilusdes sdo maneiras através das quais Williams representou a vida dos
homossexuais que precisavam, nos anos de 1950, viver uma vida de fachada para
sobreviverem dentro de seus armaérios.

Quando Blanche fala sobre o epis6dio com o marido, ela simplesmente informa que
entrou numa sala que deveria estar vazia, mas que ndo estava e que 14 estavam o menino
com quem ela se casou e um homem mais velho, amigo dele. Nao hé indicagao do que eles
estavam fazendo ou se estavam numa cama, mas Blanche diz que o que ela lhes disse fez
com que ele se matasse. A exposicdo a verdade, algo que Blanche viria a passar na pega, é
o ponto de ruptura para Allan, e ele se mata.

Para Costa, a existéncia ausente de Allan na peca é de extrema importancia tanto
como ponto de partida, quanto para o desenvolvimento da personagem Blanche, que se
culpa pelo destino do marido (Costa, 2014, p. 81). O que ocorre, segundo o pesquisador, é
que Blanche passa de homofébica para a posicdio de vitima de uma sociedade
heteronormativa. Dessa forma, ela passa, ao longo da peca, a se identificar com Allan.
Apesar de Allan ndo estar presente, a sexualidade deste personagem é de crucial
importancia.

De repente no iltimo verdo é uma peca que se desenvolve a partir das memorias que

duas pessoas diferentes tém de um mesmo sujeito, Sebastian Venable, que morreu em

condicdes nebulosas. De cada lado da disputa pela razdo estao a mae de Sebastian, Violet

*  “’There was something different about the boy, a nervousness, a softness and tenderness which wasn’t

like a man’s, although he wasn’t the least bit effeminate looking —still —that thing was there” (Williams
114; Scene 6). These and the lines that follow provide the only insight we have into the character of
Blanche’s dead husband, Allan Grey. What do these lines mean? Was her husband just young and naive?
Did he just happen to have a soft and gentle demeanor? More information from Blanche requires us to
conclude that her dead husband was gay and engaged in homosexual experiences. Blanche’s confession
about her husband is the only scene where a homosexual character is somewhat prevalent, not physically,
but certainly in the minds of the audience; we neither see nor hear Allan on stage but can picture him in
our minds.”
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Venable, e sua prima, Catherine Holly, e, entre elas, o psiquiatra Dr. John Cukrowicz.
Apesar de nao estar presente na peca, ou seja, de ndo ser um personagem em cena,
Sebastian é o foco da historia, e tanto 0 mondlogo de entrada, quanto o que encerra a peca
descrevem sua personalidade, suas agdes e a forma como ele viveu. Essas descri¢des, no
entanto, sdo bastante sublimadas na medida em que nao dao a ver, muitas vezes, aspectos
da personalidade de Sebastian de forma clara. Como Sebastian via as pessoas e o que o
interessava sdo as informagdes que chegam a audiéncia de maneira poética. A respeito

dessa fase, Toledo relata que

Ao se lancar um olhar mais detalhado as pecas dessa fase japonesa, pode-se
perfilar um entendimento maior sobre algumas obras de Williams.
Suddenly Last Summer (De Repente no Ultimo Verdo, 1958) (The Theatre - Vol. 3
343-423), com efeito, marcou essa fase de maneira distinta. O personagem
Sebastian Venable ainda ndo aparece no palco, como alguns dos
homossexuais figurados até entdo. Seu nome é baseado no santo catdlico e
tem inspiracdo iminente no romance Confissoes de uma Mdscara (Kamen no
Kokuhaku, 1948), publicado em 1957 nos Estados Unidos. Nesse romance,
um garoto relata sua primeira ejaculacdo apds se excitar ao ver uma
gravura de Sdo Sebastido seminu e com as flechas perfurando seu corpo
(Stokes 58) (Toledo, 2022, p. 139-140).

Na cena inicial, a mae enlutada fala com orgulho do jardim com plantas carnivoras
e de como era o relacionamento que tinha com o filho falecido. As informagdes parecem
nao dialogarem entre si. A mée informa ao psiquiatra que seu filho era casto, mesmo com
quarenta anos, ou mais, pois ela diz que se recusavam a envelhecer e sempre estavam

cercados de gente jovem e bonita. Segundo ela, eles eram

obrigados a agir rdpido para afastar as pessoas que o perseguiram, pessoas
de todo tipo! Portanto, ele era c-a-s-t-o! Casto... [...] Era como se tivesse
feito um voto de castidade! Sei que isso soa como vaidade, doutor, mas eu
era a Unica pessoa em sua vida que satisfazia as expectativas que ele tinha
de um relacionamento. [...] N6s éramos um casal famoso. As pessoas nao
falavam “Sebastian e sua mae” ou “Mrs. Venable e seu filho”; elas diziam
“Sebastian e Violet!, Violet e Sebastian estdo hospedados no Lido” [...] O
resto do mundo, tudo o mais desaparecia (Williams, 2014, p. 164-165).

A relacdo de mae e filho é de controle emocional, de maneira que o universo de
Violet gira em torno do filho e de suas necessidades. Sem querer perder o controle do seu
objeto de desejo, ela o afasta das pessoas na crenca de que apenas ela é suficiente para

suprir as necessidades do filho.
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Ao mesmo tempo, o desejo do filho de ver Deus através da morte de tartarugas, que
tém suas visceras comidas por gaivotas, enoja a mae. A questdo religiosa ainda aparece em
outros momentos da peca. Ao pensar no filho como poeta e no que isso significa, Violet
diz que “o reconhecimento publico que teria no futuro [...] ele desejava isso; mas s6 depois
de morto, quando nada mais pudesse incomodé-lo. S6 entdo ele queria que seu trabalho
fosse oferecido ao mundo” (Williams, 2014, p. 156). Ou seja, Sebastian ndo queria se expor
e esperava que sua verdade sé viesse a ser conhecida pelas pessoas depois de sua morte.
Venable, a vitva, diz que o filho viu Deus ao assistir as tartarugas serem destrogadas.
Apbs o episdédio, ele se retirou para um monastério budista, e a mde o acompanhou,
mesmo recebendo um telegrama informando-a que o marido estava a beira da morte. Ela
deixa de estar com o marido para estar com o filho. Ap6s o que ela chama de espécie de
surto, o filho volta a ocupar os saldes de gala por ela acompanhado. Mas ela diz que ainda
estavam “num mundo de luz e sombra... [...] Mas a sombra era quase tdo luminosa
quanto a luz” (Williams, 2014, p. 162). A respeito disso, Walls discute que um dos temas
recorrentes nos trabalhos de Williams foi a martirizagdo e que o aspecto dual que perfaz
luz e sombra dialoga com a nogao do que é divino e do que é terreno (Walls, 2018, p. 93).
Walls descreve Williams como um homem muito religioso, ja que foi neto de um pastor:
“em suas pegas e contos, o martir se torna um emblema central da necessidade
desesperada de compaixdo e conexdo humana - compaixdo e conexdo vislumbradas de
maneira tentadora em Suddenly Last Summer” (Walls, 2018, p. 94).°

Vemos o paralelismo que se estabelece nas variadas alusdes que sao feitas ao ato de
devorar outro ser. Os paralelismos surgem no trabalho de Williams de maneira bastante
insidiosa, e exemplo disso é o nome da planta carnivora de Sebastian: Armadilha de
Vénus. O nome® deriva do fato de a planta se parecer com uma vagina, ou seja, uma
armadilha do amor. O ato de comer outras pessoas também surge na fala de Catherine,

quando ela comenta com o doutor sobre como o primo se sentia:

Nos iamos passar para os louros, eles eram os proximos do cardapio. [...]
Meu primo Sebastian disse que estava com fome de louros, que tinha
enjoado dos morenos e estava com fome dos louros. Todos os folhetos de
viagem que ele pegava eram sobre os paises louros do norte. [...] Cansado

“In his plays and short stories, the martyr becomes a central emblem of the desperate need for human
compassion and connection - compassion and connection tantalizingly glimpsed in Suddenly Last
Summer.”

“Background Information on Venus Fly Traps - Venus Fly Trap naming and history.” FlyTrapCare.com.
Disponivel em: https:/ /www. flytrapcare.com/ venus-fly-trap-information/. Acesso em: 12 jun. 2023.
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dos morenos e faminto pelos louros: era assim que ele falava das pessoas,
como se elas fossem pratos de um cardapio. ‘Esse é uma delicia de olhar;
aquele é apetitoso’, ou ‘esse ai ndo é apetitoso’ (Williams, 2014, p. 177).

Ainda, na Playa San Sebastian, em Cabeza de Lobo, destino derradeiro de
Sebastian, ele fazia Catherine de isca, fazendo-a usar um maidé branco e de tecido muito
fino, que parecia deixa-la nua. Ela nao é clara quando diz “eu sabia o que estava fazendo.
Cresci no French Quarter - o bairro das prostitutas” (Williams, 2014, p. 211) - portanto, ndo
é possivel compreender com exatiddo o que estava fazendo, atraindo pessoas para o
timido Sebastian, que ficava cercado por “bandos de jovens miseraveis que viviam na
praia publica como cachorros atras de carnica” (Williams, 2014, p. 111). Horas depois,
Catherine ia encontra-lo perto dos vestidrios, com “jovens miserdveis e famintos que
tinham pulado a cerca da praia onde viviam. Sebastian lhes dava gorjetas, como se todos
tivessem engraxado seus sapatos ou chamado téxis para ele” (Williams, 2014, p. 212, grifos
nossos). Sebastian procurava saciar sua fome usando pessoas famintas, até que a turba se
tornou faminta demais, e ele comecou a ficar com medo. Ao tentar fugir pelas ruas,
Catherine pede que Sebastian e ela voltem para o restaurante, mas ele diz que as criangas
famintas devem ter contado aos garcons “coisas horriveis” sobre ele.

As criancas alcangaram Sebastian e o mataram, canibalizando partes de seu corpo
nu. Note-se que Sebastian estd, antes disso, todo vestido de branco dos pés a cabeca, e as
criangas sdo como pdassaros negros. Ao ser encontrado, ele estd nu, com partes do corpo
devoradas e comidas. Sebastian jazia como um “grande ramo de rosas vermelhas
embrulhadas em papel branco, todo esmagado, estracalhado, despedagado!... contra

7

aquela parede branca ofuscante...” (Williams, 2014, p. 221). A rosa surge na Biblia em dois
trechos, de forma importante, ela estd presente em Sarom, como flor dos campos, lugar
onde o medo se esvaird e o cego voltara a ver (Isaias, 35:1-2). Biblicamente, a cor vermelha
remete ao sangue derramado em peniténcia os pecados, o sangue de Jesus. Para o
catolicismo, a rosa surge como uma manifestacio de Deus ou dos santos.” Portanto,
Sebastian, inspirado no Sao Sebastido, é despedacado e imolado na Playa de San Sebastian,
sendo transfigurado num ramalhete de rosas.

Uma das possiveis saidas analiticas para a imagem poética que finaliza a peca seria

justapor a imagem de Sdo Sebastido imolado com a da rosa, que é a manifestagdo do

divino. Ao ser canibalizado pelo seu préprio desejo, ele encontra Deus.

7 LAFAYE, Jacques. Quetzalcoatl and Guadaloupe: the formation of Mexican national consciousness,

1531-1813. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 1987, p. 55.
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Em Gata em telhado de zinco quente, temos uma familia regida sob tutela do patriarca
Paizao Pollitt, que enfrenta uma crise implodida pelo cancer terminal do velho pai. Os
dois filhos, Gooper e Brick, estdo no meio do conflito liderado pelas respectivas esposas.
Ha o tema de preferéncia entre os filhos, ja que Paizdo prefere Brick em detrimento de
Gooper; a fertilidade da esposa de Gooper, May, e a infertilidade da esposa de Brick,
Maggie; o casamento falido de Maezona e Paizdo; a disputa entre os parentes pela
heranca; e a decadéncia do patriarcado, das plantations e do modo sulista de vida.

Sobre Gata, John Bak (2004) descreve um Williams que estava sendo arguido sobre a
sexualidade do protagonista. Ele é inquirido por jornais e se manifesta dizendo que Brick
deve ser tratado como heterossexual, e até edita uma ultima versdao da pega com
indicacdes mais assertivas sobre a sexualidade do personagem. Mas, segundo Bak, aquela
era uma época em que congressistas estavam fazendo uma espécie de caca as bruxas aos
artistas que estivessem falando de homossexualidade (2004, p. 226-227). Segundo o
pesquisador, talvez tivesse sido mais interessante, para Williams, deixar o assunto

subliminar. Para Bak,

Talvez ele (Brick) questione sua prépria identidade sexual com base no que
outros lhe disseram que a homossexualidade significa. Ele pode beber para
esconder esses fatos de todos ou para evitar contempla-los ele mesmo, seja
por desgosto pelo mundo que os subscreveu, culpa em seu papel ao
escolher sustentd-los em relacdo a Skipper, ou medo de que o que sua
sociedade e sua familia estdo insinuando possa de fato ser verdade. [...]
Vou argumentar, coletivamente é essencial para entender a verdade cheia
de angustia por trds da existéncia de Brick e a forca da peca de Williams.
Pois, no cerne da reticéncia de Brick em nomear seu relacionamento com
Skipper, esta sua incapacidade de entender o que é a homossexualidade ou
como ela é definida com precisdo ou mesmo se ele vagamente sabe sobre
isso (2004, p. 227).°

Ainda, John Bak trata Brick como um personagem essencialmente niilista, que,
sendo honesto, se recusa a mentir ou falsear as informagdes, como é de praxe na familia
Pollitt. Ao mesmo tempo, quando questionado por Paizdo sobre o que o esta deixando

enojado, ou mesmo quem esta mentindo para ele, ele ndo consegue articular uma resposta.

“Perhaps he questions his own sexual identity based on what others have told him homosexuality means.
He may drink to hide these facts from everyone or to avoid contemplating them himself, either out of
disgust for the world that has underwritten them, guilt in his role in choosing to sustain them with
regards to Skipper, or fear that what his society and his family are intimating may in fact be true. [...] I
will argue, collectively essential to understanding the angst-ridden truth behind Brick's existence and the
strength of Williams’s play. For at the heart of Brick’s reticence to name his relationship with Skipper is
his inability to understand what homosexuality is or how it is precisely defined or even vaguely
knowable.”
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Segundo Bak, é dificil para o publico compreender qual é a verdade por trds dos

2

pensamentos de Brick, j4 que ele ndo a articula. O que fica é a impressdao de que o
personagem ndo sabe que é homossexual ou se era uma proposta do autor que este fosse
um dilema do personagem (Bak, 2004, p. 232). Observemos o que Brick fala em meio a

discussdo acalorada com Maggie:

MAGGIE: [..] Me lembro quando saifamos juntos na escola, Gladys
Fitzgerald e eu, vocé e o Skipper. Mais parecia um encontro entre vocé e
Skipper. Gladys e eu meio que pareciamos intrusas, como se fosse
necessario acompanhar vocés! - para causar uma boa impressao publica - .
[...]

BRICK: Casei com vocé, Maggie. Por que eu ia casar com vocé se eu fosse
- ? (Williams, 2016, p. 65).

Bak ainda afirma que esta interpretacdao pode até mesmo ter sido produto da época
em que a peca foi produzida, ja que, nos anos de 1950, vivia-se de uma aparéncia fabricada

e era muito perigoso ser homossexual. Para Lemos e Izoton (2014, p. 60),

[...] na década de 1950, os Estados Unidos estavam passando por um
periodo de extrema hostilidade a homossexualidade; funcionarios de
empresas costumavam preencher questiondrios a respeito de sua
sexualidade e a midia era constantemente vigiada e censurada sob o signo
do Ato de Comstock de 1873, que ndo permitia a divulgagdo de material
obsceno.

Ser masculino era uma questao de se afirmar ou de feminilizar o outro.

Com um discurso politico delineando duro de macio, penetrante de
penetrado, e uma consciéncia nacional refletindo sua mistura incomoda,
muitos homens americanos como Brick, que ndo sabiam com quem se
identificar, muitas vezes se encontravam presos no que Richard Vowles
chama pertinentemente de ‘aquela obscura terra situada entre o hétero e
homossexualidade’. Publicamente, Brick é o arquétipo da América hetero-
masculina, com sua boa aparéncia, sua forte constituicao atlética e sua
bajuladora esposa torcendo por ele do lado de fora enquanto ele marcava o
touchdown da vitéria no campeonato de futebol. Na vida privada, ele é seu
anatema, com seu relacionamento suspeitosamente intenso com seu melhor
amigo Skipper, sua recusa em dormir com a sedutora Maggie e seu
alcoolismo castrador que resultou de um ou outro, ou ambos (Bak, 2004, p.
233-234).°

“With a political discourse delineating hard from soft, penetrating from penetrated, and a national
conscience reflecting its uneasy melange, many American men like Brick who did not know with which
to identify often found themselves trapped in what Richard Vowles pertinently calls ‘that shadowy no-
man’s land between hetero and homosexuality’. Publicly, Brick is the archetype of heteromasculine
America, with his good looks, his strong athletic build, and his fawning wife cheering him on from the
sidelines as he scores the winning touchdown in the championship bowl game. Privately, he is its
anathema, with his suspiciously intense relationship with his best friend Skipper, his refusal to sleep with
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O que parece, para Bak, é que Brick nado percebe que a forma como ele e seu amigo
Skipper se tratavam ndo era normalizado socialmente a partir de certa idade, ou seja,
homens adultos ndo dormem mais no mesmo quarto quando estdo viajando. Talvez seu
desgosto esteja em ndo ter percebido isso antes que fosse tarde demais. De qualquer
forma, Bak afirma que o que pode estar causando o mal-estar ainda seja a possibilidade de
Brick olhar para o passado e reconhecer tracos homossexuais nos comportamentos dele e
Skipper, isso fica evidente quando Maggie diz, mesmo sob os protestos de Brick, o que de

fato fez Skipper se matar:

Bebemos a noite toda a raiar e saiamos bébados para olhar o amanhecer, eu
disse: “SKIPPER! PARE DE AMAR MEU MARIDO OU ENTAO ASSUME
ISSO PRA ELE!” - uma coisa ou outra! ELE BATEU COM FORCA NA
MINHA BOCA! - Depois se virou e correu de volta para o quarto no
Blackstone... Quando fui ao quarto dele naquela noite, raspei de leve a
porta como uma ratinha timida e ele fez aquela tentativa inuatil e lamentavel
pra provar que o que eu tinha dito ndo era verdade... [...] fui eu que o
destrui, contando uma verdade que o mundo onde vocés nasceram e foram
criados nao permitia que fosse contada? (Williams, 2016, p. 66).

O que parece ser possivel para Brick seria diferenciar o ato homossexual da
identidade homossexual; mas sera que isso é o suficiente para os outros? Observa-se a

descricao da agao feita por Williams no momento em que Brick é confrontado por Paizao:

A indiferen¢a de Brick finalmente se rompe. Seu coragdo estd acelerado; gotas de
suor na testa; sua respiragio acelera e sua voz fica rouca. A coisa que estio
discutindo, timida e dolorosamente por parte de Paizdo, feroz e violentamente por
parte de Brick, é a coisa inadmissivel que Skipper morreu para renegar entre eles. O
fato de que se existisse, teria que ser negada para ‘fazer face’ ao mundo em que
viviam, pode estar no coragdo da ‘falsidade” da qual Brick bebe para matar seu nojo.
Pode ser a raiz do seu colapso. Ou talvez seja somente uma manifestagio tinica
dela, nem mesmo a mais importante. O pdssaro que pretendo pegar no ninho desta
peca ndo é a solugdo do problema psicologico de um homem (Williams, 2016, p.
110, grifos do autor).

Durante a discussado que se segue, Brick nega as suspeitas de Paizdo. O pai percebe
o quanto o filho se altera quando precisa negar o que houve, expressando sua preocupacao
com o fato de que Brick comega a gritar e a suar como se tivesse corrido. A explicacdo que
ele d4 para o arroubo emocional é o que ele chama de nojo da insinuacéo.

Quando Paizdo sugere que Brick e Skipper talvez estivessem apaixonados, Brick

refuta e afirma sua homofobia. Dessa forma, ele é jogado na memoria sobre o telefonema

the seductive Maggie, and his emasculating alcoholism that has resulted from one or the other, or both.”
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de Skipper. Paizdo, entdo, conversa com Brick a respeito do resultado desse telefonema, ja
que, para ele, a histéria de que Skipper se matou porque ndo conseguiu simplesmente

fazer sexo com Maggie ndo estava bem contada.

PAIZAO: Vocé deve ter falado alguma coisa pra ele antes de desligar.
BRICK: Nada.

PAIZAOQO: S6 desligou?

BRICK: 56 desliguei.

PAIZAO: Ah-ahn. Bom, de qualquer jeito - chegamos na mentira que vocé
tem tanto nojo e por isso estd bebendo pra matar o nojo, Brick. Vocé esté
culpando os outros. Esse nojo com falsidade é nojo de vocé mesmo. Vocé! -
cavou a cova do seu amigo e jogou ele dentro - antes de encarar a verdade
com ele.

BRICK: A verdade dele, ndo minha!

PAIZAO: Que seja, a dele! Mas vocé ndo encarou com ele! (Williams, 2016,
p- 118).

A discussdo nao finda de forma apropriada, ja que Brick usa a doenga de Paizao
como meio de atingi-lo quando se sente acuado.

Mas, se afirmar que ndo é gay ndo era o suficiente, Bak pergunta: “o que era preciso
fazer para que a esposa, o pai e a familia tivessem certeza disso?” A resposta possivel,
segundo o pesquisador, seria performar a heterossexualidade (Bak, 2004, p. 244). Para Bak,
a falta de definicao do texto, dada a subliminaridade do que ¢é dito, faz com que todos
sejam colocados numa situagdo em que sdo como a familia de Brick, escutando atrds das
paredes, espreitando, cochichando sobre a sexualidade alheia e classificando as pessoas.
Portanto, Bak termina sua anélise dizendo que Brick ndo pode ser definido como isto ou
aquilo, apenas pelo que ele afirma, pois ndo é possivel compreender o que o outro pensa.
Na realidade, o que se pode pensar é que o que se sente dialoga com aspectos que

escapam da nossa consciéncia e da nossa performance social, e nossa verdade pode

esgueirar-se e sair dos nossos coragdes sem que saibamos ou percebamos.
Algumas consideragoes

As andlises empreendidas demonstram que os textos cuidadosamente compostos
por Williams tratam da homossexualidade de maneira que dao a ver, enquanto escondem

0s personagens, a forma como a sociedade os via e os tratava. Savran observa-se que

Ao longo da obra de Williams, sua homossexualidade é onipresente e
evasiva... Williams insistiu, com alguma justificativa, que ndo poderia
encenar sua homossexualidade direta ou abertamente durante os anos 1940
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e 1950, acreditando que ‘ndo haveria produtor para isso’ devido ao
programa homofobico do teatro da Broadway (Savran, 1991, p. 58)."

De acordo com Piccirillo (2018), os homossexuais eram considerados, para os
psiquiatras da época, ameagas a sociedade e criminosos tanto quanto assassinos,
estupradores e pedoéfilos. Assim ddo a ver as representagdes das matérias do New York
Times por ela analisadas (2018, p. 4-5). Até a década de 1950, os homossexuais podiam ser
mantidos em instituigdes mentais para tratamento: “ao serem comparados a estupradores,
pervertidos e psicopatas, os homossexuais foram colocados em uma categoria considerada
socialmente inaceitdvel, passivel de acusagdes na lei e passivel de institucionalizagdao”
(Piccirillo, 2018, p. 5)."

A forma velada como Williams trata de assuntos de seu interesse indicia, assim, um
cuidado e um medo de repressao e de exclusao social. Ao mesmo tempo, a maneira com
que a homossexualidade surge nos textos, ausente e presente, faz com que a audiéncia se
sinta instigada a repensar e revisitar as falas, buscando, nas entrelinhas, chaves de
compreensdo e formas para a concretizacdo dessas leituras. Logo, podemos perceber que,
mesmo que ndo fosse um ativista ou militante sobre os direitos gays, Williams provoca,
ainda que ndo intencionalmente, o publico a pensar na histéria da homossexualidade e
dos dilemas pessoais comuns a essas pessoas diante de uma sociedade heteronormativa.

O jogo de luzes por ele fabricado transmuta-se num texto que mostra e esconde, de
forma delicada, dores e dilemas de pessoas que ndo podiam falar abertamente do que
viviam. Assim, estas vitimas fantasmagoéricas de uma sociedade heteronormativa de 1950
encontraram e encontram nas plateias do mundo inteiro audiéncias que ouvirdo suas

historias, mesmo que nao sejam contadas por elas mesmas.

1 “Throughout Williams’s work, his homosexuality is both ubiquitous and elusive...Williams insisted, with
some justification, that he could not stage his homosexuality directly or candidly during the 1940s and
‘50s, believing that ‘there would be no producer for it" given the homophobic program of the Broadway
theatre.”

“By being compared to rapists, perverts and psychopaths, homosexuals were placed in a category that
was considered socially unacceptable, open to charges under the law, and subject to institutionalization.”

11
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Resumo

Este estudo tem como pretensdo considerar a familia representada em Cat on a hot tin roof,
peca escrita por Tennessee Williams, em 1955, como uma configuracdo social, teoria
proposta por Norbert Elias, em seus estudos como O processo civilizador (1993; 2011), em
ambos os volumes; e Os estabelecidos e os outsiders (2000), entre outros. Nossa proposta é
justificar como essa configuragao social, marcada pela familia Pollit, apresenta relacdes de
poder nos moldes propostos por Elias, ou seja, em uma dindmica multilateral e ndo
hierarquica que se concentra em cada membro conforme as horas do jantar de Big Daddy
vao se consolidando. Nesse sentido, este estudo pretende analisar como se da a
funcionalidade de dissolucdo dessa teia relacional entre os membros de tal familia. Como
resultado prévio, entendemos que a teoria eliasiana pode ser aplicada a familia enquanto
instituicdo social de poder, essa sendo parte da ficcdo, embora totalmente possivel
enquanto realidade material.

Palavras-chave: Familia; Conflito; Relagdes de poder.
Abstract

This study aims to consider the family represented in Cat on a hot tin roof, a play written by
Tennessee Williams in 1955, as a social configuration, a theory proposed by Norbert Elias,
in his studies, such as The civilizing process (1993; 2011), in both volumes; and Established
and outsiders (2000). Our proposal is to justify how this social configuration marked by
such a Pollit family presents power relations along the lines proposed by Elias, that is, in a
multilateral and non-hierarchical dynamic that focuses on each member as Big Daddy’s
dinner hours are consolidated. In this sense, this study intends to analyze how the
functionality of dissolving this power between that family members occurs. As a previous
result, we understand that Eliasian theory can be applied to the family as a social
institution of power, although entirely possible as a material reality.

Keywords: Family; Conflict; Power relations.
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Introducao

Cat on a hot tin roof (com a tradugdo mais comum de Gato em teto de zinco quente) é
uma peca escrita por Tennessee Williams, em 1954. Sua estreia aconteceu na Broadway,
em Nova York, em agosto de 1955. H4, pelo menos, trés versoes reconhecidas dessa peca: a
primeira, original, escrita em 1954; a versao de 1955, lancada na Broadway, com sugestoes
do diretor Elia Kazan; e a terceira versdo, escrita para o revival, também na Broadway, com
a direcao de Michael Kahn, em 1974, de acordo com Jason Zinoman (2003).

A segunda e a ultima versdes apresentam alteracdes significativas, em relacdo a
primeira, sobretudo quanto ao terceiro ato, mais especificamente ao fim. Na primeira
versao, antes da estreia na Broadway, temos um Brick mais caloroso e receptivo as
investidas de Maggie, como se os eventos da noite de jantar, a tomada de consciéncia da
condicdo de Big Daddy, e a posicdo da Big Mama em demonstrar seu apreco por ele,
tivessem influenciado seu pensamento sobre o real lugar da relagdo dele com a “gata”, ou
seja, como ela seria importante para dar o neto ao pai que sempre sonhou, ainda de acordo
com o0 mesmo critico, Jason Zinoman (2003), para o The New York Times.

Nesse sentido, Williams tenta demonstrar essa tomada de consciéncia de Brick por
meio da sua resposta evasiva a Maggie quando essa diz ama-lo: “Eu te amo, Brick, eu
amo! BRICK [sorrindo com uma tristeza encantadora]: Nao seria engracado se isso fosse
verdade?” (Williams, 2004, p. 91, tradu¢do nossa).” Mesmo a resposta sendo evasiva,
respondé-la, e mostrar uma espécie de condescendéncia, por meio do seu sorriso,
demonstra que, de alguma forma, esse relacionamento pode ter futuro e a mentira pode se
tornar verdade.

Ja na segunda versdo, hd um Brick mais frio e indiferente, que permanece assim até
o fechar das cortinas. Maggie mente sobre a gravidez e sugere a ele que naquela noite
tenham relacdes sexuais para tentar encobrir a mentira que haviam dito a Big Daddy: “Eu
contei uma mentira a Big Daddy, mas podemos torné-la realidade” (Williams, 2014, p. 118,
traducdo nossa).* Mesmo com todas as investidas da “gata”, esse Brick ndo cede e as
cortinas fecham sem nenhuma reacao dele, diferentemente da primeira versao. E um Brick

alheio e vazio.

> “I do love you, Brick, I do! BRICK [smiling with charming sadness]: Wouldn’t it be funny if that was

true?”

*  “I'told a lie to Big Daddy, but we can make that lie come true.”
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Na terceira versdo, quando Williams teve 20 anos para amadurecer a peca e as
sugestoes de Elia Kazan, conseguiu unir as duas versdes, demonstrando ao publico uma
incégnita ao final: Brick foi rendido pela “gata” e voltaria a acreditar nessa relacao ou nao?
Ao mesmo tempo que temos um Brick indiferente, que ndo responde as investidas de
Maggie, também temos um personagem que se demonstra idealizador de um futuro com a
esposa. Essa possibilidade de andlise que segue essas trés versoes, com finais diferentes, é
s6 mais uma das formas de ver a obra de Williams com a singularidade que ela apresenta:
a capacidade do autor de se reinventar frente a recepcdo do ptublico, da critica - no caso da
peca, feita pelo critico Kenneth Tynan, em 1955, conforme artigo da The New York Times,
de 2003 - e a possibilidade de trabalhar em constante didlogo multilateral com diretores de
teatro, enfim, um autor reflexo de uma sociedade plural tal como Norbert Elias (1993), que
embasa este estudo, entendia-a, mesmo considerando as controvérsias da época.

Frente a isso, cabe destacar que a versao utilizada para a realizagao deste estudo é a
de 1955, tendo em vista que Tennessee Williams era considerado um outsider, ainda mais
nesse tempo - conceito a ser detalhado mais adiante neste estudo - por seu meio. Isto &,
segundo Toledo (2019), em sua tese sobre o autor, apresentada a Universidade de Sao
Paulo, os anos 1950 ndo estavam abertos as questdes da homossexualidade em fungao,
sobretudo, do macarthismo - uma espécie de patrulha que visava coibir o “avango
comunista”, e os ideais de esquerda - e do conservadorismo.

Dessa forma, em razdo da fama e do sucesso, a orientacdo sexual de Tennessee se
evidenciava, mesmo que ele ndo se assumisse publicamente como homossexual - fazendo
isso somente em 1970. Portanto, mesmo com toda a sua visibilidade, ele ainda seria um
outsider no seu meio, por ndo poder ter a liberdade de ser um autor homossexual assumido
- inclusive, a adaptacdo filmica de Cat on a hot tin roof, de 1958, tenta esconder esse trago de
Brick. Presume-se, ainda, que nunca tenha recebido um Prémio Nobel por sua orientacao
sexual, o que faz dele um outsider no meio, mesmo que estabelecido na sua arte, conceitos
que sdo fundamentais na teoria de Norbert Elias (2001) para entender as relagdes sociais
que se firmam nos jogos de poder.

Tennessee Williams, Arthur Miller e Eugene O’Neill sdo considerados por Betti
(2005) como a triade dos classicos da literatura moderna norte-americana, justificando,

assim a grande importancia de preservar a memoria, a histéria, e todas as relagdes

Dramaturgia em foco, Petrolina-PE, v. 7, n. 2, p. 190-210, 2023.

192



possiveis que se podem fazer entre a dramaturgia de Williams e outros saberes humanos,
como a sociologia.

Tennessee Williams nasceu em Columbus, Mississippi, em 1911. Como afirma
Toledo (2019), em 1920, o autor ganha uma mdéquina de escrever e isso o incentiva a
publicar seus primeiros escritos. Em 1929, ao matricular-se na faculdade de jornalismo,
dedicou-se a sua primeira pega, Beauty is the word, mas foi obrigado a interromper a sua
carreira e a trabalhar com o pai em uma fabrica de sapatos. Volta a escrever somente em
1935, lancando a sua primeira peca encenada: Cairo! Shanghai! Bombay!. Importante
também destacar que ganhou o Prémio Pulitzer por duas de suas obras: A streetcar named
Desire (1948) e Cat on a hot tin roof (1955). Ganhou também o Tony Award por The rose
tattoo, em 1951.

Harold Bloom, em Tennessee Williams, considera-o como “O mais literario de nossos
principais dramaturgos [...]” (Bloom, 2007, p. 2, traducdo nossa).” Para o critico, ele teve
alguns precursores que formaram a sua persona literaria: Hart Crane, D. H. Lawrence e
Walt Whitman. Ainda de acordo com Bloom (2007, p. 3, tradugado nossa), “Hart Crane [por
exemplo] fez de Williams um dramaturgo lirico mais dramético do que ele poderia ter
sido”.® Ele também afirma que Cat on a hot tin roof tem caracteristicas de autoerotismo e
narcisismo representadas no personagem Brick que representam uma espécie de alter ego
de Walt Whitman. Essa relacdo demonstra a multilateralidade dos acordos que Williams
firmou com seus antecessores e sucessores no género dramatico, mais um dos pontos
presentes na teoria de Elias sobre figuracdes sociais: a dinamicidade das sociedades que se
dao por meio de grupos que nela se formam.

No Brasil, a recepcao de suas obras é considerada por Silva (2022), em dissertacao
também apresentada a Universidade de Sdo Paulo, com uma abordagem menos realista e
mais subjetiva das pecas de Williams. Inclusive, chega a dizer que Cat é marcada por um
viés pouco politico da obra do autor, entretanto, o presente estudo, por se firmar nas
relacdes de poder, e mostrar que ha um jogo relacional entre os membros daquele ntcleo
familiar, demonstra o contrario: o viés politico de Williams estd mais sutil, sendo
representado pelo embate entre o discurso feminino e o masculino, bem como as tomadas

de poder do patriarcado e o que ele representa, mas nao deixa de estar presente.

> “The most literary of our major dramatists.”

“Hart Crane [for example] made Williams more of a dramatic lyrical dramatist that Williams is supposed
to have been.”

6
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De qualquer forma, marca-se no Brasil a primeira montagem da peca em 1956, pelo
Teatro Brasileiro de Comédia, com direcdo de Maurice Vaneau. Ja, em 1976, Gata em telhado
de zinco quente, dirigida por Paulo José. Em 1998, por Moacyr Goées. Enquanto isso, em
2016, pelo Grupo TAPA, ha adaptacao com a direcdo de Eduardo Tolentino. Cabe destacar
também que Augusto Boal foi um grande elo entre o teatro americano e o teatro brasileiro,
auxiliando na adaptacao da peca em territério nacional, ainda de acordo com Silva (2022).

Cat on a hot tin roof narra a comemoragdo do aniversario do Big Daddy como eixo
dessa figuracdo social que ali se fomenta, sendo esse um dos pontos dessa constelagdo. A
ambicao pelo seu patrimonio atinge o conflito central, conduzindo todos os membros da
familia a explosdao de sentimentos de diversas naturezas e desentendimentos. A peca,
conforme Kolin (1998, p. 10, tradugdo nossa) afirmou, “ousou desafiar os costumes
politicos e sexuais da Era Eisenhower” e capturou as ansiedades da Era da Guerra Fria”.
Sendo essa mais uma justificativa para que o viés politico estivesse presente, mesmo que
de forma mais timida.

Parte do enredo se passa no quarto de Maggie e de Brick. O casal tem um
relacionamento conturbado e uma vida sexual pouco ativa. Brick estd sempre alcoolizado,
o que influencia diretamente na vida conjugal. Ha suspeita de uma relacdo homossexual
secreta entre Brick e o seu melhor amigo, Skipper, que se suicidou, o que poderia ter
desencadeado os vicios.

O tom da histéria segue esse nivel. As rela¢des familiares sdo bastante conturbadas,
evidenciando reais interesses dos familiares na heranca de Big Daddy, possivelmente
acometido por um cancer. Nessa breve perspectiva, o objetivo deste artigo é pontuar
algumas questdes sobre as relacdes que se constroem na obra de Williams, a partir da
perspectiva de Norbert Elias. Essas questdes serdo norteadas pela teoria do sociélogo que
corresponde a de configuracdo social, também chamada de figuracado social - entdo serao
utilizadas como sindbnimos neste artigo - e as relacdes de poder que compdem esse circulo
social, como uma familia pode ser considerada. Iniciemos, portanto, com uma breve

apresentagdo de quem é Norbert Elias e uma breve nocdo da sua vasta teoria para, entao,

Apbs as grandes tensdes que marcaram a Segunda Guerra Mundial (1939 - 1945), sobretudo com seu fim
e disseminag¢do da Guerra Fria, houve um intenso conflito entre Estados Unidos e Unido Soviética. A
partir de 5 de janeiro de 1957, a Doutrina Eisenhower é implantada e tinha como mote reprimir qualquer
acdo das forcas opostas, ou seja, da “ameacga comunista” vinda da Unido Soviética. Nesse sentido, passou-
se a se isolar qualquer grupo que representasse articulagdo com essas ideias.

Dramaturgia em foco, Petrolina-PE, v. 7, n. 2, p. 190-210, 2023.

194



partir para as relagdes de poder que se estabelecem dentro do ntcleo familiar escrito por

Tennessee Williams.

Norbert Elias: preceitos basicos

Norbert Elias é bastante conhecido no campo das Ciéncias Sociais e suas analises
nos ajudam a entender o campo da Sociologia e da Histéria como um todo, tendo em vista
a elasticidade dos seus conceitos. Embora ndo muito utilizado no campo das Letras, das
Artes e da Linguistica para analisar o género dramaético, pensar em sua teoria nessas
perspectivas acaba também sendo um modo analitico diferenciado daquilo que tem se
visto até entdo. Reconhecer Elias como um grande tedrico que abarca a possibilidade de
entender os mais variados campos dos saberes humanos é uma perspectiva plural e
multidisciplinar de se entender a cultura ocidental e o que ela representa.

Conforme afirma Federico Neiburg (2000), nas notas introdutérias de Os
estabelecidos e os outsiders, Elias foi discipulo de Karl Mannheim, sociélogo também muito
influenciado pelas ideias de Karl Marx e Max Weber. Ele tentou buscou trazer conceitos
que tentassem superar as proprias tradicdes dominantes no terreno sociologico. Por
estudar medicina, isso evidenciou aos seus escritos uma caracteristica bastante sistémica, o
que o fez muitas vezes ser acusado de determinista, sendo essa interpretacdo de sua obra
um grande equivoco, pois 0s aspectos biol6gicos, para ele, seriam apenas uma das muitas
facetas individuais de uma sociedade interconectada, ou seja, seriam dependentes de
aspectos também sociais. Isto é, ndo sdo aspectos biolégicos que determinam a
personalidade e postura de um individuo, mas sim sua convivéncia em sociedade e a
forma que se porta nos grupos dos quais fazem parte.

Além disso, podemos pontuar outro elemento da sua teoria. Para ele, outsiders sdo
individuos estigmatizados pela sociedade. No livro Os estabelecidos e os outsiders (2000), o
socidlogo alemao mostra como uma vila operaria na Inglaterra tinha rivalidades: o grupo
social que se estabeleceu antes vivia em conflito com os grupos sociais que vieram depois.
Os primeiros habitantes desenvolveram fortes relagdes sociais e formaram um grupo coeso
ao longo do tempo. Com a chegada dos migrantes (que também eram trabalhadores assim

como os primeiros) a luta comecou: o primeiro grupo comecou a estigmatizar o grupo que
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chegou depois, que, surpreendentemente, aceitou o discurso dos seus rivais, sentindo-se
realmente inferior a eles.

O primeiro grupo utilizou-se da fofoca para difamar aqueles que vieram depois.
Essa rivalidade, ao contrdrio do que apontam as teorias marxistas, nada tinha a ver com a
luta de classes e ndo eram disputas econdmicas entre ricos e pobres: era um jogo de cabo
de guerra entre aqueles que vieram antes contra aqueles que chegaram depois em fungao
do controle social daquela teia de relacdes que ali se firmava (Elias, 2000, p. 19-50). Assim,
percebemos que a teoria eliasiana também serve de revisionista a teoria marxista.

Nesses termos, a sociologia de Norbert Elias também é conhecida como
figuracional. Isto é, para ele, todo espago ocupado pelos “individuos”, em suas funcgdes
sociais, € um espaco onde sempre existem rivalidades e jogos de poder. Os grupos e
individuos, para ele, estdo sempre formando “teias” enredadas pelo poder, que mantém os
individuos unidos e os obriga a lutar uns contra os outros simbolicamente. Nesse sentido,
o individuo é formado pela sociedade da qual faz parte e também auxilia na estruturacao
dessa mesma sociedade. Esse amélgama entre a sociedade e o individuo é denominado
por ele de habitus social (Elias, 2000, p. 19-50). Em relagdo uns aos outros, os individuos se
estruturam, mas também ajudam a estruturar a propria sociedade.

Portanto, a sociedade e os individuos nunca se sobrepdem, mas a relacdo entre eles
mantém um equilibrio instavel nessa direcdo, ou seja, as relacdes de poder ndo sado
hierarquicas, sdo multilaterais. Cada individuo apresenta seu lugar e exerce um poder
especifico na sociedade em que vive. Em suas teorias, Elias também conceitua o que chama
de Processo Civilizador (1993, 2011). Em duas obras com esse titulo, divididas em dois
volumes, o autor estabeleceu a ideia de que na transicdo do periodo medieval para a Era
Moderna e Industrial, os individuos foram cada vez mais privados de suas paixdes,
adotando posturas consideradas ideais para se viver em sociedade. Isto é, abandona-se um
lado mais animalesco em razdo de uma nocdo mais civilizada. As cortes francesas sao
colocadas como exemplo maximo da ideia da légica do prestigio: mais educadas,
habituadas as artes e a cultura. Por essas razodes, as relacdes entre estabelecidos e outsiders
sdo sempre um estigma para o segundo grupo: incivilizados, rasticos, selvagens, rudes,

entre outros adjetivos que sao utilizados para definir esse grupo que chega depois (Elias,

1993, 2011).

Dramaturgia em foco, Petrolina-PE, v. 7, n. 2, p. 190-210, 2023.

196



Frente a essa breve nocdo, podemos partir para a andlise presente no livro de
Tennessee Williams. A teoria de Elias serd pormenorizada em alguns momentos, mas a

sua base deve ser compreendida pela leitura detalhada desta introducgao.

A familia como configuracao social em Cat on a hot tin roof

Para Elias (1994, 2011), qualquer grupo humano conectado é necessariamente uma
figuracdo social. Contudo, para que o conceito fosse mais amplo, ele ndo nomeou cada
uma dessas figuragdes, mas afirma que elas partem de um simples casal, ou seja, dois
individuos, chegando até as figuracdes mais amplas, que formam os Estados. Portanto,
qualquer grupo que se estabelece dentro de uma sociedade especifica pode ser
considerado como estrutura de tais configuragdes, tendo elas um centro de poder -
marcado por forcas centripetas - das quais circundam ao seu redor as forgas centrifugas,
constituidas pelos outros membros que fazem parte desta conjuntura. Isto é, pela primeira
entende-se as forcas que se direcionam ao centro, que sdo atraidas também por um
elemento central. Enquanto isso, as forcas centrifugas se espalham por varias direcdes, sem
sair do eixo principal.

Podemos, nesse sentido, propor analogia com uma galdxia, na qual ha planetas
especificos que estdo localizados no centro por uma questdo de posicdo, mas que sdo
altamente dependentes dos outros elementos que compdem aquele universo, como
planetas menores, estrelas, meteoros, poeiras, enfim, componentes que fazem a conjuntura
daquele espaco ser coesa, assim como um grupo. Se ha um elemento central nesse
universo, como um sol, por exemplo, ele é totalmente dependente desses elementos
menores, e vice-versa, ainda de acordo com Elias (1994, 2011).

Tendo essa perspectiva em vista, uma familia pode ser comparada a tal galdxia,
podendo ser enquadrada nessa nogao de configuracdo social. Nesse sentido, Big Daddy
seria um dos centros do poder. Seria o eixo que conduz todos a sua volta, sobretudo
porque descobriu um cancer, o que fez com que os irmaos resolvessem ficar em sua casa
esperando a sua morte e desejando a heranga. Também podemos dizer que outras relagdes
paralelas se estabelecem nesse ntcleo, também demonstrando eixos de poder que se

fomentam entre as relacdes familiares, como a que se dé entre Brick e Maggie (Margaret);
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Big Mama (Ida) e Gooper; o préprio Big Daddy e Maggie; as criancas “sem pescoco” e
Maggie, enfim, esses atuando todos como centros de poder e orbitais a0 mesmo tempo.

Da relagao entre Brick e Maggie, percebemos os conflitos como eixo motor do casal.
Ao analisarmos de uma perspectiva distante, ndo entendemos o porqué de se manterem
nesse relacionamento tendo em vista que parece que toda forca sentimental esta esgotada.
O alcoolismo, a sombra do suicidio do amigo e a indiferenca amorosa de Brick sao fatores
que condenam esse relacionamento ao fracasso. Mesmo com a insisténcia dela em manter
algum sentimento, ele parece ndo corresponder a nenhuma de suas investidas. Na cena

inicial, no quarto do casal, percebemos alguns desses tragos:

Vocé era um amante maravilhoso... Uma pessoa maravilhosa para ir para a
cama, e acho que principalmente porque vocé era realmente indiferente a
isso. Ndo é verdade? Nunca tive nenhuma ansiedade com isso, fiz isso com
naturalidade, facilidade, devagar, com absoluta confianca e perfeita calma,
mais como abrir uma porta para uma senhora ou senta-la a mesa do que
dar expressdo a qualquer desejo por ela. Sua indiferenca tornou vocé
maravilhoso em fazer amor - estranho? - mas é verdade... Vocé sabe, se eu
pensasse que vocé nunca, nunca, hunca mais faria amor comigo - eu
desceria até a cozinha e escolheria a faca mais longa e afiada que pudesse
encontrar e enfiaria-a direto em meu coragdo, juro que o faria!

(Williams, 2014, p.12, tradugdo nossa).?

A indiferenca é o sentimento que conduz a fala de Maggie sobre a sua relagdo com
Brick. Isso confere a ele o poder de escolha de como tratar a esposa: se bem, se mal, se com
indiferenca. Pela fala da esposa, parece que as migalhas da relacdo a sustentam de alguma
forma, as poucas palavras que ele diz parecem lhe ser suficiente. Além disso, ela ressalta
que o proprio sentimento de indiferenga faz com que a possivel performance sexual dele
seja ainda melhor, reforcando ainda mais esse poder que ele detém em relagdo a ela.

Por outro lado, se ele mantém esse relacionamento, de certa forma, ele também
precisa dela. Portanto, o poder que ela exerce sobre ele também acaba sendo visivel se
pensarmos nesses termos. Isso significa que ha uma relagdo de poder bilateral entre
ambos. Esse é um dos pontos da teoria de Norbert Elias (2011). Aquelas forcas centrifugas

que mencionamos anteriormente sdo marcadas por direcdes multilaterais, portanto, nada

“You were a wonderful lover.... Such a wonderful person to go to bed with, and I think mostly because
you were really indifferent to it. Isn’t that right? Never had any anxiety about it, did it naturally, easily,
slowly, with absolute confidence and perfect calm, more like opening a door for a lady or seating her at a
table than giving expression to any longing for her. Your indifference made you wonderful at
lovemaking--strange?--but true.... You know, if I thought you would never, never, never make love to me
again--I would go downstairs to the kitchen and pick out the longest and sharpest knife I could find and
stick it straight into my heart, I swear that I would!BIG DADDY: I'm just saying I understand such--.”

Dramaturgia em foco, Petrolina-PE, v. 7, n. 2, p. 190-210, 2023.

198



impede que elas tomem a diregdo central. Ou seja, o poder segue a direcdo tanto central
quanto rotatéria, que circunda em volta de tal forca central, que pode ser o préprio Big
Daddy, a Maggie, o Brick, enfim, depende da relagdo que se estabelece e o que se pretende
abstrair com essa relacao.

Um dos recursos que Brick usa para sustentar o poder que estabelece sob Maggie é
a sedugdo, além da indiferenca que ja foi pontuada. Ele finge ndo se interessar, mas em
momentos especificos a atrai de tal forma que da a entender que ainda tem um forte desejo

sexual (e amoroso) por ela:

MARGARET [intensamente, com medo]: Do jeito que vocé estava olhando
para mim agora ha pouco, antes de eu ver seu olhar no espelho e vocé
comecar a assobiar! Ndo sei como descrever, mas congelou meu sangue! -
Tenho pego vocé olhando para mim assim com tanta frequéncia
ultimamente. No que vocé estd pensando quando me olha desse jeito?
BRICK: Eu nao estava consciente de olhar para vocé, Maggie.

MARGARET: Bem, eu estava consciente disso! O que vocé estava
pensando?

BRICK: Ndo me lembro de ter pensado em nada, Maggie.

MARGARET: Vocé nao acha que eu sei disso...? Vocé ndo--?-Acha que eu
sei disso--?

(Williams, 2014, p. 10, tradugédo nossa).’

Esse didlogo seria considerado por Elias (1994) como um jogo de poder que se
estabelece nessa relagdo. Seria um exemplo de tensdo que se da no envolvimento entre os
individuos que se organizam na mesma teia social. E um jogo repleto de tensdes que se
firmam a medida que o contato didrio se estabelece: o convivio entre o casal. Esse jogo de
desinteresse marcado por Brick em relacao a Maggie é o que, de fato, mantém o casal
junto. E o poder que ele exerce sobre ela, que faz com que ela ndo tome consciéncia do seu
lugar naquela teia social, ja que esta mais proxima ao poder central, de Big Daddy do que
outros membros da familia, por exemplo, e se submeta a todo tipo de indiferenga por parte
do marido.

Inclusive, Maggie se sente solitaria, mesmo tendo uma farta rede de individuos que
se estabelece na mansdo de Big Daddy. Ela é parte daquela constelagdo em especifico, faz

parte daquela familia, é casada com um dos herdeiros - inclusive, de sucesso, ja que

9

“MARGARET [intensely, fearfully]: The way y” were lookin” at me just now, befo’” I caught your eye in
the mirror and you started t" whistle! I don’t know how t" describe it but it froze my blood!--I've caught
you lookin” at me like that so often lately. What are you thinkin" of when you look at me like that?

BRICK: I wasn’t conscious of lookin” at you, Maggie.

MARGARET: Well, I was conscious of it! What were you thinkin’?

BRICK: I don’t remember thinking of anything, Maggie.

MARGARET: Don’t you think I know that--? Don’t you--?--Think I know that--?"
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dedicou grande parte da sua vida aos esportes e teve éxito na sua trajetéria - € amada por
Big Daddy, mas, mesmo assim, se sente solitdria, e isso se deve ao fato de ser rejeitada por

Brick:

BRICK: Vocé disse alguma coisa?

MARGARET: Eu ia dizer uma coisa - que me sinto - solitaria. - Muito!
BRICK: Todo mundo entende isso...

MARGARET: Viver com alguém que vocé ama pode ser mais solitario - do
que viver inteiramente sozinho! - se aquele que vocé ama nao te ama... [Ha
uma pausa. Brick desce do palco e pergunta, sem olhar para ela:]

BRICK: Vocé gostaria de morar sozinha, Maggie? [Outra pausa: entdo -
depois que ela respira fundo, dolorida:]

MARGARET: Nao! - Deus! - eu nao faria isso!

(Williams, 2014, p. 11, tradugdo nossa)."

Portanto, mesmo Maggie sendo estabelecida naquele meio, formalmente falando,
por ter um vinculo juridico com Brick, ou seja, o casamento, ela é também uma outsider,
conforme os moldes que Norbert Elias (1993) nos explicou. Isto é, além de ser submetida
ao poder patriarcal, primeiro por Brick, segundo pelo préprio Big Daddy, também se
submete ao poder da matriarca, que claramente a rejeita. Nao tem também o apoio da
outra agregada da familia, Mae, que por meio da fofoca tenta enfraquecé-la, enfim, é
alguém que chega depois a casa e ndo consegue seu lugar.

O socidlogo ndo previu em seus escritos um individuo que fosse estabelecido e
outsider ao mesmo tempo, tendo em vista que, para ele, o outsider, com o passar do tempo,
conforme as relagdes por ele fossem trilhadas, tornaria-se um estabelecido e passaria a
tazer parte daquela configuracdo social em especifico. No entanto, Maggie, por fazer parte
de uma estrutura familiar, tem algo que Elias (2000) ndo considerou: o sentimento, voltado
a psicologia do meio. Entdo, Maggie se sente uma outsider justamente por isso,
sentimentalmente falando, ela se sente excluida pela indiferenca de Brick em relacdo a ela.
Conforme podemos ver no didlogo anterior, ela se sente solitdria mesmo com a presenca

dele, que se justifica pela sua falta de interesse em manter essa relacdo. Assim sendo, ela é

10" “BRICK: Did you say something?
MARGARET: I was goin’ t’ say something--that I get--lonely.--Very!
BRICK: Ev'rybody gets that...
MARGARET: Living with someone you love can be lonelier--than living entirely alone!--if the one that y’
love doesn’t love you.... [There is a pause. Brick hobbles downstage and asks, without looking at her:]
BRICK: Would you like to live alone, Maggie? [Another pause: then--after she has caught a quick, hurt
breath:]
MARGARET: No!--God!--I wouldn’t!”
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excluida pela indiferenca do marido, que ndo lhe fornece a base psicoldgica, e é excluida
também fisicamente, por ndo poder ocupar a mansao e se integrar a familia.

Inclusive, Maggie nao tenta se reerguer de outra forma, como se tornar
autossuficiente, encerrar essa relacdo, ou ainda procurar sua independéncia, ela continua
de todas as maneiras tentando restaurar esse relacionamento falido, sobretudo por meio

da sexualizagdo do seu corpo:

Outros homens ainda me querem. As vezes, meu rosto parece tenso, mas
mantive minha figura tdo bem quanto vocé manteve a sua, e os homens
admiram isso. Eu ainda viro cabecas na rua. Ora, na semana passada em
Memphis, em todos os lugares onde fui, os olhos dos homens faziam
buracos em minhas roupas, no clube de campo e em restaurantes e lojas de
departamentos, ndo houve um homem que eu conhecesse ou por onde
passasse que ndo apenas me comesse com seus olhos e me virei quando
passei por eles e olharam para mim. Ora, na festa de Alice para seus primos
em Nova York, o homem mais bonito da multidao me seguiu escada acima
e tentou entrar a forca comigo no toalete, me seguiu até a porta e tentou
entrar a forcga!

(Williams, 2014, p. 24, tradugdo nossa)."

Em resposta a isso, Brick diz ndo se importar, que ndo se divorciaria de Maggie em
funcdo de uma traicdo ou coisa que o valha. Apés isso, ela relembra a Brick que Big Daddy
estd morrendo de cancer, o que parece, de alguma forma, dar uma consciéncia ao filho,
que insiste na ideia de que o diagnodstico estd incorreto e que Big Mama dara a noticia
naquela noite ao pai. Entretanto, Maggie sabe que aquela noticia ndo procede, que de fato
Big Daddy esta sim morrendo e que todos estdo em volta dele justamente por esse fato. E,
entdo, um dos pontos nevrélgicos daquela constelacdo que estd ruindo e cujo poder
principal deve perpassar para alguém, por isso estdo todos desesperados, ndo somente
pela heranca como também pelo poder que representa um dos pontos centrais daquela
instituicao.

Em questdo de ser outsider, as proprias criangas da casa reconhecem Maggie como

tal:

' “Other men still want me. My face looks strained, sometimes, but I've kept my figure as well as you've

kept yours, and men admire it. I still turn heads on the street. Why, last week in Memphis everywhere
that I went men’s eyes burned holes in my clothes, at the country club and in restaurants and department
stores, there wasn’t a man I met or walked by that didn’t just eat me up with his eyes and turn around
when I passed him and look back at me. Why, at Alice’s party for her New York cousins, the best lookin’
man in the crowd--followed me upstairs and tried to force his way in the powder room with me,
followed me to the door and tried to force his way in!”
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[Uma garotinha, Dixie, irrompe na sala, usando um boné de guerra indiano
e disparando uma pistola contra Margaret e gritando: ‘Bang, bang, bang!” A
risada 14 embaixo entra pela porta aberta do baile. Margaret se agachou
ofegante na cama quando a crianga entrou. Ela agora se levanta e diz com
frieza, furiosa...]

(Williams, 2014, p. 30, tradugdo nossa)."

Dixie, que é um dos “monstros sem pescogco”, sobrinha de Brick, ataca, de
brincadeira, Maggie com uma arma. Isto é, reconhece nela uma estranha que néo faz parte
daquela familia, por isso um dos elos mais fracos. Esse comportamento, inclusive, é
reforcado e recompensado por Brick logo em seguida, ja que ele a abraca e reconforta-a
apo6s o “ataque”.

Outra relacdo de poder que também fica clara, uma vez que é um dos

desdobramentos da relacdo de poder maior, é a de Big Daddy e Big Mama:

[Todo mundo ri muito alto. Big Daddy é famoso por suas piadas as custas
de Big Mama, e ninguém ri mais alto dessas piadas do que a prépria Big
Mama, embora as vezes elas sejam muito cruéis e Big Mama tenha que
pegar ou mexer em alguma coisa para cobrir a dor que a risada alta causa.
Nao cobre bem. Nesta ocasido, uma ocasido feliz, porque o pavor em seu
coragao também foi dissipado pelo falso relato sobre a condicdo de Big
Daddy, ela ri, grotescamente, timidamente, na direcdo de Big Daddy e
avanca sobre Brick, muito rapida e viva]

(Williams, 2014, p. 33, tradugdo nossa).”

A forma de poder que se estabelece nessa relacdo, que mantém Big Daddy também
no centro, é a atitude jocosa. Big Mama, sem reacdo, acaba por rir daquilo que ele fala, em
prol da felicidade que sentia por ainda acreditar que o diagnostico era falso. Entretanto,
pelo didlogo, entendemos que ja era tradicional esse tipo de atitude do patriarca com a
matriarca, era algo que consolidava os jantares e comemoragdes da familia, o adjetivo
“famoso” acompanhado do verbo “era” marca essa hipétese de andlise.

Além dessa relagao de forca que se estabelece entre Big Daddy e Big Mama, ha

outro jogo que se estabelece entre eles e Brick. Se vemos uma Big Mama submissa ao

2 “[A little girl, Dixie, bursts into the room, wearing an Indian war bonnet and firing a cap pistol at

Margaret and shouting: ‘Bang, bang, bang!” Laughter downstairs floats through the open ball door. |
Margaret had crouched gasping to bed at child’s entrance. She now rises and says with cool fury.]”
“[Everyone laughs very loud. Big Daddy is famous for his jokes at Big Mama’s expense, and nobody
laughs louder at these jokes than Big Mama herself, though sometimes they’re pretty cruel and Big Mama
has to pick up or fuss with something to cover the hurt that the loud laugh doesn’t quite cover. On this
occasion, a happy occasion, because the dread in her heart has also been lifted by the false report on Big
Daddy’s condition, she giggles, grotesquely, coyly, in Big Daddy’s direction and bears down upon Brick,
all very quick and alive.]”

13
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patriarca em um primeiro momento, quando o filho adentra a sala e passa a participar da
festa do pai, vemos uma mae mais furiosa e agressiva para defendé-lo. De um lado, hd um
pai que, furiosamente, insiste para que seu filho deixe de beber. De outro, ha uma mae que
ndo aceita esse gesto rude do pai. Elias (1993) chamaria a essa relacdo de “equilibrio
instavel das forcas”, isso significa que as forcas, o poder, nunca se estabelece apenas em
um lugar. Ele é flutuante. Varia de foco a depender dos interesses que se estabelecem de
individuo para individuo. Nesse caso, a mae faz de tudo para defender o filho, inclusive
lutar pelo poder onipresente de um pai autoritario e um dos eixos do poder daquela
organizacdo familiar.

Inclusive, Big Daddy tem consciéncia dessa vontade da matriarca em assumir o

controle, assim ele percebe essas movimentacdes em direcdo ao poder:

BIG DADDY: Ah, sim, eu quero, ah, sim, eu quero, estou falando sério!
Aguentei um monte de besteira por aqui porque pensei que estava
morrendo. E vocé pensou que eu estava morrendo e comegou a assumir o
controle, bem, vocé pode parar de assumir o controle agora, Ida, porque eu
nado vou morrer, vocé pode simplesmente parar agora com esse negdécio de
assumir o controle, porque vocé ndo vai assumir o controle, ja que eu nao
estou morrendo, passei pelo laboratério e pela maldita operacao
exploratdria e nao ha nada de errado comigo além de um cé6lon espastico. E
ndo estou morrendo de cancer do qual vocé pensou que eu estava
morrendo. Nao é mesmo? Vocé ndo achou que eu estava morrendo de
cancer, Ida?

(Williams, 2014, p. 39, tradugdo nossa)."

Além de falar sobre controle, ele também utiliza o termo “chefe” para se referir a
posicdo que ela buscava tomar nessa relagao. Isso reforca um movimento voluntéario de
que, de fato, Big Mama tentava conscientemente tomar o poder e Big Daddy percebia isso
também conscientemente. Essas teias de poder se tracam a medida que a familia também
se organiza, demonstrando os pequenos poderes que se estabelecem nas relagdes entre os
irmaos, os agregados e os sobrinhos. Essa tomada de poder de forma consciente ndo foi
muito especificada por Elias (2011). Ele via as relacdes de maneira puramente social. Toca
brevemente nesse assunto quando fala da psicogénese. Entretanto, ndo acredita que ha um

“espirito” ou uma “psicologia” inata que toma conta dos individuos, pois suas relagdes

14

“BIG DADDY: Oh, yes, I do, oh, yes, I do, | mean it! I put up with a whole lot of crap around here because
I thought I was dying. And you thought I was dying and you started taking over, well, you can stop
taking over now, Ida, because I'm not gonna die, you can just stop now this business of taking over
because you're not taking over because I'm not dying, I went through the laboratory and the goddam
exploratory operation and there’s nothing wrong with me but a spastic colon. And I'm not dying of
cancer which you thought I was dying of. Ain’t that so? Didn’t you think that I was dying of cancer, Ida?”
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sdo puramente sociais. S6 que nos didlogos anteriores, percebemos que h4 mais que uma
relacdo social que se estabelece entre os familiares, ha também uma vontade pelo poder e

aquilo que ele representa.

BIG DADDY: Passei por todo aquele laboratério e operagdo e tudo, s6 para
saber se vocé ou eu éramos o chefe aqui! Bem, agora acontece que eu sou e
vOCé nao - e esse é meu presente de aniversario - e meu bolo e champanhe! -
porque ha trés anos vocé estd gradualmente assumindo o controle.
Mandando. Conversando. Desfilando seu velho corpo gordo pelo caminho
que eu trilhei! Eu fiz esse caminho!

(Williams, 2014, p. 40, traducao nossa\).15

Dessa forma, o poder parece estar abalado. Ele ndo estd condensado apenas em
uma figura. Estd diluido no seio familiar e se manifesta naquele que mais convém no
momento que se faz mais necessario. Sendo assim, pensando além da psicologia, a teoria
de Elias (2011) pode ser incorporada na dindmica familiar e nas relagcdes que partem desse
nucleo.

Nao podemos deixar de mencionar um dos grandes trunfos de Tennessee Williams
nesta peca. Além do poder estar materializado na prépria histéria, por meio dos seus
personagens, ele também transparecia na organizagdo das cenas em palco, com a conexao
que os atores demonstraram uns com os outros, e a tensdo que deveriam representar a
cada ato: “A cena seguinte deve ser representada com grande concentragdo, com a maior
parte do poder controlado, mas palpavel naquilo que nao foi dito]” (Williams, 2014, p. 61,
tradugdo nossa).' Isso significa que o poder, em sua perspectiva, estaria representado pelo
“nao dito”, por uma forca que transpassa entre os integrantes de um palco, encenando
uma histéria complexa. Tal abordagem pode ser analisada por meio da 6tica de Elias
(1994) quando ele afirma que o poder ndo é uma hierarquia que passa de um para outro,
mas sim age multilateralmente, sendo diluido pelos personagens que habitam a mesma
teia social, nesse caso, uma familia ou até mesmo um palco.

Em um dos didlogos mais profundos entre Brick e Big Daddy, percebemos outra
diluicdo de poder: entre Brick e seu amigo, Skipper. Como ja4 mencionamos, parece haver

um envolvimento amoroso entre ambos que, inclusive, fez com o primeiro comecasse a

> “BIG DADDY: I went through all that laboratory and operation and all just so I would know if you or me

was boss here! Well, now it turns out that I am and you ain’t--and that’s my birthday present--and my
cake and champagne!--because for three years now you been gradually taking over. Bossing. Talking.
Sashaying your fat old body around the place I made! I made this place!”

“[The following scene should be played with great concentration, with most of the power leashed but
palpable in what is left unspoken.]”

16
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beber pelo desgosto do suicidio do amigo. Isso culminou também na sua falta de apreco
pelos esportes, que fez acabar com a sua carreira. Nesse sentido, o pai também passa a
desconfiar que houve um relacionamento amoroso entre eles. Dessa forma, o poder que
Skipper exerceu sobre Brick, em vida, era da relagdo amorosa, que deveria ser mantida em

segredo; e em morte, continuou operando, ja que o deixou refém dos vicios:

BIG DADDY: S6 estou dizendo que entendo tal--

BRICK [violentamente]: Skipper esta morto. Eu ndo parei de comer!

BIG DADDY: Nao, mas vocé comegou a beber. [Brick gira sobre sua muleta
e joga seu corpo pela sala, gritando.]

BRICK: VOCE TAMBEM ACHA?"

(Williams, 2014, p. 62, tradugao nossa).

Um dos temas centrais que enreda a histéria é justamente a doenca de Big Daddy:
tem ou ndo tem cancer? De inicio, tem-se uma certeza que foi um erro laboratorial que
levou a ideia de um diagndstico erréneo da doenga. Porém, ja no terceiro ato, o médico da
familia entra em cena, e desmente essa teoria, focando naquilo que ja era algo sabido ha
muito tempo: o patriarca realmente sofria da doenga, com base na andlise de amostras do
tecido afetado. Novamente, vemos mais uma relacdo de poder ali estabelecida, ndo de
alguém que estd presente no ntucleo, mas de alguém que afeta necessariamente a
percepcao de que os membros daquele ntcleo tém um dos outros.

Nesse sentido, conhecer é o mesmo que deter o poder sobre algo. Portanto, o
médico tem o poder porque sabe a verdade e é mensageiro, entdo, das noticias que

abalardo, novamente, aquela familia. Todo um clima dramatico é feito para preparar Big

Mama e os familiares para receber uma noticia que ja era de conhecimento geral:

BIG MAMA [ferozmente]: Vocé disse a mim e ao Big Daddy que nado havia
nada de errado com ele, mas...

MAE: Big Mama, eles sempre...

GOOPER: Deixe o doutor Baugh falar, sim?

BIG MAMA: --pequena condigdo espastica de- [Sua respiracao cede em um
solugo.]

DOUTOR BAUGH: Sim, foi o que dissemos ao Big Daddy. Mas mandamos
examinar esse pedaco de tecido no laboratério e lamento dizer que o teste
deu positivo. E... bem... maligno... [Pausa.]

7 “BIG DADDY: I'm just saying I understand such--
BRICK [violently]: Skipper is dead. I have not quit eating!
BIG DADDY: No, but you started drinking. [Brick wheels on his crutch and hurls his glass across the
room shouting.]
BRICK: YOU THINK SO, TOO?”
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BIG MAMA: --Cancer?! Cancer?! [Dr. Baugh acena com a cabeca
gravemente. | Big Mama da um longo grito ofegante.]

MAE e GOOPER: Agora, agora, agora, Big Mama, vocé tinha que saber....
BIG MAMA: POR QUE NAO TIRARAM DELE? HEIN? HEIN?

DOUTOR BAUGH: Comprometido demais, Big Mama, muitos 6rgaos
afetados.

MAE: Big Mama, o figado esta afetado e os rins também! J& foi muito além
do que eles chamam de--

GOOPER: Um risco cirargico.

MAE: --Uh-huh.... [Big Mama respira fundo como se estivesse morrendo]
(Williams, 2014, p. 77, tradugao nossa\).18

Big Mama procura Brick e refere-se a ele como seu filho tnico, que faz com que
Gooper (irmdo mais velho) fique perdido sobre o papel que desempenha na familia. Mais
uma relacdo de poder é tragada na familia: ha um poder maior que é desempenhado entre
o primeiro filho em relagdo ao segundo filho, marcando a preferéncia da mae.
Ironicamente, quem é o primogénito é Gooper. Entdo é uma questdo de preferéncia da
mae, onde ha uma inversdo de papéis. Para sair da situacdo, diz que Gooper é um filho
responsavel, pai de cinco criangas, mas ndo quer que ele conte a noticia da doenga - que
ela ja conhece - porque nunca gostou de Big Daddy. Maggie também insiste em reforcar a
noticia, mas ela recusa porque afirma que ela ndo é do mesmo sangue do que o dela. Ela
insiste na ideia de que quer ouvir a noticia do cancer do patriarca somente vinda de Brick.
Assim, as relacdes de poder vao se reafirmando, e colocando Big Mama ao centro,
ganhando um maior destaque, inclusive, do que Big Daddy, ja que é ela quem escolhe as
relagdes mais fortes que manterd, e as relacdes mais fracas que afastara do seu nacleo.

O poder mais forte, da relagdo com Brick, é concentrado préximo ao seu ntcleo,
afinal, é seu filho preferido. Depois, hé a relacdo com Gooper, seu primogeénito, admirado
pela sua familia, mas insuficiente para ganhar a sua preferéncia. Por tltimo, nessa escala,

ha a presenca de Mae e Maggie, ambas agregadas. Maggie nao é a preferida por estar

8 “BIG MAMA [fiercely]: You told me and Big Daddy there wasn’t a thing wrong with him but-- MAE: Big
Mama, they always--
GOOPER: Let Doc Baugh talk, will yuh?
BIG MAMA: --little spastic condition of- [Her breath gives out in a sob.]
DOCTOR BAUGH: Yes, that’s what we told Big Daddy. But we had this bit of tissue run through the
laboratory and I'm sorry to say the test was positive on it. It's--well--malignant.... [Pause.]
BIG MAMA: --Cancer?! Cancer?! [Dr Baugh nods gravely. | Big Mama gives long gasping cry.]
MAE and GOOPER: Now, now, now, Big Mama, you had to know....
BIG MAMA: WHY DIDN'T THEY CUT IT OUT OF HIM? HANH? HANH?
DOCTOR BAUGH: Involved too much, Big Mama, too many organs affected.
MAE: Big Mama, the liver’s affected and so’s the kidneys, both! It's gone way past what they call a--
GOOPER: A surgical risk.
MAE: --Uh-huh.... [Big Mama draws a breath like a dying gasp.]”
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casada com Brick. Tem a mesma relagdo fraca com Big Mama do que Mae. O poder se
mostra volatil justamente por meio de Maggie. Se para Big Daddy ela é preferida,
inclusive em relacdo a Mae, para Big Mama ela ndo é considerada nem parte da familia.
Novamente, o equilibrio instavel das forcas de poder se mostra nesses casos.

Por fim, podemos ver mais uma relacdo de poder que permanece em constante
fluxo a partir da possivel chegada de um novo membro na mansao: o filho de Maggie e
Brick. Ao ser anunciado, a primeira que duvida da veracidade da gravidez é Mae, que
questiona Maggie. Ndo poderia estar gravida porque seu quarto fica ao lado e ndo ouve os
dois tendo relagdes sexuais. De qualquer forma, Maggie insiste que esse é o presente que
Big Daddy ganhara de aniversario. A veracidade da gravidez é revelada, conforme
pontuamos no inicio deste estudo. Além de pedir um advogado, provavelmente para
rever seu testamento, ainda solicita subir no telhado para ver, pela tltima vez, as terras
das quais foi dono. Isto significa que as relagdes familiares eram volateis também pelo
dinheiro que a familia possuia, o grande estopim do jogo do interesse que circulou por

entre as paredes daquela mansao.

MARGARET: Antncio de vida comecando! Uma crianga esta chegando,
filha de Brick e de Maggie, a Gata! Eu tenho o filho do Brick em meu corpo,
e esse € meu presente de aniversario para o Big Daddy neste aniversario!
[Big Daddy olha para Brick.]

BIG DADDY: Levante-se, garota, levante-se, garota. [Big Daddy ajuda
Margaret a se levantar. Ele morde a ponta de um charuto novo, tirado do
bolso do roupdo, enquanto estuda Margaret.] Uh-huh, essa garota tem vida
em seu corpo, isso nao é mentira!

BIG MAMA: O SONHO DO BIG DADDY SE REALIZA.

BRICK: JESUS!

BIG DADDY: Gooper, quero meu advogado amanha de manha.

BRICK: Aonde vocé esta indo, Big Daddy?

BIG DADDY: Filho, vou subir no telhado até o mirante no telhado para
olhar meu reino antes de desistir dele - vinte e oito mil acres da terra mais
rica deste lado do Vale do Nilo! (Williams, 2014, p. 114, tradugéo nossa)."

¥ “MARGARET: Announcement of life beginning! A child is coming, sired by Brick, and out of Maggie the
Cat! I have Brick’s child in my body, an’ that’s my birthday present to Big Daddy on this birthday! [Big
Daddy looks at Brick.]
BIG DADDY: Get up, girl, get up off your knees, girl. [Big Daddy helps Margaret rise. He bites off the end
of a fresh cigar, taken from his bathrobe pocket, as he studies Margaret.] Uh-huh, this girl has life in her
body, that’s no lie!
BIG MAMA: BIG DADDY’S DREAM COME TRUE BRICK: JESUS!
BIG DADDY: Gooper, I want my lawyer in the mornin’.
BRICK: Where are you goin’, Big Daddy?
BIG DADDY: Son, I'm goin’ up on the roof to the belvedere on th” roof to look over my kingdom before I
give up my kingdom--twenty-eight thousand acres of th’ richest land this side of the Valley Nile!”
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O uso do termo Vale Nilo demonstra toda a magnitude da terra que Big Daddy
detinha naquele momento, o que também justifica, de certa forma, a corrida de Gooper e
Mae em busca de herdarem o que era possivel, afinal, sabiam que na escala de poder nao
eram os preferidos: do lado de Big Mama, o preferido era Brick; do lado de Big Daddy, a
preferida era Maggie. Isso significa que o casal, mesmo sendo parte da familia, mesmo
estando na mansdo, morando, mesmo dando netos aos patriarcas, eram outsiders em seu
proprio meio. Estabelecidos e outsiders ao mesmo tempo, tal como Maggie. Maggie ainda
tinha uma vantagem: era preferida por Big Daddy que a apreciava de certa forma. Ou seja,
na escala de poder ainda seria mais estabelecida que Mae, por exemplo, que algumas
vezes foi deixada de lado, ignorada e maltratada por Big Daddy.

Dessa forma, imaginamos uma constelacao, tal como demonstrou Elias em grande
parte da sua obra. A familia proposta por Tennessee Williams é uma constelagao
fragmentada, na qual diversos ntcleos de poder sdo circundados por diversas 6rbitas de
planetas menores. Todavia, isso ndo significa que esses planetas tenham menor
importancia nessa configuracdo. Atuam de modo a enraizar a sua presenga, seja por meio
da conquista dos grandes centros de poder - Big Mama e Big Daddy - seja por gerar cinco
criancas ou ainda haver a possibilidade de uma gravidez. Nesse sentido, é um poder
marcado pelo dinheiro, pela indiferenca, por relagdes amorosas, convencionais ou nao
para a época, pela aceitacdo dessas relagdes, enfim, é um poder que se dissolve ao passo
que é volatil, flutuante, ndo permanece bilateralmente com qualquer membro desse nicleo
familiar, dilui-se multilateralmente e cada um dos individuos toma uma posicdo quando

lhe convém ou lhe é oportuno.

Conclusio

Em guisa de concluir este estudo, entendemos que o poder, para Norbert Elias, é
multilateral, e ndo se concentra somente nas pequenas relacdes didrias, ele é uma
conjuntura muito maior do que isso. Nesse sentido, a familia pode ser compreendida
como uma instituicdo na qual o poder é volétil e organizado a medida que os membros se
movimentam nesse espago social. Dessa forma, ao se ler uma obra de teatro, de um dos
grandes autores do século XX, Tennessee Williams, a partir de uma nocédo sociolégica, ndo

deixa de ser uma novidade para o estudo das Artes e das Letras, tendo em vista que por
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muito tempo a teoria eliasiana foi utilizada somente no campo da Histéria e das Ciéncias
Sociais, dificilmente sendo aplicado em obras ficcionais, sendo o seu foco a realidade
palpavel. No entanto, a ficcdo também é uma representacdo da realidade, sendo aquele um
universo possivel de se materializar. Assim sendo, esperamos que este estudo, que
poderia ter tantas outras paginas de andlise com a mesma entonagdo, possa contribuir com
uma nova possibilidade de abordagem, bem como sirva de motivagdo para outros

pesquisadores que buscam relacionar Ciéncias Sociais ao género dramaético.
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Sobre terras de zinco quente:
homossexualidade e propriedade em

Cat on a hot tin roof (1955), de Tennessee Williams
Dramatl_n‘gi a
em foco

On hot tin land:
homosexuality and property in
Tennessee Williams™ Cat on a hot tin roof (1955)

Jodo Victor Silva®

Resumo

Este artigo tem como objetivo analisar como a homossexualidade é figurada em Cat on a
hot tin roof (1955), de Tennessee Williams, a fim de demonstrar que a peca nao se limita a
meramente representar processos subjetivos relativos a sexualidade das personagens de
Brick e Skipper, mas os constréi em direta relacdo com as estruturas econdmicas e sociais
em que ambos estdo inseridos. A partir da interpretacdo que atribui as figuras de Straw e
Ochello a “origem metafisica” da plantation, como sugere Bibler (2002), procuramos
examinar o suicidio de Skipper e o alcoolismo de Brick que dele decorre como recursos
formais capazes de construir uma critica as estruturas sécio-historicas do Sul dos Estados
Unidos, cuja norma social restringia a livre expressdo da homossexualidade.

Palavras-chave: Sul dos Estados Unidos; Dramaturgia moderna; Dramaturgia
estadunidense; Teatro.

Abstract

This article aims to analyze the representation of homosexuality in Tennessee Williams’
Cat on a hot tin roof (1955) with the purpose of demonstrating that the play goes beyond
merely dramatizing subjective processes related to the sexuality of the characters Brick
and Skipper, but rather constructs them in direct relation to the economic and social
structures in which they are both embedded. Drawing on the interpretation that attributes
to the figures of Straw and Ochello the “metaphysical origin” of the plantation, as
suggested by Bibler (2002), we seek to examine Skipper’s suicide and Brick’s ensuing
alcoholism as formal devices capable of constructing a critique of the socio-historical
structures of the American South, where the prevailing social norm restricted the free
expression of homosexuality.

Keywords: American South; Modern drama; American drama; Theater.
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“The fugitive kind” e o drama de Tennessee Williams

Em toda a obra de Tennessee Williams, diversos personagens “do tipo fugitivo”
(“the fugitive kind”) sofrem as multiplas consequéncias de tentarem se comunicar em um
mundo onde nado parece haver lugar para eles: sdo andarilhos que vivem sempre a
margem da vida, excluidos por sua sensibilidade, inclinagao artistica ou orientacdo sexual.
Sua “anormalidade”, em vez de sugerir um desvio moral ou psicolégico, ¢ um dos muitos
recursos utilizados pelo autor para langar luz sobre as deformagdes da norma de uma
sociedade como a dos Estados Unidos. Mais especificamente, sao as “tensdes e
contradi¢des acumuladas ao longo do tempo” (Betti, 2012a, p. 16) no Sul do pais que
fizeram da regido espaco privilegiado de manifestacdo dos principais acirramentos
politicos do pais a partir dos anos 1930, periodo em que Williams iniciou sua carreira
como dramaturgo.

Neste ensaio, pretendo demonstrar como em Cat on a hot tin roof, peca em dois atos
que estreou na Broadway em 1955, o conflito que organiza a trama s6 pode ser
plenamente interpretado quando se leva em consideragao certa experiéncia social a que o
texto da forma. Tanto na situagdo matrimonial de Brick e Maggie, quanto no antagonismo
entre Brick e Big Daddy e na suposta relagdo homossexual que teria havido entre Brick e
Skipper, parte-se de uma certa consciéncia do estado de irreversivel decadéncia da
sociedade sulista e de seus valores tradicionais para dar forma a um drama que, ao
inviabilizar qualquer horizonte de resolucdo possivel aos personagens, constréi seu
sentido critico. Na peca, a tentativa empenhada tanto por Big Daddy quanto por Maggie
de encontrar um antidoto para a recusa de Brick em parar de beber e assumir a
propriedade engendra um outro recurso formal que intensifica a dimensdo social e
histérica da peca. Em sua busca por um desfecho positivo para o problema da sucessao de
terras, ambos os personagens se ddo conta da impossibilidade de convencer o herdeiro
apenas através do didlogo. Entdao, ambos recorrem a eventos do passado como forma de

oferecer subsidio a acdo dramatica: é a partir das reminiscéncias da morte de Skipper que

> No corpo deste artigo, serdo feitas remissdes a tradugdo para o portugués de Cat on a hot tin roof, em

traducdo de Augusto Cesar dos Santos (Williams, 2016). Nas notas de rodapé, serdo referenciados os
originais da versdo definitiva do texto, publicada pela New Directions em 2004, a partir do manuscrito
preparado por Williams para a producdo do American Shakespeare Festival, em 1974, com as
modificagdes em relagdo a versao original (conhecida como “Cat 1”) e a versao adaptada para a estreia da
peca na Broadway, a partir das sugestoes de Elia Kazan, em 1955 (“Cat 2”). A esse respeito, cf. Parker
(2004).
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o enredo se move em direcdo a um desenlace. Esse movimento, ja identificado por Peter
Szondi em pecas associadas a chamada “crise do drama” no contexto de instauragao da
modernidade, funcionaria como uma espécie de interrupgao da poética do fato, presente e
intersubjetivo que caracterizaria o drama burgués (Szondi, 2001, p. 35). Ao se voltarem
para o passado, as personagens historicizam o presente cénico, atribuindo-lhe camadas
que, a despeito de suas reverberagdes sobre as instancias psicolégicas desses individuos,
apenas reforcam a centralidade de fatores externos a intersubjetividade no processo de
constituicdo (e de possivel resolucdo) dos conflitos dramaéticos.

Por isso, as agdes desesperadas e errantes das personagens, seu comportamento
colérico ou ensimesmado, e sua caracterizacdo animalizada ou grotesca, decorrem ndo de
desvios ou patologias morais ou psiquicas, como sugere parte da critica especializada,’
mas sdo efeitos de processos historicos que levaram a corrupgdo do tecido social e
histérico sobre o qual decorre a agdo. Nesse recurso, reside a propria natureza do drama
moderno, em que os fatores externos agindo sobre o individuo sdo tdo intensos que sequer
é possivel distinguir o individuo de seu entorno: suas pulsdes mais intimas seriam, na
verdade, a interiorizagdo de fatores externos que exercem sobre ele uma forca centripeta
(Lukacs, 1965, p. 151), e que podem vir a se tornar agdes aparentemente espontaneas e

autonomas. Como efeito de sua opressdo, o herdi é enfraquecido e perde sua capacidade

de agir.

A origem metafisica da plantacao

Apesar de instaurado na peca desde o inicio, é no segundo ato de Cat que esse
recurso fica mais evidente. Nesse momento, Big Daddy estd empenhado em conseguir do
tilho alguma espécie de confissdo a respeito de Skipper, seu melhor amigo que se matou
depois de ter declarado seu amor por ele. Em sua busca por uma alguma espécie de

verdade implicita do filho, o pai acredita haver “algo ndo dito”* na relagdo entre os dois, o

* Para citar dois exemplos: John Gassner nao enxergava “qualquer paixdo social especifica” em Tennessee

(1954, p. 349), enquanto Nancy Tischler (1961, p. 279) defendia que sua obra ndo poderia ser considerada
social porque ele demonstrava “preferéncia pelos problemas pessoais de seus personagens”, os quais ndo
estavam especialmente interessados em “problemas do mundo”.

Vale a pena lembrar que Something unspoken (Algo ndo dito), peca em um ato escrita entre 1953 e 1958, tem
como protagonista Miss Cornelia Scott, solteirona de sessenta anos da elite local de Nova Orleans,
também rica e ligada ao passado sulista, jA que a personagem é membro antigo das Filhas da
Confederagdo. Como sugere o titulo, a peca também trata de um assunto considerado tabu, que é a
homossexualidade, nesse caso feminina, nas sociedades sulistas. Para comentérios sobre a figuragao
socio-histérica do Sul nessa peca e em outras do mesmo periodo, cf. Betti (2012, p. 7-26).
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que, ele imagina, seria a causa da apatia e do alcoolismo de Brick. Ao se remeter ao
passado, antes mesmo de mencionar o suicidio de Skipper, a personagem atualiza um
espectro que havia sido apresentada como forma de rubrica no inicio da pega e se refere a

“ternura rara” que estaria nas origens daquela plantacao:

[O quarto] ndo foi muito alterado desde quando era ocupado pelos proprietdrios
originais da fazenda, Jack Straw e Peter Ochello, dois velhos solteiroes que
dividiram esse quarto a vida toda. O quarto deve evocar alguns fantasmas; ele é
gentil e poeticamente assombrado por um relacionamento que deve ter envolvido
uma ternura rara (Williams, 2016, p. 29).°

Para Bibler, a ternura que teria havido entre os dois proprietarios originais sugere
que na origem fisica daquela propriedade havia uma origem anterior, “metafisica”, ou
seja, simbdlica e ndo material, marcada pelo sentimento de afeto que perdurou por uma
vida e que ainda permanecia naquele ambiente enquanto fantasmagoria (Bibler, 2002, p.
393). Em absoluto contraste com todas as outras relacdes da peca (Maggie e Brick, Gooper
e Mae, Big Daddy e Big Mama), essa parece ser a tnica relacdo duradoura, estavel e
marcada por amor verdadeiro na propriedade (Bibler, 2002, p. 393). E a partir dessa
primeira mengdo a Straw e Ochello que a peca sugere uma relagao possivel entre a origem
do principal objeto de disputa na peca, a propriedade, e a homossexualidade, ou, mais
precisamente falando, uma homoafetividade.® Nesse momento, no entanto, a questdao em
disputa nao é a sexualidade do casal, mas o valor que aquela terra tem para o patriarca.
Trata-se do espaco de materializacdo dos esfor¢os de um individuo que, em sua trajetéria
de self-made man, teria conseguido, a partir de seu préprio trabalho, construir um império.
O que essa preocupacdo refrata é a importancia de uma sucessao patrilinear, que teria suas

origens no casal de proprietarios, passava por Big Daddy e seria continuada por Brick:

BIG DADDY: Eu construi essa casa! Fui capataz na antiga plantagdo do
Straw e do Ochello. Tinha dez anos quando larguei a escola e fui trabalhar
feito um negro nos campos. Cheguei a capataz da plantacao do Straw e do

> “[NOTES FOR THE DESIGNER: It hasn’t changed much since it was occupied by the original owners of
the place, Jack Straw and Peter Ochello, a pair of old bachelors who shared this room all their lives
together. In other words, the room must evoke some ghosts; it is gently and poetically haunted by a
relationship that must have involved a tenderness which was uncommon]” (Williams, 2004, p. 15).

Para efeito de clareza, ha distingdo entre “homoafetividade” e “homossexualidade”: o primeiro termo se
refere ao afeto entre pessoas do mesmo sexo, ndo necessariamente de natureza romantica; o segundo
termo se refere a relacdo sexual entre pessoas do mesmo sexo. Nessa pega, em diversos momentos, ndo ha
referéncia explicita a “homossexualidade”, mas sim a relacdo de afeto entre pares de homens: Straw e
Ochello, Brick e Skipper, Big Daddy e Brick.

Dramaturgia em foco, Petrolina-PE, v. 7, n. 2, p. 211-231, 2023.

214



Ochello. O velho Straw morreu e fiquei s6cio do Ochello e a fazenda
cresceu e cresceu e cresceu! (Williams, 2016, p. 81).”

No lugar de uma relacdo parental propriamente dita, tem-se figurada aqui,
no entanto, uma relacdo empresarial, que o que independia, nesse caso, do fato de que na
origem daquela propriedade havia um casal de dois homens. Quando Straw morreu e Big
Daddy se tornou “parceiro de Ochello”, o texto parece sugerir uma associa¢do entre o que
seria uma relacdo de negocios, mas fazendo uso de uma palavra ambigua, que, para
Bibler, poderia significar que Big Daddy se transformou também em parceiro sexual de
Ochello (Bibler, 2002, p. 385). Qualquer que seja a interpretagao possivel, foi a relacao entre
aqueles homens que garantiu o crescimento da propriedade, o que as tentativas de Big
Daddy em relacdo a Brick parecem querer repor. A breve fala da personagem deixa
entrever também o complexo sistema de relagdes de trabalho que estd na base da
constituicdo daquele império de algodao. Quando diz ter trabalhado na plantagao “like a
nigger”, o proprietario caracteriza uma sociedade em que, mesmo apds o fim da
escraviddo, a presenca dos negros nos campos era massiva, ndo raro em condicoes de
subordinacao legalmente garantida, a exemplo das leis de Jim Crow, que valeram do final
da década de 1870 até meados de 1960. Mesmo nessas condicdes, no entanto, Big Daddy
pode ascender socialmente e, a certa altura, tomar o controle da propriedade, ja que,
apesar de trabalhar “como um preto”, ele ndo o era, o que garantiu, por exemplo, sua
incorporagao ao nucleo afetivo da propriedade, uma expressao daquilo a que W. E. B. Du
Bois se referia como “wages of whiteness”, uma espécie de “saldrio psicolégico” que
garantia, no contexto do pés-abolicao no Sul, a superioridade de trabalhadores brancos
sobre trabalhadores negros, mesmo quando ocupavam as mesmas posi¢des (Du Bois, 2017,
p. 701).

Em um dado momento da conversa entre pai e filho, o patriarca inicia uma reflexao
sobre como Maggie e Mae, apesar de muito diferentes, se comportam de modo parecido,
de modo nervoso e ansioso, “como gatas num telhado de zinco quente” (Williams, 2016, p.

83).° Fica claro aqui que a caracteristica “ferina” de Maggie, também extensivel a Mae, ndo

7 “BIG DADDY: [...] I made this place! I was overseer on it! I was the overseer on the old Straw and

Ochello plantation. I quit school at ten! I quit school at ten years old and went to work like a nigger in the
fields. And I rose to be overseer of the Straw and Ochello plantation. And old Straw died and I was
Ochello’s partner and the place got bigger and bigger and bigger and bigger and bigger! I did all that
myself with no goddam help from you, and now you think you're just about to take over. Well, I am just
about to tell you that you are not just about to take over, you are not just about to take over a God damn
thing. Is that clear to you, Ida? Is that very plain to you, now?” (Williams, 2004, p. 79).

8 “BRICK: They look nervous as cats? / BIG DADDY: That’s right, they look nervous as cats. / BRICK:
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é um trago de personalidade, portanto, mas uma conduta praticada por duas mulheres
que tém em comum sua relacdo com os herdeiros daquela fortuna, duas mulheres que
“estdo brigando por causa disso, cada uma determinada a pegar um pedaco maior”
daquela terra (Williams, 2016, p. 83).” Do ponto de vista dos homens da propriedade, as
mulheres da casa (Big Mama, Mae e Maggie) ndo passam de interesseiras, o que, a partir
desse momento, é o suficiente para unir pai e filho: em seu escérnio as figuras femininas,
parecem criar as condigdes para o momento de afeto e cumplicidade que se segue.
Enquanto no primeiro ato a relacdo entre Brick e Maggie, homem e mulher, era
conturbada, aqui comegam a ser desenhados os lagos da relagdo de afeto entre dois
homens, homoafetiva por defini¢do. Como em uma tentativa de se encaminhar em direcdo a
resolucao do problema da sucessdo de terras, entdo, o pai explica ao filho o que seria a

natureza de uma plantagao:

BIG DADDY: Brick, sabe, juro por Deus, ndo sei como isso acontece. [...]
Vocé compra uma terra, do jeito que for, e as coisas comecam a crescer nela,
as coisas comegam a acumular e a primeira coisa que vocé percebe é que
tudo esta completamente fora de controle, completamente fora de controle.
BRICK: Bem, dizem que a natureza detesta o vazio, Big Daddy.
BIG DADDY: E o que dizem, mas as vezes acho que o vazio é muito melhor
do que as porcarias que a natureza coloca no lugar (Williams, op. cit., p.
84).10
Big Daddy, ao falar de uma terra, espaco da natureza, que comeca a ser “ocupada”
por “coisas” que se acumulam em velocidade crescente até que ndo se possa mais
controla-las, fala do progresso e da modernizacdo do campo. A trajetéria de ascensao
social do personagem, para ter sido bem-sucedida, precisou ser acompanhada pelo
crescimento da propriedade, processo que, segundo ele, parece prescindir de qualquer
intencionalidade: o espago intocado do campo passa a ser dominado por “coisas”, neste

caso por extensas plantagdes de algodao. Se, no sistema de plantations, a monocultura é

Nervous as a couple of cats on a hot tin roof? / BIG DADDY: That's right, boy, they look like a couple of
cats on a hot tin roof. It’s funny that you and Gooper being so different would pick out the same type of
woman” (Williams, 2004, p. 81).

®  “BRICK: Well. They're sittin” in the middle of a big piece of land, Big Daddy, twenty-eight thousand acres
is a pretty big piece of land and so they’re squaring off on it, each determined to knock off a bigger piece
of it than the other whenever you let it go” (Williams, 2004, p. 82).

10 “BIG DADDY: Brick, you know, I swear to God, I don’t know the way it happens? / BRICK: The way
what happens, Big Daddy? / BIG DADDY: You git you a piece of land, by hook or crook, an” things start
growin’ on it, things accumulate on it, and the first thing you know it’s completely out of hand,
completely out of hand! / BRICK: Well, they say nature hates a vacuum, Big Daddy. / BIG DADDY:
That’s what they say, but sometimes I think that a vacuum is a hell of a lot better than some of the stuff
that nature replaces it with” (Williams, 2004, p. 83).
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uma expressao do capital agrario, que tem como condicdes de existéncia os principios da
acumulacdo e da reprodutibilidade, o processo descrito por Big Daddy é justamente o de
reprodutibilidade do capital.

Quando um proprietario adquire um pedago de terra e passa a explora-la, os frutos
da producédo se multiplicam, produzem excedentes, geram lucro e, enfim, “quando menos
se espera”, o “vacuo” da natureza ja foi preenchido por “coisas” que fogem do controle
mesmo de quem pensa ter o poder de administra-las. Do ponto de vista de Big Daddy,
além das monoculturas de algodao, as “coisas” que ocupam o vazio da terra sdo também,
metaforicamente, todo o conjunto de valores que o capital traz consigo embutido. No caso
da peca, reproduzem-se também de forma descontrolada os “parasitas” da plantagao, cujo
Unico interesse é consumir a maior parte possivel desse capital, e enfim se apropriar dele.
As coisas que a “natureza coloca no lugar” do vacuo, no entanto, ndo sao exatamente
produto da natureza, como supde Big Daddy, mas da acdo antrépica, dotada de meios e
fins.

A dominagao do vazio — seja pelo algoddo ou pelas “pragas” que atacam a lavoura
— e a consequente acumulacdo de capital dela derivada sao o resultado da dominagado do
campo e da exploracdo de mdo de obra que possa fazer crescer a producao. Que Big
Daddy conceba tudo isso como dado da natureza, como processo natural, é sinal do tipo
de ideologia a que o personagem se filia. Ao naturalizar aquilo que é resultado do trabalho
de muitas maos, Big Daddy parece ser incapaz de ver como o comportamento predatério
daqueles que tentam botar as “garras” em suas terras é motivado pela propria
concentracao de capital de que ele é simbolo. Como alguém que nao nasceu um herdeiro,
mas tornou-se um detentor dos meios de producao pelas vias da ascensdo social, Big
Daddy demonstra desconhecer os mecanismos préprios do capital, que, além de se
reproduzir e se expandir, atrai para si e acaba por engolfar toda uma miriade de “coisas”:
pessoas, instituicdes, desejos.

A remissdo aos espectros de Straw e Ochello engendram, em seguida, a discussao
acerca do “problema Skipper”. Como demonstrou Hege L. Neess (2012), esses trés
individuos figuram entre o rol de personagens gays da obra de Williams que, apesar de
nao integrarem o presente cénico, agem diretamente do passado no sentido de impelir a
peca em direcdo a seu desfecho trégico, e sobre os quais s6 se pode conhecer através da

fala de outros personagens. Ao lado de Allan, o ex-marido de Blanche em A streetcar named
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Desire, que se suicidou depois que ela descobriu sua homossexualidade; e de Sebastian em
Suddenly, last summer, que foi devorado por jovens na ilha de Cabeza de Lobo, na Espanha,
com quem mantinha rela¢des de prostituicdo, Skipper, Straw e Ochello sdo exemplos de
“off-stage gay characters” dotados daquilo “estatuto de auséncia” (Naess, 2012, p. 25)
prépria desse grupo social no periodo em que Williams escreveu. Por estarem mortos, ndo
podem enunciar: trata-se de um silenciamento simbdlico, que também remete, em termos
formais, a uma experiéncia social compartilhada por homossexuais nos Estados Unidos
entre os anos 1940 e 1950, no contexto do macartismo.

Ainda que a perseguicdo aos comunistas tenha sido a principal bandeira desse
movimento, outras atividades consideradas subversivas também estavam sob a mira do
poder oficial. Segundo o historiador David K. Johnson (2004), a promocao de politicas de
escrutinio dos funciondrios publicos durante o inicio da Guerra Fria nos Estados Unidos
acarretou também a investigacdo, o interrogatério e a remocdo sistematica de gays e
lésbicas do governo federal. Cunhada de “Lavender Scare” pelo autor, essa expressdo da
politica persecutéria se baseava no medo infundado de que gays e lésbicas pudessem
representar uma ameaga a seguranca nacional porque eram vulneraveis a imoralidades,
assim como os comunistas (cf. Heatley, 2007). E por esse motivo que, em Cat on a hot tin
roof, o suicidio de Skipper se da no momento em que o personagem tem sua sexualidade
simbolicamente reprimida pelo melhor amigo, como veremos a seguir. Sua morte,
contraditoriamente, é o evento pregresso que permite que sua presenca espectral adentre a
acdo dramética: se o her6i Brick bebe, como todos imaginam, em decorréncia da morte do
amigo, a propria existéncia de Skipper engquanto homossexual parece ter tido forca o
suficiente para interromper um ciclo de sucessdo patrilinear iniciado com Straw e Ochello.
Entre o casal de fundadores e o melhor amigo de Brick, ha uma distancia de classe que nao

s6 os condena a destinos diferentes, como garante o préprio conflito da peca.

Homossexualidade, falsidade e tolerancia

O recurso de que Williams se vale para representar a questdo da homossexualidade
no texto funciona como espécie de entremeio entre a dimensao psicolégica de Brick e o
entorno com que ele parece se debater: a “mendacity”. Quando Big Daddy pergunta por

que o filho estd inquieto e ndo para de beber, ele se queixa de ainda ndo ter conseguido
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alcancar “o clique” que ouve em sua cabeca quando bebe, e que, como um botdo, tem o

poder de tranquilizé-lo. Apdés ameacas de Big Daddy, que promete “endireitar” (“to

straighten”) o filho caso ele ndo largue o alcool (Williams, 2016, p. 100)," o filho afirma que

bebe para matar o nojo que sente da “falsidade” (“mendacity”). Big Daddy responde

irritado:

BIG DADDY: O que vocé sabe sobre falsidade? Porra! Eu podia escrever
um livro sobre isso. Sabia? Podia escrever um livro e ainda ndo dava pra
esgotar o assunto. Isso, eu podia, podia escrever uma porra de um livro
sobre isso e ainda ndo chegava nem perto de concluir o assunto! Pense em
todas as mentiras que tenho que aguentar! Fingimentos! Isso nao é
falsidade? Por exemplo, fingir que gosto da Maezona! Nao suporto ver,
ouvir ou sentir o cheiro dessa mulher ha mais de quarenta anos, mesmo
quando eu deitava com ela! Regularmente como um reldgio... Fingir que
amo esse filho da puta do Gooper e a Mae e aqueles cinco papagaios
selvagens azucrinando meus ouvidos. Jesus. Nao consigo olhar pra eles! A
igreja! Me enche o saco, mas eu vou! Vou e fico sentado escutando aquele
pastor idiota! Os clubes: Elks! Magonaria! Rotary!"> Porra! (Um espasmo de dor
o faz apertar a barriga. Ele afunda em uma cadeira e sua voz fica mais suave e mais
rouca.) De vocé eu gosto muito por algum motivo, sempre tive um tipo de
sentimento - afeto - respeito - é, sempre... Vocé e o meu sucesso como
fazendeiro sdao minha tnica devocao na vida! Essa é a verdade... Nao sei
por que, mas é. Eu convivo com a falsidade! Por que vocé ndo pode? Porra,
tem que viver com isso, ndo tem jeito de viver sem falsidade, ou tem?
(Williams, 2016, p. 105)."

11

12

13

“BIG DADDY: Naw, it won’t. You're my son, and I'm going to straighten you out; now that I'm
straightened out, I'm going to straighten you out!” (Williams, 2004, p. 102). Ha aqui um jogo de palavras,
pois “to straighten (somebody)” pode significar “transformar” alguém em heterossexual.

Assim como a Magonaria, a Elks e a Rotary sdao organizagdes fraternais cujos objetivos variam desde
promover filantropia e servigos humanitarios a promover valores éticos e politicos. Sdo frequentadas
majoritaria ou exclusivamente por homens ligados aos estratos de poder na sociedade, o que se garante
através de ingresso restrito ou atrelado a doagdes e contribuicdes financeiras. A Benevolent and Protective
Order of Elks (Ordem Benevolente e Protetora dos Alces) é uma ordem fraternal americana fundada em
1868, em Nova lorque; o primeiro Rotary Club (Clube Rotary) foi fundado em 1905, em Chicago; e o
surgimento da Magonaria remonta ao final do século XIV na Europa e estd intimamente relacionada aos
preceitos filoséfico-politicos do luminismo e do Liberalismo.

“BIG DADDY: What do you know about this mendacity thing? Hell! I could write a book on it! Don’t you
know that? I could write a book on it and still not cover the subject? Well, I could, I could write a goddam
book on it and still not cover the subject anywhere near enough!! - Think of all the lies I got to put up
with! - Pretences! Ain’t that mendacity? Having to pretend stuff you don’t think or feel or have any idea
of? Having for instance to act like I care for Big Mama! - I haven’t been able to stand the sight, sound, or
smell of that woman for forty years now! - even when I laid her! - regular as a piston.... Pretend to love
that son of a bitch of a Gooper and his wife Mae and those five same screechers out there like parrots in a
jungle? Jesus I Can’t stand to look at “em! Church! - it bores the Bejesus out of me but I go! - I go an’ sit
there and listen to the fool preacher! Clubs! - Elks! Masons! Rotary! - crap! [A spasm of pain makes him
clutch his belly. He sinks into a chair and his voice is softer and hoarser.] You I do like for some reason,
did always have some kind of real feeling for - affection - respect - yes, always... You and being a
success as a planter is all I ever had any devotion to in my whole life! - and that’s the truth... I don’t
know why, but it is! I've lived with mendacity! - Why can’t you live with it? Hell, you got to live with it,
there’s nothing else to live with except mendacity, is there?” (Williams, 2004, p. 110)
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A fala de Big Daddy poderia servir como sintese de toda a peca: de uma so vez, ele
conjuga quase todos os personagens na festa e resume seus objetivos em torno da ideia de
“falsidade”. Big Mama, Gooper, Mae, as criancas, a Igreja (representada pelo Reverendo) e
mesmo os clubes fraternais que Big Daddy frequenta sdao simbolos disso. Ndo contente
com a resposta, no entanto, o pai confessa que, em todas as vezes que conversou com o
tilho, sempre sentiu que havia algo ndo dito entre eles, e sugere que esse algo tivesse relagao
com a coisa “anormal” (“not right exactly”) na relacdo do filho com seu melhor amigo.
Quando Brick pergunta se o pai estaria insinuando que ele e 0 melhor amigo tinham se
relacionado amorosa ou sexualmente, Big Daddy diz, gentilmente: “Calma ai, um minuto,
meu filho. Vi muita coisa na minha época” (Williams, 2016, p. 112)." Ele conta ao filho, por
exemplo, como era sua vida antes de 1910, quando chegou a propriedade de Straw e
Ochello: ele diz que rodou o pais, dormiu em abrigos de vagabundos (“hobo jungles and
railroad Y’s”)", penhorou seus sapatos furados e dormiu em vagdes cheios de algodao
(“wagons of cotton”), até que foi acolhido pelo casal de proprietarios daquela fazenda.

Ao mencionar suas origens na pobreza, Big Daddy parece querer convencer o filho
de que, nos tempos em que viveu as margens da sociedade, viu “de tudo” e que, por isso,
entendia “muitas coisas” — nao haveria, portanto, motivos para Brick se ofender com a
insinuacdo de que ele e Skipper teriam tido uma relacdo homossexual. No relato que faz,
Big Daddy revela que seu primeiro contato com a homossexualidade se deu no periodo de
sua vida em que ocupou os espagos marginais da sociedade. Em seguida, foi adotado por
um casal de homossexuais, cuja posi¢do naquele sistema era, ao contrdrio, de centralidade.
Mesmo tendo visto “de tudo”, no entanto, Big Daddy ndo parece capaz de enxergar
ternura na relacdo do casal de proprietarios, e se refere a ela como algo anormal. Ele conta
que quando Jack Straw morreu, Ochello parou de comer “como um cachorro faz quando o

dono morre, e morreu também”, o que deixou Big Daddy responsavel pela administragao

4 “BIG DADDY [gently]: Now, hold on, hold on a minute, son. I knocked around in my time” (Williams,
2004, p. 117). Para Bibler (2002, p. 389), a ambiguidade da expressdo “to knock around”, que pode significar
“vadiar”, mas também “aprontar”, em sentido sexual, seria um indicio de que Big Daddy também teria se
envolvido em relagdes homossexuais no tempo em que era jovem, e que, por esse motivo, tentava
convencer o filho da sua tolerancia.

“Hobo jungles” eram acampamentos improvisados a beira das linhas férreas, especialmente na jungao
triangular e em formato de Y de trés linhas diferentes (“railroad Y’s”), onde pessoas dormiam, muitas
vezes por dias, enquanto esperavam pela saida de um trem. Era um local comumente frequentado por
andarilhos, pessoas desempregadas ou em situagdo de vulnerabilidade social, os “hobos” (vagabundos).
Alguns eram mais permanentes do que outros, mas todos tinham em comum serem um espago de
reftigio, um lugar isolado onde a pessoa podia comer, dormir, ler um jornal e se lavar antes de sair
novamente.

15
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da propriedade. Onde havia ternura e devo¢do mttua — um amor tao profundo que um
ndo poderia viver sem o outro —, Big Daddy enxergava a relacdo ndo humana de
dependéncia entre um mestre e um cachorro, dois seres que, apesar de manterem relagao
de afeto, sequer podem se comunicar com linguagem.

A fala, breve que seja, ilustra um ponto central da figuracdo da homossexualidade
na peca: a experiéncia sendo descrita diz respeito a forma como determinados
comportamentos ou identidades sexuais carregam valores diferentes a depender da
posicdo que ocupam na sociedade. No texto, as praticas homossexuais presenciadas por
Big Daddy na periferia do sistema estavam relacionadas as condicdes de exploracdo e
pobreza; no centro do sistema, no entanto, ocupam posigao fundante. O posicionamento
do pai, ainda que possa revelar certa incompreensao do que haveria de realmente afetivo
na relacdo entre Straw e Ochello, tem a fungao de aproximar as figuras de Brick e Skipper
as de Straw e Ochello, e de sugerir que, assim como havia uma mutua relacdo de
dependéncia entre os proprietdrios originais, também Skipper dependia de Brick e vice-
versa: “BIG DADDY: S6 estou dizendo que entendo - / BRICK (violentamente): Skipper
morreu. Eu ndo parei de comer! / BIG DADDY: Mas comegou a beber. (Brick gira sobre a
muleta e joga o copo através do quarto gritando)” (Williams, 2016, p. 112)."* O que o filho
entende como um ataque, Big Daddy vé com olhos “tolerantes”. Nos dois casos, haveria
uma relacdo de afeto tdo forte que quando uma das partes morre, a outra para de comer,
ou, nesse caso, comega a beber. A comparacdo enfurece Brick, a quem a simples insinuagao

de que teria havido algo de sexual na sua relagdo com Skipper é revoltante:

BRICK: Ah, vocé também acha, vocé me chama de filho e viado. Talvez seja
por isso que vocé tenha colocado Maggie e eu neste quarto que era do Jack
Straw e do Peter Ochello, onde aquelas duas tias velhas dormiam numa
cama de casal em que morreram. [..] VOCE TAMBEM ACHA? Vocé
também acha isso? Acha? Acha que eu e Skipper faziamos - sodomia! -
juntos? (Williams, 2016, p. 112).”

Se o pai parece tolerante e tenta aproximar-se do filho, dirimindo o aspecto

negativo das insinuagdes, Brick raciocina em sentido contrario. Para ele, a acusacao sendo

16 “BIG DADDY: I'm just saying I understand such - / BRICK [violently]: Skipper is dead. I have not quit
eating! / BIG DADDY: No, but you started drinking. [Brick wheels on his crutch and hurls his glass
across the room shouting.]” (Williams, 2004, p. 119).

“BRICK: Oh, you think so, too, you call me your son and a queer. Oh!! Maybe that’s why you put Maggie
and me in this room that was Jack Straw’s and Peter Ochello’s, in which that pair of old sisters slept in a
double bed where both of "em died!” [...] BRICK: YOU THINK SO TOO? [...] You think so, too? You

think so, too? You think me an” Skipper did, did, did! - sodomy! - together?” (Williams, 2004, p. 119).

17
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feita era de que ele e seu amigo haviam praticado sodomia, termo carregado de conotacgao
religiosa e que remete a praticas imorais e pecaminosas — ndo a toa, momentos antes
dessa fala, o Reverendo Tooker aparece nas portas da sacada, “a corporificagdo viva da
devota e convencional mentira” (Williams, 2016, p. 111),"® & procura do banheiro
masculino. Quando Brick conta uma anedota dos tempos em que Skipper e ele estavam
na faculdade, ele se refere a um dos membros da fraternidade de que eram parte, o qual
foi expulso do campus acusado de sodomia e fugiu para a Africa do Norte. A relacao entre
centro e periferia no que diz respeito a figuracdo da experiéncia de homossexualidade é
retomada aqui: o rapaz que foi acusado de comportamentos homossexuais precisou fugir
de uma fraternidade, espaco das agremiacdes de poder no contexto universitario
estadunidense, em direcdo as “beiradas” do mundo. A “Africa do Norte”, denominaco
vaga para a periferia do sistema, serve aqui de alegoria de um espaco marcado por
primitivismo e desordem."”

Big Daddy diz que o lugar de onde acaba de voltar é ainda mais longe do que esse:
“0 pais da morte”, “o outro lado da lua”. Por esse motivo, nada mais o surpreenderia com
facilidade, o que confirma a tese de que a relacdo dos personagens com a
homossexualidade obedece a uma légica de certa espacializacdo, geografica, mas também
metaférica. Naquele espaco em que se encontram os personagens, o centro da plantagdo e
do sistema de que ela é indice, ha as marcas da ordem e das convengdes sociais, ha espaco
para ternura e para afetividade, para as relagdes de parceria e para o crescimento das
“coisas” do capital. Em um espaco “outro”, sempre distante, reinam a desordem, e
prevalecem a sodomia e outros comportamentos sexuais desviantes: sdo o passado nas
ruas de Big Daddy, a Africa do Norte, “o0 outro lado da lua” (ou seja, a morte).

Depois de ter visto o outro lado da lua, isto é, 0 além-mundo, Big Daddy se tornou
ainda mais “tolerante” do que ja era. Mesmo antes de ter quase experienciado a morte, no
entanto, o personagem alega ter vivido sempre “com muito espaco” ao seu redor, de modo
que nunca se deixou infectar pelas ideias dos outros. Nesse momento, Big Daddy relaciona

de forma mais clara o tema da homossexualidade ao tema da propriedade: “Uma coisa

18

“BIG DADDY: Now just don’t go throwing rocks at - [Suddenly Reverend Tooker appears in the gallery
doors, his head slightly, playfully, fatuously cocked, with a practised clergyman’s smile, sincere as a bird-
call blown on a hunter’s whistle, the living embodiment of the pious, conventional lie. Big Daddy gasps a
little at this perfectly timed, but incongruous, apparition.] - What're you looking for, Preacher? /
REVEREND TOOKER: The gentlemen’s lavatory, ha ha! - heh, heh...” (Williams, 2004, p. 118).

Também em Suddenly Last Summer (1958) o ambiente em que se praticam atividades homossexuais, a ilha
de Cabeza de Lobo, na Espanha, é um espaco exético e grotesco, tomado por selvagens e “brutos”.

19
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mais importante que algoddo, que vocé pode cultivar num lugar grande é a tolerdncia.
Cultivei tolerancia” (Williams, 2016, p. 114).* Ele, que tem um casal de homossexuais
como figuras paternas, alega ter aprendido que a tolerancia com o “diferente” é algo mais
valioso do que uma plantacdo de algodao. O que subjaz essa afirmacdo, no entanto, é a
relacdo de contiguidade entre a plantacdo de algodao e o casal Straw/Ochello: indices do
mesmo signo, a tolerdncia de Big Daddy e a manutencdo da plantacdo precisam coexistir
— sob o risco de que a auséncia de tolerdncia coloque em risco a sobrevida da

propriedade.

“Too rare to be normal”: o “problema Skipper”

Se Big Daddy tenta a todo tempo associar a questdo da homossexualidade e sua
tolerdncia com a questdo da sucessdo, Brick caminha em direcdo oposta. Enquanto o
patriarca forca o filho a confessar uma relacdo impura, garantindo sua posicdo tolerante,
como uma maneira de fazer com que ele pare de beber, o heréi faz questao de enfatizar
que nunca houve impureza na relacdo dos amigos. Para ele, sua amizade com Skipper era

tao pura e ideal que nao poderia ser “maculada” com uma acusagao daquele tipo:

BRICK: Por que uma amizade excepcional, real e profunda, entre dois
homens nao pode ser respeitada como uma coisa limpa e decente sem ser
considerada - [...] Bichas. (Ao pronunciar esta palavra, podemos mensurar o
alcance profundo e amplo da moral convencional que ele recebeu do mundo que
logo cedo o coroou de louros.) [...] Skipper e eu tinhamos algo puro e
verdadeiro - uma amizade pura, durante quase toda a vida, até Maggie vir
com essa insinuagdo que o senhor estd falando. Normal? Nao. Era muito
rara pra ser normal. Qualquer coisa verdadeira entre duas pessoas é muito
rara para ser normal (Williams, 2016, p. 115).*

O raciocinio de Brick é semelhante aquele que o leva a pensar o problema da
falsidade. A excepcionalidade de sua relacdo com Skipper se devia ao fato de que era pura
e verdadeira, o que a destacaria de um mundo tomado por falsidade e mentiras, de modo

que ela fosse “muito rara para ser normal” (“too rare to be normal”). Essa descricdo do afeto

* “BIG DADDY: Always, anyhow, lived with too much space around me to be infected by ideas of other
people. One thing you can grow on a big place more important than cotton! - is tolerance! - I grown it”
(Williams, 2004, p. 122).

“BRICK: Why can’t exceptional friendship, real, real, deep, deep friendship! between two men be
respected as something clean and decent without being thought of as - [...] Fairies... [In his utterance of
this word, we gauge the wide and profound reach of the conventional mores he ot from the world that crowned him
with early laurel.] Skipper and me had a clean, true thing between us! - had a clean friendship, practically
all our lives, till Maggie got the idea you're talking about. Normal? No! - It was too rare to be normal, any
true thing between two people is too rare to be normal.” (Williams, 2004, pp. 122 - 123).
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entre os dois amigos mais uma vez os aproxima de Straw e Ochello, entre os quais havia
“uma ternura incomum” (“a tenderness which was uncommon”), segundo a rubrica de
abertura. Mesmo tentando se afastar da comparagdo com o casal, que Brick chama de
“bichas”, ele reafirma que sua relacdo com Skipper era superior a qualquer tipo de
normalidade “do mundo”, assim como era o caso do casal de proprietarios, que s6
puderam viver uma vida amorosa duradoura porque se sobrepuseram a essa
normalidade, isolando-se, ao menos metaforicamente, no espacgo da plantagdo. A recusa a
normalidade é sindbnimo, nesse caso, de controle: no centro de um império, a opcao de nao
aderir as normas do mundo era financeira e politicamente viavel. Para Brick, no entanto, o
peso das normas sociais parecia ser mais oneroso: “o alcance profundo e amplo da moral
convencional que ele recebeu do mundo” (Williams, 2016, p. 114),” como sugere a rubrica,
sdo os valores de uma norma social em que nao haveria espago para a relagao de ternura
entre dois homens.

O que separa o par Brick/Skipper do par Straw/Ochello é o fato de que, apesar de
Brick também ter sido criado na plantagdo, ele ndo ocupou a posicdo de controle dessa
propriedade. O mundo “que logo cedo o coroou de louros” é o mundo da alta sociedade
sulista, em que Brick cumpria a fungdo mitolégica de um heréi americano, que, enquanto
her6i, precisava necessariamente incorporar os mais altos valores do mundo que
representava. Tendo nascido e sido criado durante o periodo da Segunda Guerra, Brick
incorporou em especial os valores de uma sociedade que rapidamente se expandia e que, a
medida que exercia seu poder sobre as outras nagdes e reafirmava seu chamado a
grandeza, precisava de super-heréis. O que separa o casal de proprietdrios de Brick e
Skipper é, afinal, o fato de que os tltimos sao filhos de uma segunda geracdo do American
Dream: eram alunos universitarios, herdis do futebol, membros de uma fraternidade. O
que separava Brick de Skipper, no entanto, era que Brick, ao contrario do melhor amigo,
tinha suas origens familiares em uma plantacdo, o que lhe garantiria alguns privilégios.

Se Big Daddy aprendeu a ser “tolerante” com aquilo que se considerava desviante,
é porque, além de depender daquela tolerancia para garantir a sobrevida da propriedade,
nao recaiu sobre ele o 6nus de ser considerado “desviante.” Por outro lado, subproduto de
um processo de ascensao social que Brick ndo precisou viver por ter nascido herdeiro, Big

Daddy “viu de tudo” e pdde conhecer as experiéncias de excecdo e marginalidade da

# “[In his utterance of this word, we gauge the wide and profound reach of the conventional mores he got

from the world that crowned him with early laurel]” (Williams, 2004, p. 122).
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sociedade estadunidense. Na sua trajetoria de ascensdo, o velho Pollitt parece ter
percebido aquilo que ainda parece ndo estar claro para o filho: ainda mais forte do que os
mitos da sociedade americana e a moral convencional que a regem é a forga de sobrevida
do capital. Straw e Ochello, entendidos aqui como legitimos representantes da burguesia,
porque efetivamente detinham os meios de producdo, estavam acima de qualquer
convengdo social, e podiam se dar ao “luxo” de concretizar sua ternura no mundo, a
despeito da moral desse mesmo mundo.

Big Daddy, ao ocupar o vacuo deixado por eles, incorporou também os valores
necessarios para a manutengao do poder: a importancia da “tolerancia” de Big Daddy,
nesse caso, explica-se pela absoluta necessidade de que ela existisse para que a
propriedade continuasse intacta, tanto no passado quanto agora, quando ele tenta
convencer o filho a assumir o controle das terras. Ao insistir que Brick pare de beber e
tome as rédeas da propria vida, ele reafirma seu compromisso com o capital, pois se
preocupa em preparar um herdeiro que esteja a altura da tarefa que lhe for legada. Para
conseguir fazer com que o filho pare de beber, ele precisa antes apresenta-lo a esse sistema
de “tolerancia” daqueles que estdo ao centro. Em troca dessa “Verdade” (a que o texto se
refere como “the Truth”, em oposicdo direta a “mendacity”) que o pai tenta tirar de Brick, o
filho decide contar a verdade sobre o diagnéstico de Big Daddy: “uma coisa inadmissivel
pela outra” (Williams, 2004, p. 115).%

A coisa inadmissivel que Big Daddy tenta tirar de Brick diz respeito as condigdes da
morte de Skipper, que até esse momento nao foi esclarecida para o leitor. Os detalhes
dessa passagem encontram-se na extensa rubrica que Williams incorporou a versao final
do texto,* e que, dentre outras coisas, alerta o leitor de que aquilo que pai e filho estdo
discutindo, “timida e dolorosamente por parte de Big Daddy, feroz e violentamente por
parte de Brick, é a coisa inadmissivel que Skipper morreu para renegar entre eles”

(Williams, 2004, p. 110).” A “renegagdo” de que se fala aqui é o processo psicanalitico de

» “IBrick looks back at his father again. He has already decided, without knowing that he has made this

decision, that he is going to tell his father that he is dying of cancer. Only this could even the score
between them: one inadmissible thing in return for another]” (Williams, 2004, p. 123).

Essa rubrica (Williams, 2004, p. 116-117), talvez a mais importante do texto, foi introduzida por Williams
na versdo final do texto (“Cat 3”) e continha uma espécie de “adverténcia” quanto a questdo da
homossexualidade de Brick e de sua relagdo com Skipper. O trecho foi escrito em resposta a resenha do
critico teatral William Kerr, que, quando da estreia da peca em 1955, criticou a ambiguidade e a evasao
com que a pega tratava do tema da homossexualidade.

“[(...) The thing they’re discussing, timidly and painfully on the side of Big Daddy, fiercely, violently on
Brick’s side, is the inadmissible thing that Skipper died to disavow between them.”] (Williams, 2004, p.
117).

24
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recusa da consciéncia, comum em casos em que a exposicio da verdade poderia
representar algum dano (psicolégico, sobretudo) ao sujeito, como acontece quando uma
pessoa homossexual precisa “assumir” sua sexualidade em um meio repressivo. Foi esse
processo de renegacdo que, segundo o texto, levou ao suicidio de Skipper. Quando o texto
compara a “coisa inadmissivel” que Big Daddy e Brick discutem (a questdo da
homossexualidade) com a “coisa inadmissivel” que Brick vai contar ao pai (a verdade
quanto a sua morte), a associagao sendo feita é, mais uma vez, aquela que conecta o tema
da sexualidade ao tema da propriedade. Do ponto de vista formal, a “invasao” do passado
no presente cénico, em torno da personagem de Skipper, é o elemento que tem a forca de

fazer conhecida a Verdade de ambos os Pollitt.

Em busca da verdade: a falsidade enquanto sistema

E o suicidio de Skipper, recontado e, portanto, recriado em cena, que tera o poder
de revelar ao patriarca a eminéncia de sua morte. Em oposicdo a falsidade que parece
reger todos os outros ntcleos da familia, ha aqui, entre pai e filho, a Verdade em sua
dimensdo mais pura: associada a morte, ja que, em vida, ndo parece ser possivel haver
qualquer verdade, apenas falsidade e mentira. Para esclarecer o que houve efetivamente,
Brick reconta o momento em que Skipper lhe telefonou e lhe fez uma confissdao, bébado, ao
que ele respondeu desligando o telefone em siléncio. “Vocé deve ter falado alguma coisa
para ele antes de desligar” (Williams, 2016, p. 118), o pai diz. No relato minucioso do filho
para o pai, fica claro que, assim como Maggie ao longo de toda a peca, Skipper tinha
ligado para o amigo na esperanca de se aproximar dele: sua confissdo, menos do que um
pedido de consumacdo de o que quer que fosse, teria sido um desabafo e um pedido de
ajuda, diante de uma situagdo de opressao com a qual talvez ele ndo tivesse condi¢des de
lidar sozinho. Se a recusa de Brick é o que acarreta o suicidio de seu melhor amigo, o que
fica revelada é que aquilo que causou a morte do rapaz foi sua tentativa frustrada de
simbolicamente adentrar o espaco de poder e seguranca que o protagonista habitava.
Assim como Maggie tenta, a todo custo, gerar um filho de Brick para finalmente se inserir
no centro daquele universo, em que ha espago para a tolerancia e a afetividade, também

Skipper tentou sem sucesso se aproximar do amigo, movimento de que a noite de amor
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frustrado entre os dois seria simbolo. Essa explicacdo serve a Big Daddy como confissdo de

que o nojo que o filho tenta aniquilar é nojo dele mesmo:

BIG DADDY: Ah-ahn. Bom, de qualquer jeito - chegamos na mentira de
que vocé tem tanto nojo e por isso estd bebendo para matar o nojo, Brick.
Vocé estd culpando os outros. Esse nojo com a falsidade é nojo de vocé
mesmo. Voceé! - cavou a cova do seu amigo e jogou ele dentro - antes de
encarar a verdade com ele.

BRICK: A verdade dele, ndo a minha!

BIG DADDY: Que seja, a dele! Mas vocé ndo encarou com ele.

BRICK: Quem consegue encarar a verdade? Vocé consegue? (Williams,
2016, p. 119).*

Se tomarmos como verdade que a falsidade seja um dado da normalidade nas
sociedades capitalistas, e que Brick tenha incorporado essa normalidade como sinénimo
através das convengdes sociais as quais aderia, a acusacdo de Big Daddy é entao
verdadeira: ndo se trata de uma acusagdo de que o filho fosse um homossexual ou mesmo
que fosse apaixonado por Skipper, mas antes uma acusagdo de que Brick havia sido
covarde, pois ndo teve coragem de se opor a falsidade daquela sociedade para defender a
verdade do amigo. A incapacidade do herdeiro de encarar a homossexualidade de Skipper
e apoia-lo, a despeito das possibilidades de que ele proprio fosse acusado de ser um
homossexual, é o que teria levado ao suicidio do amigo. Ao sucumbir as acusagdes feitas
contra ele, o jovem precisou renegar com a propria vida a “coisa inadmissivel” que
supostamente haveria entre os dois, mas que s6 era inadmissivel do ponto de vista
externo, social.

O que esta figurado com sua morte, portanto, ndo é exatamente a experiéncia da
homossexualidade, mas a da homofobia e da repressdo, expressdes também da falsidade
com que Brick luta — ainda que ele ndo consiga, ao que tudo indica, associar seu
comportamento de recusa ao amigo como a adesdo inconsciente a esse sistema. Através do
emprego de expedientes narrativos, o que o texto nos fornece ndo é o escrutinio da
dimensao psicoldgica desse personagem, mas seu momento de crise, que é um momento
de “crise comum”, em que o “nojo” pela falsidade é resposta ao funcionamento de um

sistema. Como a propria rubrica explicativa esclarece, o que a peca tenta capturar “ndo é a

* “BIG DADDY: Anyhow now! - we have tracked down the lie with which you're disgusted and which
you are drinking to kill your disgust with, Brick. You been passing the buck. This disgust with mendacity
is disgust with yourself. You! - dug the grave of your friend and kicked him in it! - before you’d face
truth with him! / BRICK: His truth, not mine! / BIG DADDY: His truth, okay! But you wouldn’t face it
with him! / BRICK: Who can face truth? Can you?” (Williams, 2004, p. 127).
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solucdo do problema psicolégico de um homem”, mas “a qualidade verdadeira da
experiéncia em um grupo de pessoas” que passam por “uma crise comum” (Williams,
2016, p. 110).” Quando Big Daddy acusa o filho de ter renegado a verdade do amigo, ele o
acusa de ndo ter sido tolerante como ele sempre foi, de nado ter se oposto a um “sistema de
falsidade” que ele tanto critica. O pai busca apontar em Brick a incoeréncia e a contradi¢ao
de sua posicao de contestagdo da imoralidade que ele identifica nos outros e naquela
estrutura de mentiras, mas de equivalente adesdo (inconsciente) a esse sistema e seus
valores. Ao ter desligado o telefone e se recusado a “encarar a verdade” de Skipper —
note-se: ndo acreditar nela, ou mesmo incorpora-la como verdade absoluta, mas encara-la
(“to face it”) — Brick cedeu a falsidade que tanto o incomoda. As mesmas normas e a
convencdes que teriam sido para o amigo motivo para suicidio eram para ele valores de
uma convencdo a serem defendidos. Foi a recusa do protagonista de aderir a verdade de
Skipper contra um sistema de inverdades que teria levado ao seu suicidio, e empurrado
Brick para o estado de melancolia em que se encontra.

Quando Brick afirma que “a falsidade é o sistema em que vivemos” (Williams, 2004,
p. 120),”® ele demonstra consciéncia de que a falsidade é um conjunto de normas e
convengdes ndo s6 de “um mundo” ou “uma sociedade”, mas de um sistema. Mais do que
uma caracteristica de uma sociedade que diz o que é certo e o que é errado, moral e
imoral, verdade ou mentira, a falsidade é a reunido de elementos que, concretos ou
abstratos, se interligam de modo a formar um todo organizado, e que tém a capacidade de
se apresentar, ideologicamente, como a Verdade. O todo organizado, na peca, é a
propriedade que estd sendo disputada, que serve de metonimia para outro sistema, maior,
o sistema capitalista, e que é disputada por Maggie e os outros competidores que desejam
adquirir controle sobre esse sistema. Se, para Brick, as tnicas saidas para o “sistema da
mendacidade” sdo o alcool e a morte, é porque o “clique” que ele sente quando bebe serve
como espécie de morte simbdlica, em vida, daquele sistema internalizado por ele: uma
forma de renegar as mentiras que se apresentam como verdades do mundo.

Assim como Skipper morreu para renegar a “coisa inadmissivel” entre eles perante

esse sistema, ou seja, morreu para “escapar do sistema”, Brick bebe para morrer aos

7 “[...] [The bird that I hope to catch in the net of this play is not the solution of one man’s psychological

problem. I'm trying to catch the true quality of experience in a group of people, that cloudy, flickering,
evanescent - fiercely charged! - interplay of live human beings in the thundercloud of a common crisis]”
(Williams, 2004, p. 117).

* “BRICK: Mendacity is a system that we live in. Liquor is one way out an” death’s the other...” (Williams,

2004, p. 129).
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poucos. A doenca de Big Daddy, nesse sentido, cumpre no texto a mesma funcao que o
alcool do filho, ja que tanto o cancer quanto o alcoolismo sdo aqui figurados nao como
meros parasitas que invadem corpos saudaveis, mas como a expressao maxima do “bom
funcionamento” do organismo: tanto o fisico (o corpo de Big Daddy), quanto o social (a
plantacdo, de que Big Daddy é metonimia). Se cancer e alcool sdo signos contiguos a
falsidade, como a progressdo dramatica da peca sugere, é porque eles sdo “males
necessarios” de um sistema que depende da mentira, da corrupgao e da imoralidade para
se manter funcionando: o primeiro leva a morte, o segundo tem a capacidade de aniquilar
a verdade. Foi assim com Skipper, que se matou pela verdade; é assim com Brick, que na
peca se envenena lentamente para evitar a verdade; e é assim também com Big Daddy,
que agora morrerd por ter conhecido a verdade.

Em comum aos trés personagens, hd a jornada edipiana em direcdo ao
conhecimento que cega, e que acarreta a morte. Assim como no cléssico de Sofocles, é a
caminhada rumo ao esclarecimento que termina por cegar aquele que ousa conhecer, e
neste caso o que hé para “ser conhecido” é um mundo que tem a mentira como base. Se a
caminhada em direcdo a verdade leva a morte daquele que busca conhecer, por outro lado
ela também leva a sobrevida do sistema: pois Big Daddy morrerd, mas sua propriedade
seguird intocada. Simbolicamente, o cancer do velho Pollitt é o sistema de falsidade
introjetado corroendo-o por dentro, mas garantindo que a propriedade siga viva e
funcionando, resguardando a falsidade seu lugar de norma, regra e convencdo. Assim
como Big Daddy morre lentamente, Brick também se mata aos poucos, talvez por ter
percebido — antes do pai, mas depois do melhor amigo — que ndo ha verdade que
sobreviva as mentiras do sistema.

No caso de Skipper, ao invadir o presente cénico, a personagem parece impor a
Brick que ele aceite sua prépria verdade, para que entdo possa se livrar do nojo que sente
e, finalmente, se conformar ao sistema de mentiras que Big Daddy edificou, aceitando dar
continuidade a ele. Quando o protagonista revela ao pai a verdade sobre seu cancer, no
entanto, ele os coloca em pé de igualdade: “uma verdade pela outra”. Isso, porque, ao final
do segundo ato, ambos estdo moribundos, sofrendo de diferentes expressdes de um
mesmo “cancer” que é aos poucos “expelido” daquele organismo: no caso de Big Daddy
de maneira autofdgica, j4 que ele, simbolo daquele préprio sistema, é engolido no

momento que tenta levar o filho a aceitar sua propria verdade, o que implicaria a
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destruicao das mentiras ao seu redor, ou seja, a destruicdo do proprio sistema. Também
simbolicamente, o patriarca é engolido e precisa morrer para que a propriedade possa
sobreviver a ele. Como cinzas ou restos mortais, o final da peca impde sobre os
personagens as ruinas (ainda vivas e atuantes) de uma histéria de exploragao racial e de
classe que insiste em se repor. Essas ruinas, intrinsecamente relacionadas as tradigdes
sulistas, tornariam “a autodeterminagao e a escolha moral” dos personagens que habitam
aquele mundo “inatingiveis” (King, 1995, p. 629): é o caso de Brick, mas também de muitos
outros personagens na obra williamsiana, cujos “tipos fugitivos” fogem justamente de sua
incapacidade de se autodeterminar ou mesmo existir em um monte que busca sempre
conservar as “coisas do mundo”. Nesse universo ficcional, as disfunc¢des psiquicas, o
alcoolismo e a brutalidade nao sao tentativas de acobertar as fraturas de um mundo
“amaldicoado” por seu passado, que, como costuma ser o caso, reaparece no presente sob
a forma de uma fantasmagoria: em sentido humano, essas sao antes maneiras de existir em
um mundo caduco e, em sentido literario, um modo de figurar a discrepancia entre as
imposicdes da norma social e os desejos dos sujeitos produzidos por essa propria norma.

Nesse embate é que mora o drama moderno de Tennessee Williams.
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The glass menagerie and A streetcar named Desire
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objetos em circulacao em
The glass menagerie e A streetcar named Desire
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Abstract

Building on recent theatre scholarship theorizing the role of stage properties, this article
parses the function that objects acquire in Tennessee Williams's plays The glass menagerie
and A streetcar named Desire. Reconsidering these works through the role of objects such as
clothes, baggage, letters, and bottles, allows for a deeper understanding of the issues
embedded in the signifying economy of the two plays. A diachronic and synchronic
overview of the meaningful and recurring props to be found in these works shows how
certain objects circulate in a cultural landscape where gender and sexuality dominate the
dramatic discourse of the era. Williams’s theatre thus proves preoccupied with a reductive
sense of objectification that belittles and disparages human beings in general and women
in particular. Through a subtle indictment of the materialist and consumerist world of
1940s America, these plays give objects the power to evidence gender inequalities and
hegemonic sexual politics.

Keywords Luggage; Clothes; Gender; Eroticism; Consumerism; Memory.

Resumo

Este artigo, fundamentado em recentes estudos teatrais que teorizam sobre o papel dos
aderecos de cena, analisa a fun¢do que esses objetos desempenham nas pecas The glass
menagerie e A streetcar named Desire, de Tennessee Williams. Ao reexaminar essas obras
através da representacdo de elementos como roupas, bagagens, cartas e garrafas, é
possivel obter uma compreensdo mais aprofundada das questdes significativas inseridas
na dindmica simbdlica das duas pegas. Uma visdo diacronica e sincronica dos aderegos
significativos e recorrentes presentes nessas pegas demonstra como certos objetos circulam
em uma paisagem cultural onde género e sexualidade dominam o discurso dramaético da
época. O teatro de Williams, portanto, revela uma preocupagdo com uma nogao redutiva
de objetificacdo que diminui e menospreza os seres humanos em geral, e as mulheres em
particular. Ao lancar uma critica sutil a sociedade materialista e consumista dos Estados
Unidos na década de 1940, essas pecas conferem aos aderegos o poder de evidenciar
desigualdades de género e politicas sexuais hegemonicas.

Palavras-chave: Bagagem; Roupas; Género; Erotismo; Consumismo; Memodria.
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We travel carrying our words

Ofelia Zepeda

Introduction

Tennessee Williams’s dramatic uniqueness has often been identified with the
paradigm of struggles between silence and voice, between repression and declaration, as
many of his characters throughout his career are ostensibly either garrulous or shy and
silent. Yet, these characters are not the only means for delivering messages or for
disguising them. Theatre objects have a power to communicate that can rival, deny or
support spoken words in a sometimes unheeded flux of information. Stage props, in their
fluid condition of symbols, lexems, semiotic elements or material signifiers, and, as such,
conveyors of messages, have only recently received critical attention by drama and theatre
scholars. Historicizing the role and use of props through the centuries has been the aim of
critics working in this field.

Andrew Sofer’s The stage life of props, one of the first systematic studies in the field,
has investigated the power of stage objects to take on a life of their own in performance.
Distinguishing between production analysis (the possibilities a text offers) and
performance analysis (the actual, material performance of a specific production), he goes
on to suggest a universal definition of the prop. His attention therefore focuses on the
prop as “a discrete, material, inanimate object that is visibly manipulated by an actor in
the course of performance” (Sofer, 2003, p. 11), a description I embrace in this article.

With the spreading of the study of stage properties, Shakespeare’s theatre has
received significant attention in that it has allowed specific objects, such as the skull and
the handkerchief, to name the most blatant, to become transnational and transhistorical
metonyms for the plays they're identified with. Alongside his theatre, early modern
drama, a literary output that could not rely on the illusionistic devices contemporary
stages can boast, has attracted investigation of the role of props. Jonathan Harris and Neil
Korda’s Staged properties in early modern English drama is a collection of essays debunking
the myth of the bare Elizabethan stage by focusing on several case-studies of specific plays
of the time. “Objects in the early modern stage,” they maintain, “were often intended not

merely to catch, but to overwhelm the eye by means of their real or apparent costliness,
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motion and capacity to surprise” (Harris; Korda, 2006, p. 4). Their work also points to the
roots of 21% century prop scholarship as to be found in the burgeoning interest in material
culture that developed after the 1980s (Harris; Korda, 2006, p. 15-16).

Sophie Duncan’s study Shakespeare’s props: memory and cognition, as the title
promises, offers a cognitive approach to the Bard’s deployment of stage properties. She
addresses the absurdity of the oblivion most stage objects have had to suffer both in their
textual or performance analysis, and in their physical (i.e. storage) life, while “a handful of
iconic props - weapons, skulls, handkerchiefs, and body parts - have become visual
shorthand for their plays and key to their iconographic dissemination” (Duncan, 2019, p.
23). Engaging 215 century intersections between neuroscience, literature and the theatrical
genre in particular, Duncan suggests that stage properties should be read not so much as
substitutes for characters’ bodies but as volatile extensions of their minds. Such props “are
not assimilated into the mind but become triggers and sites of cognitive activity in their
own right” (Duncan, 2019, p. 24). In other words, “their status as detachable portable
minds carries them from cognitively attended objects to extended cognitive subjects”
(Duncan, 2019, p. 28).

Eleanor Margolies” wide-ranging study Props is a recent example bringing together
theoretical and practical approaches to textual and material properties. Her study ranges
from Ancient Greece to 20" century America, where the object, via Stanislavski’s theories
as adopted by Lee Strasberg in his Method, paradoxically tended to disappear. Though it
had the utmost import as a “trigger of emotions” in the famous sensory acting exercises,
the object could be simply imagined, in the actors’ working practice, thus losing its

physical presence (Margolies, 2016, p. 33-35).

Memory reified

Building on the previously mentioned works, this essay aims to identify and
investigate some of the most meaningful properties in Tennessee Williams’s first two
world hits and their syncronic and diacronic circulation on American stages. It is exactly at
the time when the Method was being taught in New York City and applied to dramaturgy
by Elia Kazan from the Group Theatre, that Williams opted for the disappearance of
cutlery and food in his 1945 play The glass menagerie. Though other props are present and
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pivotal in the play, among which the eponymous glass collection, the telephone, the
typewriter, the Victrola and the potrait of the father, in terms of objects the author worked
at a blending of realism and poetic evocation. In keeping with his idea of a new dramatic
language, he specified that, in the opening dinner scene, “eating is indicated by gestures
without food or utensils” (Williams, 1971b, p. 146).

His famous manifesto, in the form of production notes to the play, elaborated on the
lesson that expressionism had taught playwrights in the U.S., merging its heritage with a
desire for poetic realism. The result was a “fundamentally realistic aesthetic subverted by
suggestions of a mediating consciousness, [...] more accurately described as ‘subjective

‘7

realism”” (Murphy, 1992, p. 10), in which gestures and (missing) props would help blur
the boundaries between the real and the imaginary. The few statements preceding the
actual play are extremely meaningful in regard to my present research on stage objects,

especially where Williams writes that:

When a play employs unconventional techniques, it is not [...] trying to
escape its responsibility of dealing with reality, or interpreting experience,
but is actually [...] attempting to find a closer approach, a more penetrating
and vivid expression of things as they are. The straight realistic play with its
genuine Figidaire and authentic ice-cubes [...] corresponds to the academic
landscape and has the same virtue of a photographic likeness (Williams,
1971b, p. 131).

Despite his naive disregard of the potentialities of photographic art, Williams is
here saying something revelatory about his idea of a theatrical language where “reality is
an organic thing which the poetic imagination can represent or suggest, in essence, only
through transformation” (Williams, 1971b, p. 131). This is a memory play, and as such, a
particularly meaningful site for parsing the value of stage objects. The interrelation
between stage objects and memory has proved essential in Sophie Duncan’s reading of
Shakespeare’s props, as, for instance, in her observation that “Ophelia and Hamlet both
reach for ways to reify memory through material items” (Duncan, 2019, p. 37).> Thus The
glass menagerie as a whole can be considered as a reification of Tom’s memory.

While memory is a weapon in Elsinore, it is a burden in the American South, be it
the St. Louis of The glass menagerie or the New Orleans of A streetcar named Desire. This is

one of the most evident features of Williams’s theatre, as regards both the characters’

> In particular, boxes and books, and by extension chambers and closets, as “containers”, are considered by

Duncan as brain-like archives with a revelatory power.
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personal level and society at large. In order to break free from the cage of his sadly
conventional family life, Tom needs to discard his memories and dump them on to the
audience in the form of the narration/enactment of the play. The dumping is easier if the
burden is lighter, which explains the omission of food and cutlery in the very beginning of
the recollection. Weight is associated with memory also for Laura, who “lifts the heavy
annual” (Williams, 1971b, p. 156) containing her past.

Indeed, Tom does not handle many objects throughout the play. He fumbles a lot
with his clothes (universally considered as props by scholars): his shoes, his overcoat, his
muffler. In Scene Three, while his arm is caught in the sleeve of the coat, “[f]or a moment,
he is pinioned by the bulky garment” (Williams, 1971b, p. 164). At the beginning of the
following scene, while trying to enter the apartment, he drops the key, establishing a
disconnection with an object that not only symbolizes access, but as a matter of fact
contains a memorized code to that aim. Not surprisingly, he even forgets his key when
coming home with Jim. His desire to not enter that stifling space is objectified by the
falling or missing home key.

While Jim is “pretty clumsy with things” (Williams, 1971b, p. 223) and Tom
complains that he has “got no thing, no single thing - [...] in my life that I can call my
OWN!” (Williams, 1971b, p. 161), Laura and Amanda use objects to their own needs, be it
the telephone or the glass animals. At the end of Scene Five, Amanda holds a brush with
which she means to fix Tom’s hairdo (the stage direction reads “she attacks his hair”
(Williams, 1971b, p. 184) and Laura “appears with a dish towel” (Williams, 1971b, p. 189).
Their handling of everyday objects epitomizes the domesticity they both desire and that
Tom is fleeing from. One more visible prop that will virtually help Tom in this escape is
the newspaper he handles while sitting on the sofa in Scene Five. With its big headline
reading “Franco triumphs” (Williams, 1971b, p. 178), it has the only purpose of projecting
him far away from his environment.

An evident gender gap separating women’s and men’s desires and lifestyles is
mirrored in the stage props. In the Wingfields” apartment Tom holds cigarettes and stubs
of movie tickets, while Amanda repeatedly enters the stage holding food, a bowl of dessert
(Williams, 1971b, p. 147), a pitcher of fruit punch and a plate of macaroons (Williams,
1971b, p. 231). “I'm not made out of glass,” declares Jim (Williams, 1971b, p. 224), while

Laura is constantly compared to glass, both in terms of fragility and of religious light.
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Glass clearly objectifies gender inequality. It is the material that Tom smashes at the end of
the play when he throws his glass of lemonade on the floor. The action prefigures Stanley
crushing plates and cups at Blanche’s birthday dinner in Streetcar with an even more
evident intention to hit the symbolic feminine attached to them.

Reconsidering The glass menagerie through its stage props allows for an
understanding of the play’s preoccupation with the objectification of feelings, bodies, and
identities. Issues of identity are evident throughout the play, in that characters struggle to
be something else than what they are or fail to comply to expectations or are presented as
disembodied ideals. Amanda considers herself Laura’s sister and Laura fails to conform to
the stereotype of the Southern Belle. Tom dons the uniform of a merchant sailor in order to
be consistent with his idea of himself and Jim is presented as an “archetype of the
universal unconscious” (Williams, 1971b, p. 159).

Objects have anthropomorphic or zoomorphic features and bodies are easily
objectified. Laura leans against the arm of the sofa (Williams, 1971b, p. 230) and plays by
the clawfoot of a table (Williams, 1971b, p. 151), not to mention her glass figurines. The
breaking of the unicorn clearly signifies Laura’s transformation from “stiff” object
(Williams, 1971b, p. 225) to unique human being, as Jim assures her “You're one times
one!” (Williams, 1971b, p. 227). On a completely different tone, Jim is introduced by Tom
as someone “with the scrubbed and polished look of white chinaware” (Williams, 1971b,
p. 190). In a theatre with strong homosocial undercurrents, men are objectified as

desirable, women either as victims or as outright despicable.

Carrying the burden

The average American theatregoer was not seeing characters interacting with
imaginary objects for the first time when the curtain rose to show the Wingfields’
apartment. Besides the more experimental theatre companies that catered to limited
audiences, a Broadway production had surprised audiences with Thornton Wilder’s Our
town in 1938. The characters opened imaginary windows, carried invisible milk bottles
(but their clinking was heard), a doctor toiled with a heavy, not to be seen, black bag.

Bags, suitcases, trunks, baggage, luggage: few differences distinguish these terms as

they all refer to something we carry with ourselves while moving from a place to another.
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They immediately denote movement, be it exile, displacement, pleasure, vacation, work.
Bags are often used as evocative props: if they stay closed, zipped, or locked, they hide or
protect a secret. If they’re opened, they offer an insight into the private and personal life of
the owner. They can be absurd, as one of the suitcases Lucky carries in Beckett's Waiting
for Godot, first thought to hold important and useful items, then revealed to contain only
sand. In Oscar Wilde’s The importance of being earnest (revived on Broadway in a successful
production in 1947, the year of Williams’s Streeetcar), a handbag exposes Jack Worthing’s
social origin as acceptable for Lady Bracknell, thus strongly attaching to a prop matters of
class as well as the power to create and resolve dramatic conflict.

Foreshadowed by the valise she appears with at the beginning of the play,
Blanche’s trunk in A streetcar named Desire is fully visible and as participant in the dramatic
action as no other prop in William’s theatre. The trunk is “baggage, furniture, and
character all at once, a heavy and unwieldy onstage presence that mirrors her [Blanche’s]
own frail but nonetheless steely phisicality” (Harlan, 2018, p. 24). Indeed, it is also the
repository of dreams, memory, documents. It is the DuBois’s mansion, Belle Reve,
objectified on stage.

A feminist reading has suggested that Blanche and Stanley struggle for mastery
over each other in an attempt to acquire authority, to establish the truth and hence history.
The critic noted how the trunk replaces Blanche in Scene Two, while she is bathing and is

absent from the scene except as a singing voice.

Curiously, it also defends itself against Stanley’s attacks as successfully as
Blanche does when she comes on stage, chiefly because it contains more
than Stanley can fathom and resists his attempts at reduction. Blanche
declares, ‘everything that I own is in that trunk’, and, for the time being,
both owner and object successfully tell their story (Vlasopoulos, 1986, p.
155).

The struggle does not end there, and Stanley will end up ravaging Blanche as he
has done with the trunk. In this scene, he turns into the customs officer appraising his
sister-in-law’s baggage on the frontier between past and present, between fibs and reality,
between suspected immorality and hegemonic standards of family life. In “the back of that
little boy’s mind” (Williams, 1971a, p. 282), as Blanche says, there might also be a hint at
the misogynist objectification that the English language had for long inscribed in the word

“baggage”, as it could be used to identify “a disreputable and worthless woman, often one
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considered to lead an immoral life [...]. It also meant a silly, saucy, artful, or sly woman”
(Harlan, 2018, p. 47).°

According to Marvin Carlson’s theories (2001), theatre is a “memory machine”,
where spectators tend to experience stage events as a repetition of something already seen,
as a repository of cultural memory, as a recycling of past perceptions in imaginary
configuration. The material objects that characters interact with remind audiences not only
of real objects in everyday life, but also of other similar props in previous or contemporary
productions. Thus Blanche’s luggage deserves a closer look in a synchronic and diachronic
perspective.

Considering her situation of displacement, purported poverty and “dependency”,
her hand-carried valise immediately conveyed the poor migrants of the post-1929 crisis,
the dispossessed victims of the Depression. From former Broadway stages, though,
spectators’ memory could fish for figures more similar to hers. Disorderly women “with a
past” had appeared in two of the most successful American plays of the 1920s, Eugene
O'Neill's Anna Christie and Rain, adapted from Somerset Maugham’s short story for
Broadway by Clemence Randolph and John Colton. Both characters traveled with baggage
that clearly indicated a loss of home, a sense of flight and of precariousness.

For Anna, “a suitcase stands in the middle of the floor” at the opening of Act IV
(O'Neill, 1998, p. 48), marking the moment she’ll quit prostitution in favor of marriage.
That suitcase is a visible reminder of her troublesome past, just as Sadie Thompson’s past
travels with her from Hawai’i to the South Seas in Rain. The story of this woman, who
apparently fled a police raid in Honolulu’s red-light district, played uninterruptedly for
over two years on Broadway (Wainscott, 2004, p. 137). Forced to stay quarantined in
Samoa because of a cholera pandemic, she calls into the only available inn where a
missionary would wage a moral war against her. She is surrounded by young soldiers,
“carrying Sadie’s luggage - an oddly assorted multitude of objects hastily thrown together
in shawls and large handkerchiefs. There is one very old and battered suitcase” (Colton;
Randolph, 1948, p. 20). As the play’s heroine is much more seductive and roguish than
Maugham’s fictional character, the old and battered valise is not only the container of her

past, but also a double of the original Sadie.

> The epithet was used to define another famous Southern Belle: “Scarlett is a flighty, fast bit of baggage”

(Mitchell, 1936, p. 864).
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American stages had also witnessed, in the first decades of the 20" century,
productions of Anton Chekhov’s plays, where servants more often than not bustle about
the stage carrying luggage. One of Williams's favourite writers,* in his theatre Chekhov
deploys bags that resonate with Blanche’s trunk. This is not a coincidence, nor does it have
to do with “sinful” women. The convergence between Blanche’s luggage and the many
suitcases carried around in The seagull, Uncle Vanya and The cherry orchard is to be found in
the sense of loss and displacement due to the decadence of the old worlds Williams’s
South and Chekhov’s Russia were witnessing and mourning. The atmosphere of
disappointment of The seagull, the feeling of mismatched relationships in Uncle Vanya, and
the crumbling of the old aristocracy in The cherry orchard all contribute to a sense of
relocation, denoting a space of temporality, insecurity and discomfort objectified by
suitcases and trunks.

Usually considered a twin piece with Streetcar, Arthur Miller’s Death of a salesman
opened on Broadway two years after Williams’s masterpiece. The two plays are often
paired as the mid-century triumph of American theatre finally finding its voice and
imposing it on world stages. They are also read as the plays that denounce false myths of
their culture: the Southern belle and the self-made man. The main characters of the two
plays share issues regarding mobility, as they are both forced away from their protective
environments, Belle Reve for Blanche and his route as traveling salesman for Willy. At the
end of the decade of the 1940s, “it was as though the individual were in a temporal void, a
mood caught by Saul Bellow’s dangling man, in the novel, and by Miller’s Willy Loman
and Williams’s Blanche DuBois in the drama” (Bigsby, 1992, p. 75).

Few human conditions are so directly identified with temporal void as that of
traveling, either on account of social displacement, exile, estrangement, or for leisure, as
the origin of the word vacation lies in the Latin verb vacare, meaning “to be unoccupied”.
An abundant presence of baggage in various shapes and kinds in Death of a salesman is one
more confirmation of its proximity with Streetcar. Willy, who declares “I still feel - kind of
temporary about myself” (Miller, 1961, p. 40), first appears on stage with two large sample
cases, a pride and a burden at the same time. These are quite different from Bernard’s

“overnight bag” (Miller, 1961, p. 70), a symptom of the young man’s success, as he can

*  “That summer [1934] I fell in love with the writing of Anton Chekhov [...]. The Sea Gull is still, I think, the
greatest of modern plays” (Williams, 1975, p. 51). Critics have repeatedly elaborated on this affinity: see
Bigsby (1997) and Debusscher (1997).
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travel for pleasure whereas Willy cannot travel anymore not even for work. The most
successful character in the play borders on the mythical: Willy’s brother Ben is the very
epitome of success and self-confidence, always on the go, his figure speaking of “far
places”, Alaska, Africa, or simply the United States of the American Dream. He never fails
to appear with his valise and umbrella (Miller, 1961, p. 34, 66), a sort of uniform of the
businessman, a sign of being or going “elsewhere”, not in the stifling environment Willy
feels trapped in, and a sign of having “something” to carry.

There is a moment when Ben’s appearance seems to elicit a sense of optimism and
Willy’s son Biff enters the stage with a suitcase that points to upward mobility (Miller,
1961, p. 67), but that movement is cut short. The same prop will reappear when the young
man goes to Boston and finds out about Willy’s cheating on his wife. The stage directions
alert on the presence of Biff's suitcase three times: for three times the characters interact
with the prop (Miller, 1961, p. 92, 94, 95), its role in marking the demise of the Loman
family quite evident. It's luggage that speaks of estrangement, betrayal, abandonment, and

disillusionment.

Clothes make the woman

Such a wide range of semiotic landscapes for luggage in the first decades of 20t
century American stages dramatises the collective cognitive investments of the era in
terms of bags. When bags are opened, though, their contents become the focus of attention
and in Blanche’s case what is pulled out of the trunk has, in turn, a high symbolic potential
as well as significant dramatic agency: clothes, papers and jewels.’

The latter speak of the duplicity of class (the purported rich Blanche versus the
impoverished Stella married to a proletarian worker), inscribing Stanley’s fight with
Blanche into an economy of personal resentment on the man’s part and of theatrical make-
believe for the heroine. Whereas he is convinced they bespeak the fraud his sister-in-law
has perpetrated on him and his wife, they are immediately revealed as worthless by Stella.
Soon forgotten by Stanley and not appraised as he has intimated, the rhinestone pieces
reappear when Blanche dons them by the end of the play, distinctively defining her as

worthless. The previously committed estimator of riches, Stanley has no hesitation in

> On the contrary, when containers stay closed, they can point to a sense of entrapment, as in the case of

Byron's luggage consisting mainly of caged birds in Williams’s Camino Real (Ghasemi, 2011, p. 215).
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belittling and vilifying his antagonist who is wearing a tiara and silver slippers with
brilliants: “Take a look at yourself in that worn-out Mardi Gras outfit, rented for fifty cents
from some rag-picker! And with the crazy crown on!” (Williams, 1971a, p. 398). Stanley
proves more interested in the fast devaluation of the stones and of their owner than in a
real assessment of what he might have lost.

Together with what Stanley at the beginning believes is “[t]he treasure chest of a
pirate” (Williams, 1971a, p. 274) out of the trunk come dresses galore. Williams makes
abundant use of clothes in this play that’s all about seduction, love, sex, desire, and bodies.
The men are either in their working clothes (meant as a sexy outfit for Stanley
nonetheless),® or in pop-colored leisure or sport clothes. Blanche and Stella more often
than not dress or undress in plain sight or slightly screened. Red, scarlet-red, green and
blue hues of satin or silk confirm the attention the audience is meant to bestow on the
appearance of characters, on the socially acceptable objectification of their bodies. If props
were not enough, the dialogue confirms it, as Stella requires of her husband to “admire her
dress and tell her she’s looking wonderful. That's important with Blanche. Her little
weakness!” (Williams, 1971a, p. 271).

But such a process is carried further: clothes can replace people when they are not
worn. Stanley’s gaudy pyjamas lie across the threshold of the bathroom as a sexual trophy
after the love night following the fight with Stella, and they are brandished in a
premonitory, almost ominous manner, shortly before he assaults Blanche in Scene Ten. In
the pivotal Scene Two Blanche’s dress, a flowered print, is laid out on Stella’s bed, when
Stanley ravages the trunk while Blanche is in the bathroom dissolved as a mere singing
voice. The coincidence of the presence of the dress and the woman’s absence exactly when
the trunk is vandalized is quite revealing of the fragmentation of the female identity in
Williams’s early plays, where a recurrent preoccupation with voice points to the difficulty
of coping with the materiality of a body burdened by hegemonic expectations. On the
other hand, a male character - Amanda’s husband - can be disembodied and objectified
on stage by his portrait (clearly resonating with the General’s portrait in Ibsen’s Hedda
Gabler) as a sign of his successful escape.

Even Amanda and Laura undergo signifying dynamics in matters of clothes: when
her mother sends her out of the apartment to buy groceries, Laura is wearing Amanda’s

coat, “inaccurately made-over, the sleeves too short for Laura” (Williams, 1971b, p. 169). It

®  On the novelty of the seducing power of men’s attire in Williams, see Gontarski (2021, p. 9-32).
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is the language of the prop saying that Laura can never be like her mother, nor even like
her mother wants her to be. Amanda, instead, is so confident of the power of her outlook
despite the passing of decades (that she denies every time she calls Laura “sister” or flirts
with Jim as if it was she he has come to see), that the dress she wears while preparing for
the arrival of the gentleman caller has accumulated more history than the woman herself.
Indeed, she goes on and on and on telling the circumstances of her youth tied to the times
when she had worn that “[s]Jomething” she has “resurrected from that old trunk”
(Williams, 1971b, p. 193).

While these episodes reveal a mother-daughter relationship and a confusion of
social roles, the reification of women’s identity is denounced by way of objects used to
pretend they’re body parts. Preparing her daughter for the long-awaited encounter with
Jim, Amanda produces two powder puffs, wraps them in handkerchiefs and stuffs them in
Laura’s chest. The reification of bodies proves a sign of the times in Tom’s description of

his mother’s efforts to rope in subscriptions to a glamour magazine:

the type of journal that features the serialized sublimations of ladies of
letters who think in terms of delicate cuplike breasts, slim, tapering waists,
rich, creamy thighs, eyes like wood smoke in autumn, [...] bodies as
powerful as Etruscan sculpture (Williams, 1971b, p. 159).

A clear indictment of what the consumerist culture was inducing, this magazine is
not a prop, only evoked and not present on the stage. As popular printed matter, it
prefigures another publication that audiences would see at the beginning of Scene Four of
Streetcar, when from one of Stella’s hands “dangles a book of colored comics” (Williams,
1971a, p. 310). Since this scene marks the triumph of a working-class, instinctual and
satisfying way of life as opposed to the flimsy poetic world of old Southern gentility, the
modern, colorful comic book imposes itself over the grey (a color connected to Blanche’s
dead husband, Allen Grey) and sterile universe of Blanche and her literature citations. It
also points to the utmost importance the third material coming out of the trunk, paper,

acquires in this play.

Paper dolls with glass bottles

Letters, tickets, notebooks, lanterns and tissues are some of the most meaningful

props adding communication to the dramatic dialogue, and they’re all made of cellulose.
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The slip of paper Blanche reads when looking for her sister’s address in New Orleans
becomes her passport into a “new mechanistic, deterministic world” (Kolin, 1997, p. 456),
signifying the randomness and disconnectedness of her life journey just as does the valise.
Her ticket back to Laurel, Stanley’s birthday gift, concretizes Blanche’s cognitive activity
by objectifying her constant memory returns to the past, previously prompted by the
Varsouviana.

Inside the trunk, both love and material possessions have been turned into paper:
her love letters and the many legal documents stating the loss of Belle Reve. All has been
objectified, the material and the immaterial, and the trunk serves as the archive of a
possibly chaste, unrequited love as well as of “brutal” fornications. This play, so
intrinsically embedded in sex and desire puts those papers and their origin on the same
level. Desire and decay, sublimation and depravity end up flying down on the floor,
moths in the hands of the ape.

Immaterial paper is often mentioned in the play,” in the form of the Paper Moon
Blanche sings about or the Paper Dolls in the chants of the “Negro entertainers in the bar
around the corner” (Williams, 1971a, p. 305). But paper activates material relations in
Streetcar that are meant to indict the male gaze as chauvinist and destructive. It is not a
case that in Scene Four Blanche tries to write a letter asking for help on a sheet of Kleenex
with an eyebrow pencil. No other props could be a more explicit fetish objectifying the
hegemonic canons of female seduction. The seduction that fires back for Blanche and
becomes vulnerability - shortly after indicated by her crushing the mirror in which she
sees herself. If Stanley has known where to hit from moment one, Blanche knows what to
hide from: the ocular investigation the two males want to conduct on her. Paper won’t
always be helpful, though: the paper lantern she has used to cover the light bulb in order
to be less visible is so endowed with her cognitive agency, that when Stanley by the end of
the play wants to hurt her further, he tears it off, with the effect that “[s]he cries out as if
the lantern was herselt” (Williams, 1971a, p. 416).

Often unsuccessfully, objects in fact are used to hide other objects in these two
plays. New fabric hides old furniture in The glass menagerie in order to conceal poverty and

the passing of time from the eyes of the gentleman caller, while another lantern becomes a

7 Paper as an overarching element leads Kolin (1997, p. 456) to affirm that “Blanche encapsulates herself in

paper; her epistemology is limned in paper. [...] She is deeply invested in the economy of the arts,
teaching sacred texts of a ‘literary heritage’, quoting poetry, and preaching the sanctity (and snobbery) of
literacy. Her universe is paper, bibliothecal.”
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precedent for Blanche’s as “a colored paper lantern conceals the broken light fixture in the
ceiling” (Williams, 1971b, p. 191). This preoccupation with light and visibility informs both
plays, so much so that objects can be said to struggle to reveal something while characters
try to hush them. Blanche herself will claim “I've got nothing to hide” (Williams, 1971a, p.
280) because she knows very well her antagonists want to pry into her most intimate
personal life.

The target of this investigation is Blanche’s ability - and tendency - to seduce, as
the two male protagonists believe it has been “indecently” (in their sexist mindset) used in
the past or as it is being used on them.® All of the objects Blanche has been connected to,
clothes, paper, jewels and luggage are either tools for her acts of seduction or the results of
the same acts. But there is a prop that Blanche, in turn, is seduced by, and that is the bottle.
Even more than paper, though neglected by critics, the other omnipresent objects in
Streetcar are glass bottles. Coke bottles, beer bottles, whiskey bottles are in almost every
scene and visibly, if ambiguously manipulated by characters.

This does not simply have to do with Blanche’s (as well as Stanley’s, Mitch’s and
the other men’s, or Tom’s in Glass) evident proneness to drinking. Given Williams’s
“weakness for symbols” (Williams, 1971b, p. 145) in Tom’s words, and considering the
sexual innuendo that builds from the first to the second play, it is impossible to overrate
erotic symbols attached to these props. Much more so since Stanley, shortly after having
ridiculed Blanche’s sign as Virgo, and having accused her of promiscuous sex encounters,
appears “with a drink under his belt” (Williams, 1971a, p. 335). Blanche has just talked to
her sister about her desire to be engaged with Mitch, and Stella assures her this is going to
happen, but she warns her: “It will, honey, it will. ... But don’t take another drink!”
(Williams, 1971a, p. 336). Another drink does - immediately - come along, in the guise of
the Young Man collecting for the Evening Star newspaper, who mentions drinking a
cherry soda, to which Blanche responds: “You make my mouth water” (Williams, 1971a, p.
338) and then advises him to “run along, quickly! It would be nice to keep you, but I've
got to be good - and keep my hands off children” (Williams, 1971a, p. 339).

Collating the other occurences of bottles in these plays doubtlessly indicates that

temptation strongly relates drinking to sex. It can occur as a way of speaking, as when

® “Blanche is branded a temptress, a deceiver of men, a Circe” and, when called a tiger by Stanley, she is

linked “with a predatory creature associated with lust” (Kolin, 1993, p. 26). Williams is clearly indicting
hegemonic male chauvinism when identifying a woman’s sexual desire either with danger or with
fragility.

Dramaturgia em foco, Petrolina-PE, v. 7, n. 2, p. 232-249, 2023.

245



Blanche at the beginning of the play warns her sister to “put the bottle away so I won’t be
tempted” (Williams, 1971a, p. 255), but the proximity of the two elements is recurring and
revealing. While flirting with Mitch, Blanche grabs a liquor bottle and is at her most
explicit, even though in French: “Voulez-vous couchez [sic] avec moi ce soir? Vous ne
comprenez pas? Ah, quelle dommage! - I mean it's a damned good thing. ... I've found some
liquor! Just enough for two shots without any dividends, honey...” (Williams, 1971a, p.
344).

The characters’ interaction with glass containers is not limited to sheer drinking. In
two instances the female protagonists react to the spilling of liquids in a fashion that could
hint to sexual pleasure. With an “old-fashioned cut-glass pitcher” in her hands, Amanda
feels “rejuvenated” for the presence of Jim, and “tosses her head with a peal of laughter,
spilling some lemonade” on herself (Williams, 1971b, p. 232). Blanche has a similar
reaction when Coke spills on her skirt: “Blanche laughs shrilly and grabs the glass, but her
hand shakes so it almost slips from her grasp. Stella pours the Coke into the glass. It foams
over and spills. Blanche gives a piercing cry” and then “continues to laugh a little”
(Williams, 1971a, p. 334).

Besides keeping a bottle near his crotch, Stanley himself acts in a similar way, with
the difference that this time the gesture is performed wittingly, with the bottle as a threat

and a peace token at the same time, with sexual innuendo at its highest point:

[The bottle cap pops off and a geyser of foam shoots up. Stanley laughs happily,
holding up the bottle over his head.]

STANLEY (cont.): Ha-ha! Rain from heaven! [He extends the bottle toward her]
Shall we bury the hatchet and make it a loving-cup? Huh?

BLANCHE: No, thank you.

STANLEY: Well, it's a red-letter night for us both (Williams, 1971a, p. 395).

A few moments later, he’s raping her while she tries to defend herself with the
bottle top. In these plays sexual pleasure, if not sexual organs, are represented by proxy,
and the proxy is the glass bottle, one more prop in the rich list of objects crowding the

willliamsian stage.’

°  This is clearly Freudian territory, too wide to be tapped in this article. Considering how literary criticism

has developed after the 1950s and how theatre studies in particular have changed even in the past few
decades, it is hardly surprising that the two studies applying psychoanalysis critcism to American theatre
do not mention a single prop when dealing with Williams’s plays (Sievers, 1955, p. 370-388; Davis, 1994,
p. 60-102).
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Conclusions

Shortly before being carried away at the end of the play, Blanche imagines herself
as baggage thrown into the ocean in what proves the utmost objectification. Prompted by
grape (a real prop), her demise goes back to a bag (an imagined prop at this point), as she
fantasizes, “I'll be buried at sea sewn up in a clean white sack and dropped overboard”
(Williams, 1971a, p. 410).

From the valise of the opening scene to the trunk, to the last imagined sack,
baggage is the main trope of the play (and of its contemporary pieces): it does not protect,
does not hide, it encapsulates and is used to dispense with. Such staged luggage, in fact,
denotes deviations from the social or family norm, and the weight that the system imposes
on those who transgress, be it prostitution, adultery or simply female seduction. This
belittling and objectifying effect of purported guilt is very clear to Stanley, who dismisses
Blanche’s vulnerability sarcastically replying to his wife “Delicate piece she is” (Williams,
1971a, p. 376) (my emphasis). While there is no doubt that Williams’s women are the
victims of this patriarchal system, at times they do speak the same materialist language as
their antagonists, as when Blanche wants to reduce Stanley to his procreative cells. After
symbolically spraying him with her perfume atomizer in an attempt at seduction, she
claims that her sister cannot “just suppose that any part of a gentleman’s in his nature! Not a
single particle, no!” (Williams, 1971a, p. 322) and thinks of him in terms of reproductive
atoms - linking them to material possessions - when she maintains “he’s what we need to
mix with our blood now that we’ve lost Belle Reve” (Williams, 1971a, p. 285).

The lightness of particles and atoms clashes with the constant concern with the
weight of people in their objectified status and of props containing memory. This is
mirrored in the widespread materialism informing the world Williams portrays in The
glass menagerie and in A streetcar named Desire. Such materialism is an indictment of gender
roles and sexual politics in the American society of the times, of Southern myths of
gentility, and of a tendency to reify people, feelings and identities as a result of the
growing weight of consumerism. The “drugstore Romeos” (Williams, 1971a, p. 302)
Blanche complains about are pitched against the need for “Superior things! Things of the
mind and the spirit!” (Williams, 1971b, p. 174) Amanda asks Tom to cultivate, while he

feels trapped in the dehumanizing production system of the shoe factory.
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Considering how stage props circulate in his plays and on contemporary stages and
how they resonate intertextually allows for a deeper understanding of the issues at stake
in Williams’s theatre, as well as of his signifying techniques. These objects and their
“seductive power” (Sofer, 2003, p. 19) lend themselves to a reading of the cultural
landscape of social anxieties and dramatic economies that were intertwined to give shape

to two American classics.
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Trechos descartados de The glass menagerie
para rastros de um Teatro Plastico
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e = Discarded excerpts from The glass menagerie
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Resumo

Em busca de rastros da ideia do Teatro Plastico de Tennessee Williams, o artigo lancara
luz sobre trechos descartados do processo de escrita da peca The glass menagerie (1944) nos
quais o autor foi radical em sua préatica reflexiva e experimentagdo formal. Assumindo a
perspectiva de que materiais de processo revelam gestos incompletos, o artigo traduzira e
debatera um apanhado de trechos manuscritos encontrados nos arquivos pessoais de
Williams no Harry Ransom Center (Austin/TX), tomando suas marcas épicas, liricas e
metateatrais, para pensar a incipiente e incompleta ideia de teatro plastico na obra de
Tennessee Williams.

Palavras-chave: Tennessee Williams; Dramaturgia estadunidense; Manuscritos; Processo
de escrita.

Abstract

Seeking traces of Tennessee Williams” concept of Plastic Theater, the article will shed light
on discarded excerpts from the writing process of the play The glass menagerie (1944), in
which the author was radical in his reflective practice and formal experimentation.
Assuming the perspective that process materials reveal incomplete gestures, the article
will translate to Portuguese and discuss a collection of manuscripts found in Williams’
personal archives at the Harry Ransom Center (Austin, TX), considering their epic, lyrical,
and metatheatrical marks to contemplate the incipient and incomplete idea of plastic
theater in the works of Tennessee Williams.

Keywords: Tennessee Williams; U.S. playwriting; Manuscripts; Writing process.

1 Fernanda S. R. Santos é doutoranda em Meios e Processos Audiovisuais na Escola de Comunicacdes e

Artes da Universidade de Sao Paulo, com periodo sanduiche na School of the Arts da Columbia
University (New York). Além de académica, Fernanda também é dramaturga e roteirista profissional.
Email: fer.salesrocha@usp.br.

Dramaturgia em foco, Petrolina-PE, v. 7, n. 2, p. 250-267, 2023.

250



Introducao

Em busca de rastros da ideia do Teatro Plastico de Tennessee Williams, o artigo
langaré luz sobre trechos descartados do processo de escrita da peca The glass menagerie*
(1944) nos quais o autor foi radical em sua pratica reflexiva e experimentacdo formal.
Assumindo a perspectiva de que materiais de processo revelam gestos incompletos, o
artigo fara tradugdes e debaterd um apanhado de trechos manuscritos encontrados nos
arquivos pessoais de Williams no Harry Ransom Center (Austin/TX), tomando suas
marcas épicas, metalinguisticas e metateatrais, para pensar a incipiente e incompleta ideia
de teatro pléastico na obra de Tennessee Williams. Por meio da apreciagdo de trechos do
processo escrita da peca teatral The glass menagerie (1944), almeja-se abordar um ideal
cénico incompleto que desponta preliminarmente no decurso da escrita da peca - um tipo
de teatro experimental, nomeado por Williams como Teatro Plastico. Assim, o objeto deste
trabalho ndo é a andlise propriamente de The glass menagerie, mas sim o vislumbre de
alguns de seus manuscritos e o questionamento sobre o que eles podem nos dizer sobre as
ideias teatrais de Williams naquele momento. Para realizar tal tarefa, aproprio-me das
nogdes de rastro e gesto, como categorias efetivas para o trabalho com materiais de arquivo.
Advindos da critica genética - especialmente em sua sistematizacdo brasileira pela
pesquisadora Cecilia Almeida Salles - essas nocdes ajudam a legitimar aquilo que é
incompleto como objeto vélido de andlise. Em sua obra Gesto inacabado: processo de criagio
artistica (2004), Salles nos dird que no percurso de analise da confeccdo de um objeto
artistico é possivel se encontrar rastros deixados pelo artista em seu caminhar em direcao
a obra entregue ao publico. Para a autora, esse tipo de “arqueologia” da criacdo retira
materiais das gavetas e dos arquivos e os pde em movimento, reativando a vida neles
guardada (Salles, 2004, p. 13). A tradicdo da critica genética® toma o manuscrito como
objeto e é isso que nos interessa neste trabalho. O manuscrito, nessa linha de pesquisa, ndo
diz respeito apenas ao que foi escrito a punho, mas define todo documento escrito - seja
digitado, datilografado ou escrito a mado - encontrado em arquivos. Os esbogos aqui

investigados sdo todos datilografados em méquina, com recorrentes rasuras a punho do

* Titulo traduzido para o portugués como O zooldgico de vidro ou Algemas de cristal, dependendo da

adaptagdo ou publicacao.

Corrente que se firmou com os estudos de Almuth Grésillon (2007), sendo popular no Brasil pela
sistematizagdo realizada por Cecilia de Almeida Salles. Para a autora, o objetivo da critica genética ndo é
somente refazer ou reconstruir as etapas de um processo, mas “discutir e compreender” os processos ali
implicados (Salles, 2000, p. 4).
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proprio autor. Nao é facil o contato com esse material por pesquisadores brasileiros, visto
que o acesso sO é possivel pessoalmente, em arquivos nos Estados Unidos. Assim, a
importancia deste trabalho também estd em disponibilizar uma traducdo preliminar de
trechos inéditos do processo de escrita de Williams para a pesquisa brasileira.

Nos extensos arquivos de Williams, existe um dramaturgo “inacabado” cujos gestos
podem nos mostrar rastros tanto para o caminho de sua escrita quanto para o
desenvolvimento de suas ideias mais amplas, pavimentando a estrada para novas teorias
sobre seu teatro, seu pensamento e sua prética artistica, afinal “gestos se repetem e deixam
aflorar teorias sobre o fazer” (Salles, 2004, p. 19). Seguindo o interesse pelo movimento de
processos, nos aproximamos de um recorte dos manuscritos de Tennessee Williams para a
peca The glass menagerie sem o intuito de reconstituir as etapas de criacdo desta, mas sim
de elaborar as ideias iniciais de Williams sobre uma estética de teatro prépria que ira se
revelar altamente reflexiva.

Muitos dos documentos encontrados nos arquivos nos mostram uma radicalidade
nos processos experimentais de The glass menagerie. Uso o termo “experimentais” para
demarcar tudo aquilo que foge do “drama ideal” - forma redonda, cerrada em si, realista -
e que “moderniza”* o espetéculo teatral. Diante da riqueza inesgotavel de manuscritos de
Williams, percorremos alguns exemplos desses momentos descartados em Menagerie que
nos ajudarado a elucidar a ideia pouco desenvolvida publicamente por Williams de um
teatro plastico.

A andlise dos manuscritos selecionados ocorrerd em dois momentos. No primeiro,
faremos uma leitura de versdes de trechos nomeados como “Intervalo” no qual o
protagonista narrador interrompe o drama para perguntar a plateia a sua opinido sobre o
que estda se passando no palco. No segundo, tomaremos tentativas de abordar a
iluminagdo da cena por um viés ora lirico, ora épico. Utilizando a ideia de distanciamento,
veremos como Williams intensifica escolhas que estardo amenizadas na peca final

publicada.

*  Quando falamos em modernizar, pensamos na ideia de “drama moderno” de Peter Szondi (2001).
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O teatro plastico de Tennessee Williams

Desde seus primeiros escritos para teatro, Williams se utilizou de experimentacdes
formais e estilisticas. The glass menagerie, seu sucesso de bilheteria inaugural, é repleto de
marcas de distanciamento critico e reflexivo. Caracterizada pelo préprio protagonista -
Tom Wingfield - como “peca de memodria”, a cena incorpora ponderagdes criticas a
posteriori da agdo dramaética do presente pelo personagem narrador, que se encontra no
futuro a examinar movimentos de sua familia momentos antes de sua partida para a
marinha mercante. Tom tem plena consciéncia de seu aspecto narrativo e diz que pode
“fazer o tempo voltar” (Williams, 2014, p. 31). O protagonista ainda demonstra ter
consciéncia e controle sobre elementos técnicos do teatro, como quando diz que os violinos
estdo na coxia por conta do caréter sentimental da peca (Williams, 2014, p. 32). Também h&
uma relagdo temaética e formal com o aparato cinematografico, bem como com marcas de
escrita que vinculam a dramaturgia ao roteiro de cinema (Santos, 2020). A primeira
montagem dirigida por Margo Jones e Eddie Dowling (1944) retira uma importante
sugestao de uma tela com projecdes do palco, todavia, mantém a autoconsciéncia de Tom,
0 que ja é um movimento ousado para uma peca que entrard em cartaz na Broadway dos
anos 1940.

Em 1945, Williams lanca a dramaturgia da peca com as marcas experimentais que,
na encenagao, foram retiradas pela direcdo. Nessa publicagdo, temos acesso a notas de
producao fundamentais para a compreensdo nao s6 desta peca, mas do teatro de
Tennessee Williams em um aspecto amplo. Essas notas sdo concisas e direcionadas para a
montagem de The glass menagerie, mas acabam por apresentar a ideia de um teatro focado
na relevancia de elementos visuais e sonoros afastados do naturalismo corrente. Nos
arquivos desta peca no Harry Ransom Center (Austin/TX), encontram-se notas mais
amplas sobre a ideia do, nomeado por Williams naquele momento, Teatro Plastico, além
de um material robusto de tentativas descartadas desta dramaturgia nas quais é possivel
encontrar gestos do que seria esse teatro.

A ideia do Teatro Plastico em Tennessee Williams surge publicamente nessas notas
de producdo publicadas em conjunto com a pega em 1945, que é um guia preliminar do
estilo do espetaculo, que, entretanto, pode ser lido como um curto tratado antinaturalista.

Advogando a favor de “técnicas ndo convencionais”, Williams nega o teatro das
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convengcoes realistas com seu exaurido “aspecto fotogréfico” (Williams, 2014, p. 25). Para o
autor este teatro no qual o mundo representado é milimetricamente semelhante ao mundo
cotidiano, ndo consegue atingir o cerne do real. Assim, é preciso buscar “uma expressao
mais penetrante e viva das coisas” (Williams, 2014, p. 25). O dramaturgo, entdo, discorre
brevemente sobre a utilizacdo da tela cinematografica, da musica e da iluminagao,
enfatizando sempre o carater plastico e estético das escolhas. Essas notas, contudo, ndo se
aprofundam em uma ideia mais elaborada desse conceito.

Richard E. Kramer (2002) busca influéncias ativas na obra e na vida do dramaturgo
no intuito de tracar uma génese do termo “Teatro plastico” em Williams. O autor afirma
que essa nomenclatura estaria vinculada a nocdo de plasticidade espacial empregada pelo
artista plastico Hans Hofmann, o qual Williams admirava confessadamente. Kramer ainda
ressalta o deslumbramento, na juventude, de Williams pelo uso de técnicas especificas no
teatro de Eugene O’Neill, além da relacdo proxima com Edward Piscator. Para este autor,
a trifade Hofmann, Piscator e O’Neill seriam basilares para o surgimento do termo nas
notas de Williams.

Kramer se concentra na génese da nomenclatura e identifica a dificuldade em se
encontrar andlises que se aprofundem na conceitualizagdo ou aplicagdo do teatro plastico
de Williams, tendo em vista a escassez do material sobre o assunto: apdés Menagerie,
Williams ndo desenvolve mais esse conceito. Ainda assim, em vdrias de suas pegas é
possivel identificar elementos que retomam as premissas das “notas de produgao”, como
se em sua obra a pratica desse teatro estivesse ativa. Ja no &mbito privado, em cartas e em
entradas no seu didrio, existem alguns poucos vestigios dessa ideia. Robert Bray encontra
um gesto de desenvolvimento do teatro plastico em um trecho de didrio em que Williams
comenta o que seria um “Drama Escultural” (Bray, 2014, p. 13). J& Devlin e Tischler
lembram que em carta para a diretora Margo Jones, na ocasido da montagem de Summer
and smoke (1948), Tennessee Williams resumiu a esséncia de sua poética destacando que a
peca “trata de elementos intangiveis que necessitam de uma expressao plastica muito mais
do que verbal” (Devlin; Tischler, 2000, p. 180). Para além de consideragdes no dmbito
privado, sdo quase nulos os vestigios para a conceitualizagdo desse teatro inovador
buscado por Tennessee Williams.

Quando pensamos em um teatro que se desvincula de tradi¢des realistas ou

naturalistas, podemos retomar diversas tradi¢cdes cujo importante legado eventualmente
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se presentifica em praticas teatrais contemporaneas. O teatro simbolista, expressionista,
épico, do chamado “absurdo”, performaético, dentre vérios outros - com autores e
encenadores tdo dispares quanto Tchekhov, Lorca, Maeterlinck e Beckett - possuem
elementos que podem lembrar as consideracdes de Williams sobre o seu teatro plastico.
Richard E. Kramer dird que esse teatro pode ser encontrado em encenadores que vao de
Meyerhold, passam por Brecht, Robert Wilson, Peter Brook, Yuri Lyubimov, e grupos
como Théatre du Soleil, Théatre de Complicité, Ex Machina, dentre outros (Kramer, 2002,
p. 6). Embora possamos concordar que muitos dos elementos propostos por Williams
surgem no trabalho desses encenadores e grupos, em sua maioria europeus, ha
especificidades no dramaturgo estadunidense que s6 podem ser imaginadas a partir do
manejo do seu material de arquivo. Williams estava buscando um novo tipo de encenacao,
em um movimento - talvez ingénuo, ja que estamos falando de um comeco de carreira e
de uma teorizacdo que ndo foi levada a cabo - de inaugurar uma estética auténtica,
propria e desvinculada, especificamente, do teatro comercial de seu pais. Em suas notas o
autor ird mencionar a influéncia do expressionismo e do teatro poético pré-guerra,
enquanto em sua escrita dramatuargica revelara, também, uma adesao a préaticas épicas que

faziam lembrar, especialmente, as experimentagdes de Edward Piscator.

O distanciamento em cena

Em 1941, Tennessee Williams esteve em Nova York estudando dramaturgia no
Dramatic Workshop da New School for Social Research, que era coordenado por Erwin
Piscator, um dos fundadores da ideia de do teatro épico e colaborador constante de Bertolt
Brecht. Durante os anos seguintes, Piscator e Williams colaboraram constantemente, sendo
que o ainda estudante de dramaturgia chegou a ser assistente do encenador. Assim, o
jovem dramaturgo em sua convivéncia intensa com Piscator recebeu um “curso privado
em técnicas de teatro épico” (Kramer, 2002, p. 5). A influéncia das técnicas de
distanciamento de Piscator - que, dentre outras coisas, explorava o uso de projecdes em
cena - foram cruciais para a escrita de The glass menagerie. Em varias de suas pecas de
comego de carreira, Williams aplicou dispositivos de distanciamento préprios de Piscator,

como narragdo, legendas projetadas e cenas encenadas simultaneamente.
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O conceito de distanciamento se refere ao termo que se popularizou na teoria e
prética do teatro brechtiano que, no entanto, ja era presente no antigo teatro chinés, na
tragédia grega ou mesmo em tradicdes de teatro de rua popular. Distanciamento,
estranhamento ou efeito de alienacdo - tradugdes possiveis para Verfremdungseffekt - se
popularizou no inicio do século XX no teatro na Russia e na Alemanha, entre nomes como
os dos encenadores Erwin Piscator, Vsevolod Meyerhold, entre manifestacdes do agitprop
soviético e, claro, em Bertolt Brecht. Conceitualmente, essa tradicdo russo-alema advoga a
favor de estratégias cénicas que combatam uma alienacdo vinculada & imersdo e empatia
em relacdo ao que estd acontecendo na cena. Na prética, esses recursos ocorrem de
diferentes formas, desde o movimento do ator sair da personagem e refletir sobre a
situagdo, até o tipo de uso que se faz da musica, do cendrio, da iluminacao e de outros
elementos cénicos que desnaturalizam, politizam ou refletem sobre a cena. Esses
dispositivos corroboram para o antinaturalismo e para as nogdes de plasticidade de
Williams presentes nas suas tentativas de teatro plastico - como veremos nas analises a
seguir.

The glass menagerie, a peca pronta, vale-se de estratégias de distanciamento e ndo a
toa varios autores a relacionam com o teatro épico brechtiano.’ J4 nos trechos manuscritos
selecionados para este trabalho, ha uma radicalizagao do processo de distanciamento em
curso por meio de quebras épicas e liricas. Cabe lembrar, como aponta Maria Silvia Betti
(2013), que o lirismo é uma das marcas mais contundentes de Williams e é em Menagerie
que essa marca se explicita, sendo o uso de estratégias liricas também uma forma de

diferenciacao e distanciamento do drama.

Intervalo e Invocagao: quebras épicas e liricas

Coisas fascinantes vém sendo descobertas nas pastas e nas caixas do que ficou
conhecido como “os arquivos do Texas” de Williams. Em relacdo a génese de Menagerie,
por exemplo, Gilbert Debusscher (1998) destaca versdes nas quais uma enfermeira negra
inicia a peca entoando uma cancao, rememorando um passado no qual era cantora. Nessa
versdo, ha uma tentativa de instaurar tensoes raciais - o que nos leva a pensar: o que teria
sido de Menagerie com uma personagem negra central? Outra coisa que salta a vista ao se

2

analisar as “pastas de Menagerie” é o intento de uma peca evidentemente politica e

> Ver Borny (1988); Single (1999); Greta Heintzelman e Alycia Smith-Howard (2005).
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didatica. Um dos exemplos é uma proposta de prélogo no qual se projeta sobre as cortinas
um desenho de um mapa topografico dos Estados Unidos. Entdo, o narrador entra em
cena e faz indicagdes no mapa das conquistas territoriais que os ancestrais da familia
Wingfield realizaram no continente. A sua fala se estrutura em versos, num lirismo que,
aos poucos, ressalta um heroismo decadente e de outrora, em um imagindrio tipicamente
estadunidense de “honra perdida”.

Em outra tentativa de comeco, Tom/Narrador vestido de “vagabundo” encontra
paginas digitadas numa méquina de escrever e as lé. Muitas vezes com um tom irénico
sobre o que esta lendo, é como se encontrasse rastros do seu préprio passado. A partir dai,
ele encara o documento, o manuscrito, como nés encaramos essas paginas abandonadas:
tomando-as como um processo inacabado da memoria. Essa versao nao se estende e se
configura apenas como um pequeno fragmento abandonado. Sao notaveis as quantidades
de diferentes comegos esbogados para o que se tornard The glass menagerie, todos eles
destacando algum tipo de afastamento da forma dramaética, jogando muitas vezes para o
amplo, geral, para um imaginario estadunidense, para as guerras, ou entdo em estratégias
de destacar que tudo aquilo é registro de um passado, é memoria.

Analisando o percurso manuscrito de Menagerie, Debusscher indica um movimento
que sai de uma ideia ampla e geral, do emblematico, politico e extenso, e chega no mais
intimo, menor e menos pretensioso (Debusscher, 1998, p. 56). Muito ainda se tem a falar
sobre o processo de génese dessa peca e seus materiais no Texas, pesquisadores como
Parker (1992) e Debusscher (1998) estao nessa trilha. No entanto, como j4 mencionado
anteriormente, utilizaremos dos gestos de criacdo da dramaturgia de Menagerie para
alcancar vislumbres nao da peca em si, mas sim da concepcdo da ideia de um teatro

plastico, uma estética e um conceito especificos em Williams.

Nos manuscritos de Menagerie, encontramos um apanhado de esbogos de cenas
nomeadas como “Intervalo”. Sdo seis paginas datilografadas, algumas delas com muitas
rasuras. Nao ha numeracdo de pagina. “Intervalo” é uma proposta - dividida em duas
cenas - de interrupcdes do espetaculo. Nelas, Tom Wingfield lanca ao publico
questionamentos diretos. Na disposicdo colocada dentro da pasta, a primeira dessa

sequéncia comega com o cabegalho “INTERVALO: CENA UM”° e segue direto para Tom:

¢ No original: “RECESS: SCENE ONE.”
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Tom: [...] talvez enquanto estamos esperando, alguém na plateia queira
fazer uma pergunta ou expressar alguma critica.

Homem: (Irritado) Este ndo é o tipo de peca que eu gosto.

Tom: Obrigado. Quantos na plateia se sentem da mesma maneira?

Nao sejam polidos. Se vocés ndao gostam, digam! Levantem as maos,
gritem, assobiem, mas por favor, ndo danifiquem o teatro, pois nao é culpa
de objetos inanimados.

Obrigado. Agora, Senhor, gostaria de nos dizer que tipo de pecas vocé
prefere? (Williams, 1943, n.p., tradugéo proépria).”

Nos esbocos dessa cena, o didlogo se d4 entre Tom e pessoas na plateia, que se
alternam entre “homem”, “homem gordo”, “mulher magra” e “pequena e assustada

lamtria de uma mulher”.?

Os retornos, no geral, sao negativos. Chama a atengao o
questionamento, de Tom, referente a mais alguém se sentir como o homem que reclama, o
que abre espaco para respostas espontaneas do publico. Continuando o didlogo com a
figura masculina, que sempre se levanta para falar, ha uma discussdo sobre naturalismo e
verossimilhanca. Tal discussdao comega com o questionando sobre o carater artistico ou

moderno da peca:

Homem Gordo: Tudo o que tenho a dizer é que isso parece o inicio de uma
peca terrivelmente tola. Suponho que vocé ache que é moderna ou artistica
ou algo assim, mas tudo o que tenho a dizer é que o comportamento desses
personagens e a forma como falam me parecem loucos, e minha paciéncia
ja se esgotou com vocé (Williams, 1943, n.p., tradugdo propria).’
Adiante, na discussdo, o homem gordo questionard a representacdo da irma de
Tom, Laura: “Vocé diz que a garota ¢é aleijada. Todo mundo pode ver que nao ha nada de
errado com as pernas dela!” (Williams, 1943, n.p., tradugdo propria),'® entdo pontua que é
muito dificil de acreditar que Laura ndo é popular, dado que é representada por uma atriz

belissima. A tudo isso Tom responde com o que serd um discurso central do espetaculo: a

ideia de que tudo na peca é visto através da memoria, e a memoria ndo é realista. Diante

7 No original: “Tom: [...] Maybe while we're waiting somebody in the audience would like to ask a

question or make some criticism.

Man: (Angrily) This is not the kind of a play that I like.

Tom: Thank you. How many in the audience feel the same way?

Don’t be polite. If you don’t like it, say so! Raise your hands, yell, whistle, but please don’t damage the
theater as it is not the fault of inanimate objects.

Thank you. Now, Mister, would you like to tell us what kind of plays you prefer?”

No original: “Tiny Little Frightened Wisp of a Woman”.

No original: “Fat Man: All I've got to say is this sounds like the beginning of an awfully silly play. I
suppose you think it is modern or arty or something but all I've got to say is the behavior of these
characters and the way they talk just sounds crazy to me and my patience is already exhausted with
you.”

No original: “You say that girl is crippled. Everybody can see there is nothing wrong with that girl’s
legs!”

10
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disso, o jovem Wingfield justifica, para o homem da plateia, que em sua memoria sua irma
¢é linda, embora na realidade ela nao o fosse.

Em uma préxima versdo de “Intervalo”, Williams substitui os termos “moderna” e
“artistica” por “naturalista” nas falas do homem: “Isso parece o comeco de uma peca
longa e entediante. Suponho que vocé ache que é naturalista, mas o comportamento dessas
pessoas simplesmente parece louco pra mim.” (Williams, 1943, n.p., tradugao prépria)."! O
gesto de trocar a palavra “moderno” por “naturalista”, neste didlogo, indica uma
mudanca, ainda que sutil, que talvez marque a vontade de Williams de indicar dentro da
cena o seu deslocamento do naturalismo corrente. Ao invés de ressaltar, pela fala da
personagem, a pretensa modernidade da peca, Williams escolhe por marcar a sua
desconexdao com o naturalismo. Ainda nesta versdao, o homem diz que todos na peca
parecem “malditos tolos” e pede o seu dinheiro de volta. H4 duas mulheres que se
pronunciam. A primeira mulher fara coro aos descontentes: “nunca ouvi didlogos tao
terrivelmente artificiais no teatro em toda a minha vida. Estou indo embora daqui e vou ao
cinema” (Williams, 1943, n.p., tradugdo propria)."” Ja a segunda, vai se identificar com o
que vé no palco: “pequena e Assustada Lamtria de uma mulher: (Levemente) Acho que
aquela cena foi - a-do-ra-vel.” (Williams, 1943, n.p., tradugado propria).”

H4 uma tentativa de um segundo intervalo, no qual voltam os questionamentos do
naturalismo, mas dessa vez a questdo langada é se o que esta sendo apresentado é ou ndo é

uma pega teatral:

Intervalo Dois:

Tom: Perguntas? Comentarios?

Bom? Ruim? Terrivel?

Vamos 14, pessoal, ndo esperem pelos jornais da manha!

Homem Gordo: (Levanta-se)

Tom: Um velho amigo! Sim?

Homem Gordo: Qual é o enredo dessa coisa - ndo vou chamé-la de peca
[...]

Tom: [...] isso é uma pega!

Homem Gordo: Por que est4d no palco? Isso a torna uma peca? Do que se
trata, por exemplo?

Tom: Trata-se de pessoas vivendo!

" No original: “This sounds like the beginning of a long, dull play. I suppose you think it is naturalistic but

the behavior of these people just seems crazy to me.”

No original: “I have never heard such terribly, unnatural dialogue in the theater in my life. I am getting
out of here and going to the movies.”

No original: “Tiny Little Frightened Wisp of a Woman: (Faintly) I Think that scene was - lo-vely.”

12

13
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Mulher Magra: (Levanta-se saltitante) qualquer pessoa que apresente esse
tipo de coisa como entretenimento estd cometendo uma fraude e deveria
ser processada.

%é.r]nﬁria de Mulher: Gosto desta peca porque sinto que as pessoas nela sdo
como eu, com problemas como os meus, e estou ficando cada vez mais
interessada em como tudo se desenrola (Williams, 1943, n.p., traducdo
propria).™

Para além do questionamento do estilo e da peca ser ou ndo uma pega, o0 homem da
plateia ird questionar o porqué de Tom fazer teatro em vez de estar no exército. Tom
devolve a pergunta do porqué ele, o homem gordo, também ndo esta no exército, ao que o
segundo responde: um coragao fragil. Tom diz que o seu coragdo também é fragil. O
questionamento em relacdo ao exército tem algo de homofdbico, ja que o homem diz que
“ndo diria na frente daquelas pessoas” o que ele realmente estd pensando a respeito de
Tom (lembrando que até 1993 era proibido gays nas forcas armadas estadunidenses, e que
a peca se passa em um momento anterior ao inicio da Segunda Guerra Mundial).

Nas versdes das duas cenas de “Intervalo”, Williams da corpo e voz ao publico,
coloca a cena no local da plateia e lanca um jogo que, sob o risco de se aproximar de uma
experiéncia performatica, poderia instigar os espectadores a revelar opinides e pontos de
vistas. Pensando no padrao ultracontrolado do teatro na Broadway de entdo, esse tipo de
encenacdo é algo fora da curva. Nao que Williams almejasse a Broadway nesse momento,
mas o fato é que sua pega ird se tornar uma obra fundamental desse tipo de teatro. A
reflexdo e os questionamentos junto ao publico, antes explicitos, aos poucos saem da cena,
deixando rastros numa proposta muito mais sutil de encenagao.

Em um conjunto de manuscritos intitulado “Invocacdo”, Tom desenvolve uma

relacdo com a iluminagdo sob dois aspectos, um lirico e outro técnico. Sao ao menos nove

* No original: “Recess Two:

Tom: Questions? Comments?

Good? Bad? Terrible?

Come on, folks, don’t wait for the morning papers!

Fat man: (Rises)

Tom: An old friend! Yes?

Fat Man: What is the plot of this thing - I won't call it’s play [...]

Tom: [...] this is a play!

Fat man: Because it is on stage? Does that make it a play? What is it about, for instance?

Tom: It is about people living!

Thin Woman: (Hopping up) Anybody who presents this sort of thing as entertainment is perpetrating a
fraud and ought to be prosecuted.

[...]

Wisp of Woman: I like this play because I feel that the people in it are people like me with problems like
mine and I am becoming more and more interested in how it all works out.”
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esbogos que somam quatorze paginas. Nas tentativas liricas, utiliza-se ora de prosa
poética, ora da estrutura de versos. Nessas, Tom esboc¢a uma relacdo entre a luz da manha,

o sangue da familia Wingfield, o “mito da América” e os tubos fluorescentes da cidade:

TOM: (Dirigindo-se ironicamente a plateia)
Certamente algo ruim aconteceu com a manha.

A manha teve algum tipo de estranho inforttnio...
Nosso sangue lembra como costumava ser,

[...]
A Western Electric diz: Nao mudou.
As Utilidades Puablicas dizem: Esta exatamente igual.

No entanto, nosso sangue lembra de algo diferente. Nosso sangue diz nao
ao dia metropolitano,

ao 6nibus do centro preso na esquina da farmacia,

ao interior de celotex

iluminado por lampadas fluorescentes! (Williams, 1943, n.p., traducao
propria).”

Nessa evocagdo que reproduz a tentativa de inicio da peca na qual projeta-se o
mapa dos EUA e o narrador discorre sobre o mito da “descoberta da América”, ha esse
tom nostélgico recorrente nas personagens reminiscentes e sulistas de Williams. Neste
trecho, essa sensagao nostélgica parece se direcionar ao “dia metropolitano”, esse final de
madrugada cosmopolitano, iluminado por lampadas fluorescentes.

A sobreposicao “noite” e “dia” e sua contradigdo colocada numa entoagdo poética
ddo vazdo para experimentagdes pléasticas da luz em cena. Isso ficara explicito quando
Tom interromper seu momento lirico para questionar o técnico de luz. Em um primeiro
manuscrito relativo a essa interrupcao (ndo paginado), o iluminador assume o papel que
foi do homem gordo da plateia e questiona os sentidos e significados da peca usando as

mesmas palavras que o primeiro - vemos o gesto de Williams em manter o didlogo de

questionamento, mas mudando de personagem. Nas versdes seguintes, Williams

15

No original: “TOM: (Wryly addressing the audience)
Something bad has certainly happened this morning.
Morning has had some kind of weird misfortune...
Our blood remembers how it used to be,

[...]

Western Electric says, It hasn’t changed.

Public Utilities say, It's just the same.

However our blood remembers something else. Our blood says no to the metropolitan day,
the down-town bus caught on the drug-store corner,
to Celotex interior

lit by fluorescent tubes!”
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abandona a ideia do iluminador questionando as razdes da peca e volta o foco para os

modos de iluminar:

Acho que vocé perdeu a entrada de luz.

Voz Rouca: Eu nunca perdi nenhuma entrada!

Tom: Onde esta a manha?

Voz: Vocé tem a manha, meu chapa.

Tom: Onde ela esta?

Voz: Vocé estd em cima dela.

(TOM OLHA PARA A LEVE CLARIDADE AQOS SEUS PES)
(Williams, 1943, n.p., tradugédo prépria).'

Na discussdo com o iluminador - neste trecho representado por uma voz, embora

haja esbocos em que ele surge em pessoa no palco -, Tom mostra que ndo quer uma

iluminacdo vinculada com a verossimilhanca. No embate com o técnico, propde que a

manha seja feita com uma “luz de meio-dia”. Entdo chega a conclusao de que “a principal

razao pela qual minhas pecas nunca sdo encenadas no teatro americano é que vocé nao

consegue iluminé-las; elas exigem tipos de luz ainda ndao descobertos” (Williams, 1943,

n.p., tradugdo propria).”” No questionamento sobre o que é “a luz da manha”, Tom pede

ao iluminador que “trapaceie um pouco” para atingir um efeito antinaturalista. Para isso,

o protagonista narrador indica nimeros precisos de refletores para que técnico - sempre

insatisfeito - opere. Nesse percurso, o personagem nao se desconecta da plateia:

(AO PUBLICO)

Peco desculpas, mas a luz é importante -

quando digo luz prateada, eles me dao luz de tangerina -

e assim ninguém sabe do que estou falando...

Veja, minhas pecas sdo em sua maioria truques de luz! (Williams, 1943,
n.p., tradugdo propria).’

16

17

18

No original: “I think you missed your light cue.

Gruff Voice: I never missed no cue!

Tom: Where is morning?

Voice: You got morning, Bub.

Tom: Where is it?

Voice: You're standing on it.

(TOM LOOKS DOWN AT THE FAINT WRAITH OF LIGHT AT HIS FEET.)”
No original: “The main reason my plays are never performed in the American Theatre is you can’t light
them, they call for undiscovered kinds of light.”

No original: “(TO AUDIENCE)

I'm sorry but light is important -

when I say silver light they give me tangerine -

and so nobody knows what I'm driving at...

You see my plays are mostly tricks of light!”
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A funcdo da luz, como sabemos ao ler as notas de producao, ou prestando atencao
nas rubricas e notas de outras producdes de Williams, tem papel fundamental na
concepcdo estética do autor, atingindo, nessa colecdo de manuscritos intitulada
" ~ ~ .« . -

Invocacdao”, um lugar ora de reflexao, ora de lirismo, sempre em tensdao com o drama

familiar em curso.

Ainda algumas notas

Enquanto experimentava esses momentos de ruptura, Tennessee Williams também
escreveu notas que se tornaram base para o seu breve e incompleto pensamento sobre o
teatro plastico. Na edicdo publicada da peca, como mencionado anteriormente, ha
consideragdes a respeito de determinados aspectos técnicos e como eles ndo deveriam ser
tratados de maneira naturalista. Nos seus arquivos, no entanto, ha apontamentos mais
extensos que tentam dar conta da ideia de um teatro experimental e inovador. Essas
anotacoes sdo relevantes para o pensamento de Williams sobre o teatro pléstico e alguns
autores, como Richard E. Kramer, ji4 se debrucaram sobre esse material. Vale, neste
trabalho, retomar alguns aspectos dessas ponderacdes, para elucidar determinadas nogdes
que nos interessam, como a de plasticidade.

Expandindo o que restara nas notas publicadas em relacdo ao papel da musica,
Williams vai discorrer, nos manuscritos, sobre o uso da musica no cinema e como ela
deveria ser apropriada pelo teatro: “Se houver um ressurgimento do teatro poético apds
esta Segunda Guerra Mundial, como eu espero que haja, o uso da musica nos filmes
sonoros deverd ter uma influéncia muito forte e benéfica em seu desenvolvimento”
(Williams, 1943, n.p., traducdo propria).” Para o dramaturgo a musica deve dar unidade e
continuidade para a peca e possuir um carédter sedutor. Todavia, ele é critico quando a
musica segue padrodes clichés, sendo que esta deve criar uma “dimensao adicional, quando
se propde, como apenas a musica pode fazer, a expressar o inexprimivel verbalmente...”
(Williams, 1943, n.p., traducdo proépria).

Nota-se o profundo interesse de Williams em capturar aquilo que nao é possivel de

se expressar pela palavra - sua obsessdo pelas possibilidades de iluminagdo cénica bem

" No original: “if there is a resurgence of the poetic theater after this Second World War, as I hope there

will, the uses of music in the sound film should have a very strong and fortunate influence on its
development.”
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como por um papel criativo da musica, evidenciam esse desejo pelo inexprimivel.
Seguindo essa inclinacdo, Williams escreverd, nessas notas ndo publicadas, sobre a
prevaléncia do texto no teatro comercial de entdo, apontando que esse teatro é sobretudo
literario. A partir disso, o autor discorre sobre como outros elementos deveriam estar no
centro da realizacdo teatral. Williams menciona Piscator como um contemporaneo que
tenta trabalhar um outro tipo de cena, e completa que gostaria de um teatro onde a
supremacia da escrita seja desafiada pela centralidade de elementos como luzes, formas,
sons, siléncios, movimentos, padrdes, corpos, os quais “serdo incorporados ndo de forma
fragmentada, mas de maneira completa e triunfante em um teatro que é um complexo de
todas as artes” (Williams, 1943, n.p., traducdo proépria).” Adicionalmente, Williams
defende todas as quebras de convencgdes e diz que para esse tipo de teatro existir devera
haver um periodo cadtico de experimentagdes. Finaliza pontuando que s6 os amadores
conseguem manter essa experimentacdo e ele, entdo, se considera um amador -
consideragdo bastante radical para um autor que em pouquissimo tempo se consagrara
com um dos mais populares dramaturgos estadunidenses.

Em um esboco menor, Tennessee Williams ird esclarecer que o seu entendimento do
termo “pléstico” possui duas conotacdes. A primeira diz respeito aos elementos formais,
visuais, sonoros, sensoriais da peca, para além do texto. Assim, Williams estaria propondo
que seria tarefa do dramaturgo escrever tirando o foco do carater literdrio da cena. A
segunda conotagdo diz respeito a mutabilidade da peca. Para o Tennessee Williams de
entdo, o teatro ndo deve ser fixo, mas adaptavel - e, assim, “plastico” ou “moldéavel”: “algo
que ndo esta fixo ou congelado, mas em um estado de flexibilidade e mudanca” (Williams,
1943, n.p., tradugdo propria).” Para o autor havia algo “tragicamente congelado” no teatro

comercial de entao.
Consideracoes finais
Analisando os materiais das pastas de The glass menagerie no Harry Ransom Center,

fica evidente o movimento de Williams em fazer uma peca metateatral, na qual ele esboca

experimentos da sua visdo de um teatro do futuro, da sua idealizacdo de uma estética

* No original: “will be all not fragmentarily but completely and triumphantly incorporated in a theatre

which is a complex of all the arts.”

' No original: “something not fixed or frozen but in a state of flexibility and change.”
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teatral experimental. Nos esbocos de “Intervalo”, Tom interrompe a peca para pedir
opinides, reflete sobre o que é naturalismo, justifica escolhas cénicas, e, numa espécie de
critica as avessas, coloca em xeque o modo como as personagens falam. Esses didlogos
com o publico também revelam o que parece ser um movimento em que Williams se poe a
refletir sobre o seu proprio processo de escrita, uma busca pelo seu préprio estilo. Talvez
as criticas esbocadas no publico fossem criticas que ele mesmo fazia a sua pega - e vale
lembrar que é notério como ele modificava constantemente os seus escritos e raramente
chegava a um ponto de satisfacdo. Mas gostaria de ressaltar que é, também, uma pratica
didética do que se esbogava como esse novo teatro idealizado por Williams. O didatismo e
o distanciamento sdo elementos do épico importantes para a ideia desse teatro novo, como
demonstram essas interagdes. O épico, assim, faz parte do teatro plastico williamsiano.

Ja nos manuscritos de “Invocacdo” bem como nas notas sobre o teatro plastico,
Williams desenha uma visdo sobre os elementos formais e estéticos da cena, enfatizando a
importancia e diferenciacdo da luz e da musica no seu teatro. Por meio do lirismo, da
quebra épica e de notas reflexivas, a nocdo de plasticidade aparece de forma acentuada
nesses esbogos que deixardo rastros na versao publicada da peca.

Nos exemplos que trago e traduzo, podemos ver tentativas de atingir a plasticidade
em ambos os sentidos propostos por Williams em suas notas manuscritas: no sentido da
mutabilidade quando Tom questiona diretamente a plateia do espetaculo, e no sentido da
plasticidade no didlogo com o técnico de luz e nas suas incursdes liricas. O que gostaria de
propor é que o que aparece nas notas de producao e, de maneira sutil, no discurso de Tom
na peca publicada, nos manuscritos esta incorporado numa dimensao cénica radical. Esse
gesto radical se transforma em rastro: nos esbogos manuscritos de The glass menagerie
encontramos tentativas de teorizacdo de um novo teatro que ocorre dentro da cena,
incorporado ao jogo teatral. Com o passar das versdes, no entanto, esse gesto se torna
notas a parte e fragmentos amenizados de experimentacdo cénica - especialmente em sua
primeira montagem.

A peca em questdo seria um exemplo pratico do seu préprio teatro plastico
independente do que ela se tornou (e tendo em vista que uma peca é um resultado de
diferentes vetores/forcas). O “resultado da peca”, ou seja, suas primeiras montagens e
como ela adentrou o imagindrio coletivo, se distancia desses primeiros intuitos

confessamente transgressores, tendo se tornado, na sua montagem inaugural, quase o
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contrario disso, pelo menos para boa parte da critica: “O que ele alcangou foi um retrato
psicologico realista de uma familia disfuncional” (Single, 1999, p. 75, tradugdo propria).?
Muito se lembra do drama familiar, da relagdo com a familia do autor, do ambito privado
da peca e - fora alguns circulos critico-académicos - ainda pouco se fala de sua ligacao
com um ambito publico e maior dos EUA pré segunda guerra ou de suas pesquisas
formais. O processo da peca - vislumbrado nos arquivos - demonstra um evidente e
primeiro desejo de Williams em expandir o &mbito privado, se vincular a uma corrente de
teatro épico e experimental, e fundar um (o seu) teatro plastico. Assim, é valido contestar
um “mito de origem” comumente difundido sobre The glass menagerie que seria o da
inspiragdo autobiografica simples e pura; o do “colocar em cena traumas do passado”. O
que o material do Texas nos mostra é um intuito de reflexdo sobre uma estética especifica,
reflexao essa que se daria dentro da cena, sobre o palco e em didlogo com a plateia. H4, ali,
uma pesquisa propria de formatacdo e demonstragao de um estilo diferenciado.

Como o teatro plastico de Williams é um ideal que, fora das montagens de suas
pecas, nunca se estruturou em um tratado mais longo e oficial, este se configura como um
objeto inacabado. Levando em conta essa caracteristica de processo do material, esse
trabalho buscou trazer a vista da pesquisa brasileira apenas uma parte de um caminho
muito maior a ser tracado - o do gesto, de Tennessee Williams, obsessivo e

profundamente conectado com seu tempo, de radicalizacdo experimental.
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Resumen

El impacto de Tennessee Williams, y otros como Eugene O’Neill y Arthur Miller, es
notable, particularmente en los teatros de Buenos Aires, Argentina. En verdad, no sélo se
lo ha representado con gran recepcion del publico local, también ha incidido en autores
argentinos notables. Nos proponemos, en este homenaje, realizar una resefia de las
principales versiones de sus obras mas famosas que se han realizado en la Capital Federal,
desde mediados del siglo XX hasta 2023, destacando algunos aspectos respecto de sus
realizadores y otros elementos que permitan comprender el contexto de produccién. No
pretendemos realizar un estudio exhaustivo, nos excederiamos en la extensién pues
deberiamos incluir todas las puestas que se han montado y hacen en todas las provincias.
Deseamos estudiar los alcances de su productividad en la escena local y su vigencia.

Palabras Clave: Teatro estadounidense; Teatro de Buenos Aires; Puestas.
Resumo

O impacto de Tennessee Williams, assim como de outros dramaturgos americanos, como
Eugene O’Neill” e Arthur Miller, é notavel, especialmente nos teatros de Buenos Aires,
Argentina. Na verdade, suas obras ndo apenas foram representadas com grande aceitagao
pelo publico local, mas também influenciaram destacados autores argentinos. Neste
tributo, pretendemos fazer uma revisao das principais producdes de suas obras mais
famosas realizadas na Capital Federal, desde meados do século XX até 2023, destacando
alguns aspectos relacionados aos seus realizadores e outros elementos que permitam
compreender o contexto de producdo. Ndo temos a intencdo de realizar um estudo
abrangente, pois isso seria excessivamente extenso, ja que teriamos que incluir todas as
montagens realizadas em todas as provincias. Nossa intencdo é examinar a extensdo de
sua influéncia na cena local e sua atual relevancia.

Palavras-chave: Teatro estadunidense; Teatro de Buenos Aires; Encenacoes.
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Introduccion

El impacto del dramaturgo estadounidense estadounidense Tennessee Williams, y
otros como Eugene O’Neill (1888-1953) y Arthur Miller (2015-2005), es notable,
particularmente en los teatros de Buenos Aires. George Woodyard (1996, p. 18) al

respecto expresé que

A veces lo montaron en la Argentina pocas semanas después de su
estreno en Nueva York, normalmente con un publico tan entusiasta y en
ciertos casos ain mas que en Broadway. Su herencia ha sido impactante
en la generacién posterior [...] por su actitud desafiante al exponer la
problematica psicolégica y sexual de una generacion sumergida en una
miseria clandestina.

En verdad, no sélo se lo ha representado con gran recepcién del publico local,
también ha incidido en autores argentinos notables, por ejemplo: Ricardo Halac (1935-),
Carlos Gorostiza (1920-2016), Mauricio Kartum (1946-) y Roberto Cossa (1934-).

La presencia de su dramaturgia desde mediados de la década del 40 del siglo
XX hasta la actualidad, ya en la segunda década del siglo XXI, no ha cesado. Partimos
del concepto de productividad (Barthes, 1987) de un texto fuente con una poética
innovadora en su época, que ha derivado en reescrituras y transposiciones (Wolf, 2016) en
un cruce con otros lenguajes artisticos. Este trabajo de un texto dramatico sobre la
lengua en nuestro caso resulta notable pues no s6lo hemos visto la gran recepcién de
la transposicion cinematografica de Un tranvia llamado Deseo (A streetcar named Desire) del
director Elia Kazan (1951) en el ptublico porteno, también ha desencadenado versiones
diferentes de sus principales obras, con poéticas distintas e incluso realizadas en otras
formas espectaculares como el ballet y la danza contemporanea. En el afio 2019 un elenco
norteamericano presentd una version operistica en el Teatro Colon de Buenos Aires de
esta pieza que fue muy bien recibida por el publico local.

Pero en esta atraccion por el teatro williamsiano, debemos tener en cuenta otro hito
fundamental: la llegada a nuestro pais de la actriz judeo-austriaca Hedy Crilla (1898-
1984), maestra de actores en su pais de origen, que se exilié en Buenos Aires, pues el
régimen nazi la habia expulsado. Se desempené como intérprete teatral y en el cine
argentino. En 1947, fundé la Escuela de Arte Escénico de la Sociedad Hebraica. En

1958, la convoco el Teatro Independiente La Mascara para profundizar el Método de
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Stanislavski. Sus ensefianzas revolucionaron la actuacién, pasando de la declamacién
a un actor vivo en escena. Durante mas de cuarenta afios, formé a una gran cantidad de
actores, directores y maestros tales como Agustin Alezzo (1935-2020), Carlos Gandolfo
(1931-2005), Federico Luppi (1936-2017), Lito Cruz (1941-2017), quienes propagaron su
legado, transformando la historia de la actuacion dentro y fuera del pais. Tan
importante ha sido que inmediatamente influy6 en las carreras artisticas terciarias y
universitarias de gestion oficial de la Capital Federal; en los talleres y escuelas
privadas a cargo de grandes maestros de la escena donde se impartian estudios
vinculados con el mundo del espectaculo (actuacién, direccion escénica, escenografia,
vestuario, etc.). Sus docentes, herederos de su version del método, en las materias
troncales como Actuacién, seleccionaban en los niveles mdas avanzados, escenas de
dramaturgos fundamentales del teatro universal y de la dramaturgia norteamericana.
Por ejemplo, cuando dédbamos la materia Historia del Teatro Universal III en la
Escuela Nacional de Arte Dramaético de Buenos Aires (hoy la Universidad Nacional de
las Artes), hemos presenciado muchas veces clases en Actuaciéon III, donde los/las
estudiantes ensayaban fragmentos de EI zoo de cristal (The glass menagerie, 1945);
interpretando los conflictos de sus personajes, especialmente los hijos de esa familia
estadounidense durante la posguerra de la Segunda Guerra Mundial, donde una
joven (Laura, en realidad era Rose la hermana de Tennessee) se refugia en el unicornio
de cristal, para protegerse del mundo cotidiano. Dichos conflictos durante la préactica
escénica resultaban esenciales para los futuros artistas de la escena portefia. Estimamos
que la valoracién de su producciéon en estos ambitos estudiantiles, mas adelante la
volcaron en sus actividades profesionales como hacedores y hacedoras de nuestra
escena, gran parte de los egresados suelen montar sus puestas en los circuitos del
teatro independiente.

Volviendo a la época de oro del Teatro Independiente, década del 1940, diferentes
elencos, incluian en su repertorio teatral piezas de Williams, no s6lo por los temas sociales
referidos al contexto del autor y su época, también resultaba atractiva su concepcion de la
escena, pues aparecian elementos de las vanguardias europeas. Al respecto, hemos
analizado en otro trabajo la presencia de recursos escénicos-dramaticos expresionistas en
El zoo de cristal y en Orfeo desciendel (Artesi, 2018). Ademas, el teatro oficial y las salas

comerciales incluyeron reposiciones en su programacion - y contintian haciéndolo -, pues
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actualmente se lo concibe como un clésico del teatro norteamericano, todo un desafio para
los artistas del teatro portefio. Nos proponemos, en este homenaje, realizar una resefia de
las principales versiones de sus obras mas famosas que se han realizado en la Capital
Federal de Argentina, desde mediados del siglo XX hasta hoy (2023), destacando algunos
aspectos respecto de sus realizadores y otros elementos que permitan comprender el
contexto de produccion. No pretendemos realizar un estudio exhaustivo, nos
excederfamos en la extension pues deberiamos incluir todas las puestas que se han
montado y hacen en todas las provincias. Deseamos estudiar los alcances de su
productividad en la escena local y su vigencia.

Para la primera parte, hemos utilizado la minuciosa investigaciéon que hiciera la
estudiosa estadounidense Sandra Messinger Cypess (1996), cuyo trabajo fue incluido
en el libro coordinado por Osvaldo Pellettieri y George Woodyard (1996), editado en
Galerna, que se puede consultar en la Biblioteca de la Facultad de Filosofia y Letras de
la Universidad de Buenos Aires. Para la segunda parte, recurrimos a material
bibliogréfico variado: el Centro de Documentacién del Complejo Teatral de Buenos
Aires (CEDOC/CTBA). El archivo personal del director Oscar Barney Finn, que nos
ha facilitado informacién y material documental referidos a sus puestas. Hemos
recabado informacion en resefias periodisticas locales, bibliografia y estudios sobre el
teatro williamsiano. Ademas, los trabajos que hemos expuesto en eventos académicos
y se han publicado en revistas, libros especializados, durante nuestra trayectoria como

docente-investigadora en ambitos universitarios locales.

Su presencia en aquellos afos del siglo XX

Sandra Messinger Cypess (1996) en su trabajo Tenneesse Williams en Argentina, a
través de un abordaje comparativo, plantea que mucho antes del estreno de sus obras en
su pais, en Argentina ya era conocido el teatro norteamericano llegando a estrenarse entre
1946-1955 veinticinco puestas. Compara las fechas de estreno en Estados Unidos con las
de Buenos Aires que se dieron casi al mismo tiempo. El zoo de cristal fue montado por
primera vez en aquel pais en 1945; mientras que, en esta capital, en el marco del teatro
comercial, la produjo en 1949 la Compaifiia espafiola de Margarita Xirgu. Cypess en su

andlisis estima que “Esta actriz tan popular entre el publico argentino, seguramente
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ayudé al éxito de la obra de Williams” (Cypess, 1996, p. 52). Incluye en su trabajo la

critica que hiciera el Diario La Nacion donde se la calificaba de “buena y delicada”, “sus

personajes desdichados, viviendo sus pequefios delirios de grandeza” (Diario La

Nacion, 19472 apud Cypess, 1996, p. 52). La repuso en 1954 un elenco, Teatro Evaristo
Carriego, dirigida por Eugenio Filipelli (1929-2021), que fue un pionero del teatro en la
ciudad de Rosario en la Provincia de Santa Fe, considerado una figura emblematica
del teatro nacional. Debido al éxito logrado, hicieron gira por distintas provincias.
También la represent6, en 1957, el Grupo Artea en la lengua yddish; la produjo en
inglés el Theatre Guild, en su gira por Suramérica.

Dulce pdjaro de juventud (Sweet bird of youth, 1959) la hizo Pepita Serrador (1913-1964)
junto a Carlos Estrada (1927-2001). En la Revista Vea y Lea extraemos un comentario de la

actriz titulado “Tennessee Williams (1911-1983) por Pepita Serrador”. Expresaba:

El teatro de Williams es, a mi entender, un teatro hecho de recuerdos
[...] juega un solo personaje en todas sus producciones. El personaje
central femenino, que cambiard de forma, edad o condicién social, pero
cuya alma esta siempre aprisionada por idénticos complejos (Serrador,
2023).

Sin duda esta dupla integrada por esta gran actriz argentina junto al actor espafiol
radicado en nuestro pais, Carlos Estrada, brindaron sus mejores interpretaciones de esta
pieza.

Con respecto a Un tranvia llamado Deseo, originalmente la estrenaron en 1947; en
nuestra ciudad, la hizo en 1951 una compafia de teatro italiana, Compafia Diana
Torrieri. Cypess (1996) destaca la critica periodistica de Ledén Mirlas, escritor
argentino, dramaturgo, estudioso de la obra de O’Neill, que tradujo diferentes,
publicadas por Editorial Losada, y también escribié ensayos sobre diferentes autores
modernos. En su resefia del Diario La Nacion expresé “Williams muestra “un realismo

magico” [...] una especie de "neorrealismo” que describe como ser profundamente

humano y negar al mismo tiempo, lo que sugiere la realidad” (Diario La Nacion, 1951°
apud Cypess, 1996, p. 53, anotaciones de la autora).
Aclaramos que también hubo una version de Un tranvia, dirigida en 1952 por

Luis Mottura (1901-1972), actor y director italiano que se radicé en Argentina, en la

2 DIARIO LA NACION, Seccién Espectéculos, 20 dic. 1947.
3 DIARIO LA NACION, 23 sept. 1951.
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Compafiia de Mecha Ortiz (1900-1987). Esta actriz fue una de las figuras mas
importantes del cine y del teatro argentino, considerada como la Greta Garbo Argentina,
por su carécter a la hora de actuar.

Volviendo al material de la investigadora norteamericana, analiza los motivos por
los cuales el publico argentino gusté desde los comienzos de su teatro. Destaca la vena
poética-realista en su produccion, especialmente resalta un comentario de John Gassner
sobre “Un Tranvia “drama poético que llega a ser una realidad psicolégica” [...] Si
queremos entender el aporte de Williams a la dramaturgia de los Estados Unidos y mas
alld del teatro norteamericano, al argentino, es importante reconocer este aspecto de su
obra” (Gassner* apud Cypess, 1996, p. 51).

Luego aborda en su estudio otras obras. Verano y humo (Summer and smoke, 1948)
que primero se hizo en Dallas (1947) y, luego, en Nueva York (1948), donde fracaso.
Observa que en Buenos Aires el Grupo del Instituto de Arte Moderno en la calle
Florida en pleno centro porteno, la escenificé en 1954, con direccion de Marcelo
Lavalle (1916-1979), que fue el primer actor teatral y cinematografico argentino, dirigi6
filmes en la época dorada junto a grandes figuras de la escena y del cine nacional, en
esta primera version actuaba la actriz Norma Aleandro (1936-), primera actriz,
directora y guionista argentina, multipremiada en la actualidad que ha recibido
premios internacionales por su labor en el cine. La estudiosa norteamericana cita
diferentes resefas de criticos y estudiosos de aquella época. Por un lado, la resefia del
critico e investigador José Marial (1955), precursor e investigador, ex director de la
Federacion Argentina de Teatros Independientes (FATI), quien comenté dicha obra en
su libro El teatro independiente, publicado por Alpe Ediciones, calificindola como una de las
mejores labores del director Marcelo Lavalle. Por el otro lado, Cypess (1996) en su
investigacion nombra al gran estudioso del teatro argentino, Luis Ordaz, pues también
la elogié con expresiones similares a las de Marial. Lavalle la repuso en 1961, con el
elenco Grupo del Sur en el Teatro San Telmo, repitiéndose el mismo éxito, en dicha
ocasion la protagonizé el actor Ignacio Quirds (1931-1999) junto a la actriz Lydé Lisant
(s/d. 2006). Quirds era un actor espafiol que se radicé en nuestro pais, integré el
elenco del Instituto de Arte Moderno, donde demostré sus dotes de gran intérprete

tanto en el teatro independiente como en otros circuitos, desarrollé una amplia labor

* La autora no identifica los datos del trabajo de Gassner.
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en el cine y en la television local. Respecto de Lydé Lisant, fue presidenta de la
Asociacion Amigos del Teatro Cervantes (1984-1996), actriz de impecable trayectoria,
integré la Comedia Nacional y creé el Grupo del Sur junto con Carlos Gorostiza y
otros artistas notables.

Agrega Cypess (1996) datos sobre el estreno de La gata sobre el tejado de zinc
caliente (Cat on a hot tin roof, 1955), que en nuestro medio la monté en 1956 Francisco
Petrone (1902-1967), que se dedicé al teatro y al cine, fue un actor de fuerte
personalidad en importantes filmes argentinos. Si bien esta pieza tuvo gran recepcion,
a los ocho meses de su estreno fue censurada por las autoridades municipales debido
a la homosexualidad del protagonista, Brick Pollitt. Para comprender este acto de
censura que sufrié esta puesta, es necesario tener en cuenta que en aquella época la
Argentina habia sufrido el 16 de septiembre del afio 1955 una sublevacion civico-
militar antiperonista contra el presidente constitucional Juan Domingo Perén
encabezada por el General Eduardo Lonardi. Tras una semana de cruentos combates,
el golpe triunfé6 con un saldo de mas de 150 victimas mortales. El presidente
constitucional debié exiliarse en el extranjero. Finalmente, asumié como presidente
provisional Lonardi ejerciendo como presidente de facto desde el mes de septiembre
hasta noviembre de 1955. En 1956, asumié otro militar como presidente de facto, Pedro
Eugenio Aramburu, (1955-1958), en su gobierno no sélo fue proscripto el peronismo,
también el mundo de la cultura y de las artes sufrieron la censura politica y moral.

Hacia el final de su trabajo, la estudiosa norteamericana sefiala la repercusion
de sus obras en la dramaturgia nacional. Tiene en cuenta al investigador argentino
Osvaldo Pellettieri, quien en sus trabajos reconocia la necesidad de la modernizacién
de la escena independiente, gracias a las nuevas formas draméticas que desarrollaron
Arthur Miller, Bertold Brecht (1898-1956), Tennessee Williams: “Pellettieri se refiere a El
Puente de Carlos Gorostiza, estrenada en 1949, para indicar los comienzos de la relacién
entre las producciones nacionales y el teatro norteamericano de Miller y Williams”

(Cypess, 1996, p. 58).
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Presencia de sus obras a fines del siglo XX y comienzos del XXI

En esta parte seleccionamos las piezas con mayor repercusiéon que han sido
dirigidas por directores prestigiosos de la escena local, tanto en los circuitos oficiales y
comerciales de Buenos Aires, como en salas independientes del off de Avenida
Corrientes, principal arteria portefia donde se encuentran teatros muy importantes. Si bien
adoptamos este criterio de seleccién, decidimos incorporar algunas producciones de
caracter experimental.

Como lo hemos aclarado al comienzo, consultamos el Centro de
Documentacion del Complejo Teatral de Buenos Aires, “Ana Itelman”, archivo donde
se puede consultar material sobre las puestas teatrales y de la danza que se realizaron
y actualmente contintian en las diferentes salas que forman parte del Complejo. Si
algtin lector desea consultar su pagina en la web (CEDOC-CTBA, 2023) pueden
observar en linea material fotografico, programas de mano referidos a las puestas
(escenografia-vestuario-iluminacién) que se han realizado en las salas del CTBA,
ademas de algunos libros relativos al teatro norteamericano.

Como hemos observado en la primera parte de nuestro trabajo, se han repuesto y
aun lo observamos en la actualidad, las piezas de Williams que han tenido mayor
impacto en el publico local. Reiteramos que Un tranvia llamado Deseo practicamente es la
favorita. En 1977, la hizo un grupo independiente. En una critica periodistica sin
firma, aparecida en el Diario La Nacion (1977) se califica su reposicion como “Un
Tennessee Williams carente de poesia”. La habia dirigido Jorge Hacker (1931-2021) de
reconocida trayectoria en el teatro, el cine y la television, la monté en el antiguo Teatro
Odeoén (construido en 1891), situado en el microcentro portefio, en la calle Esmeralda
cerca de la Av. Corrientes, que desgraciadamente fue demolido (1991). En 1986, la
llev6 a escena el destacado director argentino Hugo Urquijo con Graciela Dufau, artistas
que retomaremos mas adelante.

Quizas los productores y artistas del CTBA decidieron retomarla, influidos por
el éxito de la nueva version que se hizo para la television estadounidense en 1995,
dirigida por Glenn Jordan, protagonizada por Alec Baldwin, Jessica Lange, John
Goodman y Diane Lane, que sigui6 la adaptacion de 1951, protagonizada por Marlon

Brando y una adaptacién televisiva de 1984. También hubo otra versiéon en Broadway

Dramaturgia em foco, Petrolina-PE, v. 7, n. 2, p. 268-287, 2023.

275



(1984) protagonizada por Baldwin y Lange. Efectivamente, en el afio 2000, Mauricio
Wainrot (1946-) traslad6 la pieza al lenguaje de la danza moderna Un tranvia, version
interpretada por el Ballet Contemporaneo del Teatro San Martin, en la Sala Martin
Coronado, con musica de Bela Bartok. Lo interesante en esta recreacion: el coredgrafo
recre6 la pieza, centrandose en su protagonista, Blanche Dubois, cuando esta en el
hospicio, aspectos que la pieza original no aborda pues en el desenlace los enfermeros
se la llevan. Debido a la gran recepciéon que tuvo, y en el centenario del nacimiento del
gran autor estadounidense en el afio 2011, la repusieron el ocho de octubre de dicho
ano, en la misma sala. El titulo de la critica de Martin Wullich revela su impactante
presentacion, “Un tranvia llamado Deseo, emocionante adversidad”: “La puesta en escena,
en tonos grises y colores pdlidos, con luz mortecina y movimientos que hablan de
descontrol [...] genera desde el inicio una imagen tremenda” (Wullich, 2011). En otro
pasaje, expresa “La belleza de las imagenes, a manera de fuertes e impactantes cuadros
realistas, subyuga y conmociona. Debatiendo al espectador entre el drama y la
emocion” (Wullich, 2011). La concepcion escénica del famoso coredgrafo argentino
desplegaba una gran creatividad, acompanado por bailarines con dotes actorales,
demostré la potencialidad del texto de Williams como fuente de inspiracién para
lograr este logro escénico. En la pagina web del CEDOC/CTBA se puede consultar
toda la documentacion visual, programa de mano, planos escenogréaficos y vestuario.

En 1984, el elenco de Teatro de Venezuela present6 en el CTBA, una version de
Una gata sobre el tejado de zinc, dirigida por Horacio Peterson (1922-2002).

El mismo afio de la version para ballet que resefiamos anteriormente, Daniel
Veronese (1955-) - actor, director y dramaturgo argentino contemporaneo, quien gusta
versionar a los clasicos - la hizo en el Teatro Apolo, sala del circuito comercial que
también se halla en la Av. Corrientes, a pocas cuadras del CTBA. La pudimos ver y
nos llamoé la atenciéon que el director seleccionara para los protagénicos a Diego Peretti (n.
1963) en el papel de Stanley y a Erica Rivas (n. 1974), en el de Blanche, ambos intérpretes
muy famosos del cine y la television argentina de ese momento. En un trabajo nuestro,

estudiamos dicha version y sefialabamos:

Focalizamos en la mirada de género que plantea la puesta por su
exaltacion de lo intuitivo y de lo animal, evidente en la particular
eleccion de los actores, sus registros de actuacion, el uso de localismos
portefios, y otros procedimientos que buscan el impacto en los
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espectadores y en las espectadoras portefios (Artesi, 2012, p. 71).

En su actualizaciéon, que fue autorizada por la agencia norteamericana que
manejaba los derechos, modificé la concepcién espacial eliminando el piso de arriba
donde vivian los vecinos logrando asi una economia teatral muy grande pues todo
ocurria en la casa de Stanley-Stella. Incluso eliminé algunas escenas simbolicas, por
ejemplo, la visita de la vendedora mexicana de flores (que funcionaba como una
anticipacion de la muerte simbolica de Blanche). Daniel Veronese expresaba en una

nota:

Es un autor muy sanguineo, visceral y emotivo. Hay determinados
momentos de quiebre que son maravillosos, la forma en que esta llevado
el personaje de Blanche, por ejemplo. Hay veces en los que uno encuentra
que un autor da un paso muy fuerte en una direccién completamente
arriesgada y probable a la vez (Schoo, 2011).

Un aspecto importante en esta version: la escena de la violacion de Blanche que
Stanley realizaba en la extraescena en la version original (siguiendo el decoro de la
tragedia griega), en esta ocasion se transformoé en una imagen explicita donde Stanley la
violaba en el living de la casa, logrando asi imponer su autoridad patriarcal, a la vez que
destruia a Blanche y la echaba de su hogar.

En su momento algunos criticos locales, objetaron la eleccién de Erica Rivas en
el papel de Blanche, aduciendo extrema juventud y belleza, les parecia poco verosimil
- dentro del patrén machista - pues concebian al personaje como “una experta mujer
embaucadora de hombres” (Finn, 2023). En nuestro trabajo, reconocimos que el
director habia decidido alejarse de la mitica version cinematogréfica tradicional, pues
se habia inspirado en las versiones feministas realizadas en New York y en Los
Angeles en los 70, donde aparecia representada esta heroina con rasgos juveniles; de
esta manera Veronese lograba una mayor identificacién en el auditorio portefio. Erica

Rivas sefialaba en un reportaje:

Es que Tennessee Williams sabe lo que significa la violencia, porque él
también estuvo toda su vida relegado. El entiende perfectamente a las
mujeres, él sabe cOémo terminamos: muertas, violadas o en un
manicomio. Un final feliz seria falso, porque es el final él también tuvo
en su vida. Para una persona que tiene la intensidad que tuvo él (y que
también tiene Blanche) es muy dificil vivir en esta vida. Con un final
poético, en esta obra (Méndez, 2011).
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El critico Ernesto Schoo en el Diario La Nacion sefialaba: “La direccion de
Veronese es idénea, mas acertada en las escenas de violencia - tremendas, resueltas con
eficacia [...] En parte se deba, tal vez, a que Erica Rivas es demasiado joven” (Schoo,
2004), criticaba en su resefia esta puesta a pesar del gran éxito de taquilla.
Consideramos que en esta actualizaciéon de la pieza el director abordé un conflicto
social que en aquella época habia impactado mucho en los medios de nuestro pais.
Nos referimos a las denuncias de violaciones y femicidios que produjeron cambios en
nuestra legislacion: en el afio 2012 se sancion¢ la ley 26.791, por la cual se incorporé la
figura de femicidio/feminicidio en el Cédigo Penal de la Argentina. Evidentemente,
Veronese deseaba acercar este clasico a la actualidad, con la intencién de que el ptblico se
identificara y reflexionara sobre este conflicto social.

Otro director argentino que ha transitado el mundo williamsiano es Oscar
Barney Finn (1938-), director de peliculas, de ciclos televisivos, de obras teatrales,
regisseur de Opera y guionista argentino que ha ejercido la docencia y ha obtenido
premios muy importantes. En 1983 (del 8 al 25 de abril), estrené ;Oh, querido Tennessee! en
la Feria del Libro de Buenos Aires, donde interpreté diferentes personajes la actriz
argentina Graciela Dufau. Otro homenaje, en 1985 jOh, querido Williams! en la Fiesta
Nacional de Teatro. En ese mismo afio, repuso el espectaculo en el marco del Ciclo
Otofio Literario Norteamericano, en el Teatro Nacional Cervantes. Se repiti6 su
creacion durante la temporada la Sala Enrique Muifio, desde 1983 al afio 1988, pero la
dirigi6 Javier Torre (1950-). Tuvo en papeles protagénicos a dos grandes actrices de la
escena argentina: Maria Rosa Gallo (1925-2004) e Inda Ledesma (1926-2010). Ya en
1990, la traslad6 al Teatro Regina, con otros/otras intérpretes de amplia trayectoria en el
cine y el teatro nacional: Alejandra Boero (1918-2006), Elena Tasisto (1948-2013), Graciela
Araujo (1930-2019) y Pablo Alarcén (1946-). En 2007, adapté y monté La gata sobre el tejado
de zinc caliente en el teatro El Porton de Sanchez. En 2008 y luego en el afio 2014, la hizo
en Chile.

En el afo 2011, en un Homenaje a Tennessee Williams en conmemoracion del afio
del centenario de su nacimiento, escenific6 Noches romanas de Franco D”Alessandro
(1967-), autor norteamericano, pieza basada en la amistad de Williams con la actriz
italiana Ana Magnani (1908-1973), el texto lo tradujo Hugo Zanén. Primero lo realiz6 en

el BAC (British Art Centre), en formato semimontado con elementos escenogréficos muy
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sencillos (un puf y un gran balcén); los protagénicos estuvieron a cargo de la actriz
Virginia Innocenti (n. 1966), interpret6 el personaje de Ana Magnani) y el actor Paulo
Brunetti (n. 1973), en el rol de Tennessee Williams. Luego, la repuso en el Centro Cultural
de la Cooperaciéon de Buenos Aires (2013-2014).

Finalmente, realiz6 la adaptacion de Dulce pdjaro de juventud (2018), con
traduccion de Cristina Pifia (1963-), poeta, ensayista, profesora y traductora. La dirigié en
el Centro Cultural 25 de Mayo (sala ubicada lejos del centro, en la zona norte de la
ciudad), cuya accién transcurre en el sur segregacionista, donde el autor reflexionaba
sobre la pérdida de esa edad dorada. En una entrevista de la periodista Cecilia
Hopkins, aparecida en el diario Pdgina 12 de Buenos Aires, el director expres6 “un paso
mas en mi larga relacién con este dramaturgo [...] desde la época en que junto con el
maestro Carlos Gandolfo y otros directores buscaban experimentar con sus piezas”
(Diario Pagina 12, 2018) Actuaron artistas notables como Silvia Spelzini (artista visual
y actriz, 1971-); Sergio Surraco (1978-), actor argentino, Carlos Kaspar (1965-) - actor,
director y dramaturgo argentino; Malena Figo, actriz y fotégrafa argentina,
actualmente protagoniza El zoo de cristal (remitimos a la puesta que resefiamos maés
adelante). Resulta un texto de Williams poco frecuentado, quizas porque ha sido
censurado en su momento, donde el personaje femenino de Alejandra, actriz en plena
declinacién, de alguna manera era el alter ego del autor, pues ella decia: que no era
vieja, sino que ya no era mas joven, expresion que el director cit6, pues en el mundo actual
no se muestran en los medios y en el teatro personas que transitan la vejez..

En nuestra investigacion, nos hemos contactado con la Licenciada Sandra
Cafarelli y Mariano Oropeza, quienes se hallan preparando un libro de préxima
edicion sobre la multifacética trayectoria de Barney Finn.” Les agradecemos a ellos y al
director porque nos han facilitado fragmentos de sus entrevistas personales, luego
transcriptas en un Word, donde el artista habla de sus puestas recientes. En un

momento le preguntaron sobre sus herramientas escénicas:

¢Qué rol juega en sus puestas?

-Yo no puedo separar el trabajo en cualquier cosa: en el cine, en el teatro,
en la television tiene que ver con la unidad, con una concepcion estética
que uno tiene. Esa concepcion estética estd integrada por todos los
elementos (...) en el teatro el clima que uno tiene que armar con una

> Agradecemos a la Lic. Sandra Cafarelli y a Mariano Oropeza, que nos han facilitado fragmentos de las

entrevistas personales, luego transcriptas, donde Oscar Barney Finn habla de sus puestas.
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escenografia, y no estoy hablando que sea una escenografia corporea,
pueden ser elementos, pero ahi la luz adquiere todavia mayor
importancia. Porque es la luz la que va a determinar (Finn, 2023).

En otro pasaje, comentan acerca por el tratamiento del espacio en sus puestas,
donde predominan ambitos despojados “la luz juega un factor muy importante
porque le permite crear atmosferas en estos espacios” (Finn, 2023). En dicha instancia

ejemplifica con algunas obras de Williams que monté:

Cuando yo hago Dulce pdjaro de juventud se determina que la tengo que
hacer en el Teatro 25 de Mayo, me tengo de adaptar a eso [...] me paso lo
mismo que cuando hice otro Williams, yo no queria tener que cambiar
decorados porque no me gustaba, porque no me parecia necesarios y
ademads porque era menos econémico [...] Cuando yo adapto La gata
sobre tejado de zinc caliente, se me ocurre que todo tiene que pasar en el
cuarto de ellos, todo el cumpleafios, la fiesta, lo que les pasa, entonces
elimino todo lo que no hace falta y creo en torno a ese espacio un
espacio todo puede ocurrir. Entonces desaparecen los negros y los
chicos, los chicos estan en el sonido no en la presencia, [...] Cuando llego
a Dulce pdjaro de juventud, que también hago la adaptacion [...] me centro
en todo lo que pasa en el cuarto de ella, en el cuarto que ellos tienen en
la ciudad [...] y como hacen ellos (los americanos) las convenciones de
sus partidos en grandes hoteles, entonces armé el hotel, y dentro de ese
hotel, el cuarto (Finn, 2023).

Luego coment6 acerca de la necesidad de lograr una gran economia de recursos

escénicos:

[...] Armamos con Daniel Feijoo un lugar que se cierran y abren puertas
corredizas transparente, el hotel de palmeras que quiere Williams esta
presente en esas palmeras, hay clima, hay sugerencia y [...] un gran carro
que hice construir manejado por una especie de maitre lleno de botellas y
de copas que va y viene (Finn, 2023).

Segun lo expresamos en el anterior periodo, El zoo de cristal fue otra de las piezas
que se estren6 en Buenos Aires al poco tiempo de su presentacién original.
Consideramos que tuvo una gran repercusion en la Argentina la version
cinematogréfica realizada en 1987, cuya transposicion la hizo Paul Newman,
protagonizada por actores y actrices de la talla de Joane Woodward, John Malkovich y
Karean Allen. Muy pronto se hizo, bajo la magnifica direccion de Hugo Urquijo -
médico psiquiatra, psicoanalista, docente y director teatral argentino - de larga
trayectoria en la escena portefia, multipremiado por puestas de autores del teatro

universal muy disimiles (Samuel Beckett, Harold Pinter, Bernard Shaw), “Sin
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embargo, ha sido Tennessee Williams el autor que mas ha despertado su interés”
(Urquijo, 2023). Dijimos anteriormente que habia montado Un tranvia junto a Graciela
Dufau (1942-), actriz de cine, teatro y televisiéon que, junto a su marido, el director
Hugo Urquijo, interpret6 distintas figuras femeninas que cred el autor surefio. Este
director monté EI zoo en los afios 1991-93 en el desaparecido Teatro Bauen ubicado en la
Av. Callao cerca de la Av. Corrientes, protagonizada por el actor Hugo Soto (1953-
1994), que interpreté a Tom; Inda Ledesma (1926-2010) - primera actriz formadora de
actores y directora teatral de destacada actuacion, en esta pieza llevd adelante el
personaje de Amanda; Ingrid Pellicori (1957-), actriz argentina licenciada en psicologia
- hija del famoso actor argentino Ernesto Bianco (1922-1977) - obtuvo premios por sus
trabajos y en esta ocasion interpret6 a la joven Laura; Mario Pasik (1951-), actor
argentino que estudi6 con el maestro Raul Serrano (1952-2023, habia nacido en Lima,
Perd, se radicé en nuestro pais, fue un gran maestro de actores). Mario Pasik desarrollé
una amplia trayectoria en el cine, el teatro y la televisiéon argentino, recibié en varias
oportunidades fue nominado para el Premio Martin Fierro, en El zoo interpreta al
joven candidato Jim. También Hugo Urquijo la habia montado en 1976. En 1999,
mont6 De repente el iltimo verano en el Teatro San Martin, con un elenco de intérpretes
famosos de la escena actual.

En el afio 2002, la directora Alicia Zanca (1955-2012) - actriz de cine y de
television, directora de teatro - la repuso en el Teatro Presidente Alvear, que forma
parte del CTBA, luego, en el Teatro Regio del mismo Complejo, cuya version la hizo
el dramaturgo, director y escritor multipremiado, Mauricio Kartum (1946-). En dicha
oportunidad, la protagonizaron artistas relevantes de nuestro pais: la actriz Claudia
Lapac6é (1940-), Laura Novoa (1969-), Claudio Quinteros (1970-2013) y Fernando
Ramirez. Obtuvo dos premios Teatros del Mundo en distintos rubros. En el Teatro San
Martin (CTBA), unos afios antes, en 1993, la present6 el Grupo Actoral 80 de Venezuela,
dirigido y protagonizado por el actor, director, con destacada actuaciéon gremial y
politica, pedagogo teatral y ex director del Teatro San Martin de Buenos Aires. Nos
referimos al gran artista Juan Carlos Gené (1929-2012).

Mas adelante, en el afio 2005, en el marco del Festival Internacional de Buenos Aires
(FIBA), presentada en el CITBA como Endstation Amerika, monté una polémica version

experimental el director aleman Franz Castorf.
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Aclaramos que el Complejo tiene programado hacer una versién inspirada en
Un tranvia, titulada Sobre la amabilidad de los extrarios, cuyo titulo remite a las palabras
finales de Blanche Dubois en la pieza original. Esta adaptacion que atn no se estreno,
fue creada por Alejandro Genes Radawski, escritor, director de cine y de teatro,
radicado en Polonia, con premios en el &mbito local e internacionales.

Ya en el ano 2023, en homenaje al 40 aniversario del fallecimiento de Williams,
vimos con placer la puesta del Zoo a cargo del director Gustavo Pardi (1978-). Este
artista fue uno de los fundadores del Banfield Teatro Ensamble en la zona sur de la
Provincia de Buenos Aires, actor de la television y el cine argentinos, protagonizé una
pelicula rodada en el sur de nuestro pais, junto a Geraldine Chaplin (Camino sinuoso,
direcciéon Juan Pablo Kolodziej, 2018). La montaron en la sala El Picadero, ubicada
cerca de las Av. Corrientes y Callao, espacio que encierra una historia nefasta de
nuestra historia reciente pues alli funcioné el famoso Ciclo Teatro Abierto 81, un
movimiento de resistencia artistica a la dictadura civico-militar genocida (1976-1983),
espacio que este régimen mand¢ incendiar y destruy6 en 1981. Dicho espacio felizmente
se reconstruyd, reabriendo sus puertas en el afio 2012; desde entonces, se ha
transformado en un lugar donde se presentan obras prestigiosas de la cartelera portefia.

Como director Gustavo Pardi ha encarado textos clasicos y nacionales. Ha
dirigido EIl zoo con gran éxito de publico y de critica, el periodista Carlos Pacheco
destaco su labor en la direccion: “expone las cualidades de cada uno de los personajes
de manera muy definitoria” (Diario La Nacién, 2023). Utiliz6 la versiéon que hiciera

Mauricio Kartum y produjo el CTBA (2022), quien en otra entrevista periodistica sefalo:

He sido muy respetuoso con este texto que siempre me ha
deslumbrado. Actualicé algunas convenciones que me parecian menos
contempordneas y mantuve todo lo demés [...] La complicaciéon en
Argentina y Uruguay con nuestro voseo es que todo texto que hable de
“t4” suena afectado (Pacheco, 2023, destacados del autor).

Los protagonistas de esta puesta son Ingrid Pellicori (Amanda Wingfield) que “se
expone aqui con unas caracteristicas avasallantes”, expresaba el critico Carlos Pacheco
(2023) en la resefia que mencionamos mads arriba; actriz de amplia trayectoria teatral, en
1991 habia recreado a Laura en la puesta de Hugo Urquijo que anteriormente resefiamos.
Agustin Rittano (en el rol de Tom), recientemente trabajé como actor en el filme Argentina

1985 (2022) de Santiago Mitre, sobre los Juicios a la Junta Militar y en el teatro Teatro
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San Martin en Las ciencias naturales de Tenconi Blanco. Finalmente, Malena Figé (Laura) y
Martin Urbaneja (Jim) sobresalen pues “Las escenas entre Laura y Jim O“Connor resultan
extremadamente poéticas” comentaba Carlos Pacheco (2023) en su andlisis. Consideramos
que esta obra del dramaturgo surefio no ha perdido vigencia pues en pleno siglo XXI
vivimos una gran crisis global provocada por la Guerra Ucrania-Rusia, padecemos una
situaciéon parecida a la que se vivid durante la crisis del 1930 que Williams supo
mostrar en su dramaturgia.

Una mencién especial merece una puesta de cardcter experimental que hemos visto,
basada en el Cuaderno de Trigorin (The notebook of Trigorin, 1981) adaptacion libre del clasico
La gaviota (1896) de Antén Chejov, que el dramaturgo norteamericano convirtié en un
drama actual, segin palabras del autor en su edicién en castellano: “[...] a fin de
traerlo mas cerca, hacerlo més audible para ustedes de lo que he visto se lo presentaba
en cualquier produccién estadounidense” (Williams, 2011, p. 145). Fue estrenada luego de
su muerte en Vancouver, Universidad de Columbia Britdnica. Més adelante, en 1996, fue
realizada en Cincinnati; recientemente, en el 2013, en New York. En otro trabajo nuestro
sefialdbamos que la mirada chejoviana se observa en toda su producciéon por su

percepcion de lo tragico, asi lo expresaba Ernesto Schoo (2004):

Porque si algo revelan sus Memorias y, sobre todo, sus obras, es el
sentimiento tragico de la vida: “El tema mayor de mis obras, el dolor de
la soledad, que me sigue como mi sombra, una sombra formidable,
demasiado pesada para arrastrarla tras de mi, todos mis dias y noches”.

Marce