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in space.” (Williams 1970: 115) As Tom speaks the audience watches an interior pantomime as 

Amanda comforts Laura with “…dignity and tragic beauty, gracefully and almost dance-like.” 

(Williams 1966: 115) The Bowles score fades as Laura blows out her candles, ending the play 

with a quiet and elegant diminuendo.   

 

Figure 37 Amanda comforting Laura in The Glass Menagerie, 1945. 
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6.5 Musical Character Emphasis in A Streetcar Named Desire 

 

Figure 38 Set Design illustration for A Streetcar Named Desire by Jo Mielziner. 

New Orleans was full of the music I loved… after dark the city was full of pulsing sound. 
I’d walk down a street lined with “joints” out of which jazz flooded into the soft night 
air….in New Orleans I learned the importance of music in film. (Kazan 1988: 381) 

 

Williams numbered several composers among his close friends; the most important of 

these in the early years were Paul Bowles and Alex North. North composed the music for A 

Streetcar Named Desire, for the Broadway run in 1947 and the 1951film adaptation. Bowles’s 
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music was heard in a number of important Williams premieres: The Glass Menagerie (1945), 

Summer and Smoke (1948), Orpheus Descending (1957), Sweet Bird of Youth (1959), and The 

Milk Train Doesn't Stop Here Anymore (1962). Later relationships with composers included 

Williams's friendship with Lee Hoiby, who scored the music for the 1972 revival of Summer and 

Smoke and composed an operatic version of the play in 1976. (Crandell 1995: E)         

 

Figure 39 Alex North. 
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6.5.1 Music as a Descriptive Component to Place and Character  

Williams’s initial stage directions, printed in the 1947 New Directions reading version of 

A Streetcar Named Desire, describes the Elysian Fields environment in which Blanche makes 

her entrance, an area described as poor, but one “…with a raffish charm, where a visitor can 

almost feel the warm breath of the brown river beyond the river warehouses with the faint 

redolence of bananas and coffee. And heard in the corresponding air, music of Negro 

entertainers…a tinny piano being played with the infatuated fluency of brown fingers, the spirit 

of life expressed by the “Blue Piano”.” (Williams 1984: 469) 

In her academic paper, “Williams’s Journey to Streetcar: An Analysis of Production 

Manuscripts of A Streetcar Named Desire”, “[Sarah] Boyd Johns dates the first mention of blues 

piano to the professionally typed draft of February 1947 where the blues are featured in the 

opening stage directions for scene 1. Williams placed these blues piano cues, at times expanded 

to a band of “negro entertainers,” or hot trumpet and drums, across several scene changes. Such 

cues are essentially structural, covering the time needed to change the set and lighting set-ups… 

but they also offer further opportunities to establish the play’s locale and even provide 

commentary in places. Blues piano cues were also indicated at key moments within scenes, with 

placement relatively consistent in that such cues are heard at moments of loss, loneliness, and 

melancholy, with a modified, more up-tempo version of this music suggested for anxious 

situations.” (Davison 2009: 81) Williams had a keen conception of the play’s use of jazz, 

although as play rehearsal and production developed, Kazan modified some of Williams’s initial 

usage of this musical genre as a means of balancing the character performances of Stanley and 

Blanche.  
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After The Glass Menagerie, Williams confronts and rejects the conviction that the 

primitive is a quality naturally less white than black or brown. Williams appears to be 

suggesting, “…we are all primitives by nature, taking pleasure in our instincts.” (Davison 2009: 

82) Some might argue that to deny such instinct, such as Blanche appears to do in Streetcar, is at 

least partially responsible for her downfall. Thus, as suggested by Davison, “…it is possible to 

read the blue piano’s unbounded permeation of the warm [languid] air” in Williams’s stage notes 

for Streetcar’s first scene as appearing to relate well to the French Quarter’s special character, 

the intermingling of the races.” (Davison 2009: 83) 

Kazan agreed with Williams’s choice of the blues, particularly as it related well to 

Blanche’s “…lonely, abandoned soul.” (Davison 2009: 82) In the production, the piano and 

trumpet were enlarged to a four-piece jazz band, composed of a clarinet, drums, piano, and 

trumpet, playing various arrangements of well-established and recognizable jazz standards. The 

blues/jazz music was used at various moments ostensibly coming from the neighboring Four 

Duces bar.  The ghostly dance music, the “Varsouviana,” alluded to by Williams as the polka, 

was the music played at the Blue Moon Casino the night Blanche’s husband shot himself. It was 

used for purely subjective effect, heard only by Blanche at moments of her experiencing 

emotional crisis. In the theatre production, it was played on an early electronic polyphonic 

synthesizer, the Novachord, which was capable of different mood sequence sounds via 

manipulation of numerous pedals and dials, allowing for various musical cues depending on the 

critical moments when Blanche heard the music. Kazan made frequent use of the “Varsouviana” 

to signify Blanche’s disintegrating mental state. “Kazan integrated it more with North’s jazz 

score, embedding the play’s juxtaposition of subjectivity and objectivity in the production’s 

musical code.” (Murphy 1992: 31) 
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Through collaboration with Kazan, the association with the “Varsouviana” and Blanche 

was intensified. Kazan took the cues, initially detailed by Williams, who had concentrated the 

music in the later portion of the play, and added it, in different arrangements, in scenes where 

Blanche’s emotions were motivated primarily by mention of her late husband. In so doing Kazan 

was making the point that Blanche’s mental state, already fragile prior to her arrival in New 

Orleans, was becoming more fractured during the course of her stay in the Kowalski household. 

From the point of view of character propriety, Kazan was concerned with the Brando mystique, 

generated by his performance, influencing audience favorability toward Stanley, thus detracting 

sympathy from whom the playwright intended. By showing Blanche’s increasing mental 

disintegration during the moments when she heard the “Varsouviana,” Kazan would shift 

audience empathy toward Blanche as the play proceeded, thus guaranteeing a more positive 

audience response as Blanche suffers her mental breakdown at play’s end.  

 

Figure 40 “Stellaaaaaaaaaaaaa!” Marlon Brando as Stanley Kowalski in the film adaptation of A Streetcar Named Desire. 
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The jazz elements used throughout the production emphasized a strong connection with 

Stanley. Davison describes three particular moments: First, as in Scene Three, he screams out his 

wife’s name Stella at the bottom of a circular staircase, pleading with her to return from an 

upstairs apartment where she has taken temporary sanctuary from his drunken rage. Second, in 

Scene Eight, when, after providing Blanche a birthday gift of a ticket back to Laurel, the town 

from which she had fled, Stanley reminds Stella of their previous physical relationship and the 

happiness they had shared before Blanche had entered their lives. And the rape, Scene Ten, 

where the music articulates carnality, a reference, perhaps, to the sense of human primitivism, a 

recurring motif in Williams’s writing. The first two scenes, three and eight, suggest the 

importance of sex in Stanley and Stella’s relationship. Scene ten underscores “…the potential for 

sexual violence when desire is unrestrained by morality.” (Davison 2009: 84)  

 

Figure 41 A Streetcar Named Desire, the rape scene. 
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The substantially enlarged role for music by North’s score develops and intensifies 

Williams’s and Kazan’s vision, developed for the play most notably by their use of jazz-inspired 

elements, the “Varsouviana,” and the technique of layering and/or juxtaposition of these 

elements. The score’s dynamic asserts a three-act structure shaping both film and stage play, and 

directs the score towards both a musical climax, which then impacts the dramatic climax. North’s 

music emphasizes “…Williams’s tragic and ambivalent characterization of Blanche and Stanley 

in musical terms and does so without moralizing or resorting to sentimentality.” (Davison 2009: 

84) 
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CONCLUSION 

In an interview with the New Orleans Times Picayune, while speaking with writer Don 

Lee Keith, Williams stated, “I’ve never hidden my homosexuality, I don’t think. But then, I 

haven’t tried to flaunt it…in many ways it has been such an integral part of my creativity, 

however…” (Keith 1970: 159) When [Italian director] Luchino Visconti was directing a 

production of A Streetcar Named Desire he had stated: “Tennessee you are Blanche.” (Keith 

1970: 159) Williams replied, “I’ll admit to being other heroines. I was Alexandra del Largo in 

Sweet Bird of Youth. I’ve probably made every speech she made…anyone who knows my plays 

will know that.” (Keith 1970: 159) 

This manuscript begins with what Carl Gustav Jung, the Swiss psychologist and 

psychoanalyst, defines as what constitutes the life of the true artist. Such a person must pay 

dearly for what Jung alludes to as the “…divine gift of creative fire.” (Jung 2017: 77) Such 

divinity does not come without great peril to the individual, monopolizing energy and 

endangering one’s very humanity, causing the artist to develop various humanistic defects. It 

may also engender various character identities such as ruthlessness, selfishness, and both 

physical and emotional maladies, leading to deep depressions which may lead to suicide. 

Tennessee Williams was such an artist. Over the course of his life, he composed a vast 

treasury of poems, short stories, essays, a novel, and various lengths of play. He stood as the very 

model of Jung’s definition of a true artist.  

Furthermore, if there is one underlying theme in this manuscript, it relates to the Williams 

family and the effect that relationship had on the physical and emotional aspects of Tom 

Williams and his sister Rose. That effect is echoed through the characters that Williams creates. 
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How those characters are assumed, depended on Williams’s personal anxieties in the moment of 

their development. Williams implies that it is necessary for himself as a playwright to put his 

own persona into his work, explaining that the root necessity of creative work is to express those 

things most involved in one’s own experience. Williams repeatedly insisted that he never 

developed a character that did not contain some quality of his own personality. In the 

playwright’s own words, his homosexuality allowed him the ability to develop deep emotionality 

as the female characters he explored. But in applying the lenses of gender fluidity and 

androgyny, we see Williams digging deeper into his attempts to explore his own life and times. 

Especially in his later works, as he slips in and out of gender, pushing past the necessity for 

gender, Williams searches for himself, for an understanding of himself. Williams is not only the 

playwright, but he is also, as he’s said, Alma. He is Blanche.  He is John Buchanan and Stanley 

Kowalski.  He is his sister Rose, masquerading as the character Nance. Through the male/female, 

attraction/conflict, masculine/feminine identities, and love/hate family conflicts, we find that this 

canon of characters is one and the same. They are all Tom Williams. The characters are the 

playwright. 
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Epilogue: The Meeting 

In 1964, I met a man who, unappreciated at the time, likely planted an image in my 

collective unconscious that many years later, following a sudden change in an intense 

cardio/thoracic surgical career, caused that hidden image to emerge in my conscious state. 

In February of 1964, I had finished six months of a vigorous surgical internship at 

Bellevue Hospital in New York City. Exhausted, depressed, angry, discouraged, I boarded a 

plane and flew off to Jamaica. I had doubts at that moment of wanting to return to medicine, 

rather wondering if I had made a mistake by not following what I considered my desired life’s 

journey, and accept an appointment to a leading theatrical department in an Eastern University. 

On the final day of my vacation, as I was leaving the sleepy fishing village of Ocho Rios, 

I passed an outdoor restaurant which looked inviting for a good meal. I was seated out of doors 

under a private leafy canopy, ordered a meal and sat waiting, while enjoying a Jamaican brew.  

At a table some feet away were a man and a woman who appeared a bit drunk, having a bit of an 

argument. Their conversation grew louder until the lady stood up, collected her handbag, bid the 

gentleman good evening and stormed past my chair and out into the evening. 

I thought nothing more of it until a short time later, the waiter approached my table, 

handed me a small snifter of brandy and asked if I would like to finish dinner with Tennessee 

Williams! The gentleman in question waved and motioned me over.  

 What followed was a five-hour evening that included my driving Williams to his Jamaica 

residence, a conversation that involved telling him all about myself, including the angst I felt 

about my current working arrangement in New York. From the moment he learned of my 

profession, he referred to me only as “young doctor,” never again using my name. He related 
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Alma: Oh, you didn’t do that.  

John: [somberly]: Uh-huh. She didn’t look like my mother. Her face was all ugly and yellow 
and---terrible---bad-smelling! And so, I hit her to make her let go of my hand. They told me that 
I was a devil! 

Alma: You didn’t know what you were doing. 

John: My dad is a doctor. 

Alma: I know. 

John: He wants to send me to college to study to be a doctor, but I wouldn’t be a doctor for the 
world. And have to go in a room and watch people dying! ---Jesus! 

Alma: You’ll change your mind about that. 

John: Oh, no, I won’t. I’d rather be a devil, like they called me and go to South America on a 
boat!--- 

The horror felt at the deathbed of his mother such that he struck her in order to free himself from 

her grasp is likely to have created an emotional shock to the twelve-year-old John that carried 

deep within the neurotic element of the boy’s psyche as guilt, thereby creating a defense 

mechanism such that John’s future behavior is one of an existential denial of realistic rationality, 

manifested through self-gratification. John displays his attitude toward life as he explains to 

Alma at their evening at the Blue Lake Casino: “You know who’s crowned with most of the glory 

on this earth? The one who uses his senses to get all he can in the way of---satisfaction.” 

(Summer and Smoke Part 1, scene 7 Dramatists Play Service 1950 :47) 
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Figure 4 John (Ryson Sparancino) and Alma (Aimee Paxton) at the Blue Lake Casino in 

Summer and Smoke, during rehearsals, University of Montana 2018.      

As the adult figures make their early appearance an audience, having seen the prologue, should 

recognize immediately the similarity of Alma and John’s early personalities. Williams’s stage 

directions relate perfectly to what the playwright first encountered of the two youngsters. John 

Buchanan comes along. He is now a Promethean figure, brilliant and restlessly alive in a 

stagnant society. The excess of his power has not yet found a channel…at present he is unmarked 
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by the dissipations in which he relives his demonic unrest; he has the fresh and shining look of 

an epic hero.  

 

And Alma? Perhaps as Williams predicted: Alma had an adult quality as a child and now, in her 

middle twenties, there is something prematurely spinsterish about her nervous laughter… people 

her own age regard her as quaintly and humorously affected. Her true nature is still hidden even 

from herself...in Miss Alma’s voice and manner there is delicacy and elegance, a kind of 

“airiness” which is really natural to her…she seems to belong to a more elegant age, such as the 

18th Century in France. 
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Character image for Tennessee Williams is closely related to his uneasiness of human action. His 

great concern is that man is the great sinner, a transgressor against moral law. In Williams’s 

work his effort is to show man as a creature in need of a path toward salvation, in search of a 

power which can transcend that invested in natural life. This is made apparent through his use of 

the language of Christian theology, particularly through character progression of suffering, sin, 

punishment, guilt and finality of expiration. Onto these human sufferings he attempts a 

transcendent progression of sympathy, sacrifice, contrition, understanding. (Jackson 1965:58)  

 

Transcendent Changes 
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These character changes in Alma and John were brought about through emotionally traumatic 

moments as the arc of the play proceeded. For John, the sudden trauma of his father’s death 

created the conscious shock, the force by which the hidden “shadow” from within his suppressed 

unconscious was brought to the fore, that anima which turned him from an 

Aeschylean/Promethean figure to a redemptive seeking Euripidean anti-hero. Jung wrote in a 

discussion of poetic types: 

The great problems of life…are always related to the primordial images of the collective 
unconscious…balancing or compensating factors which correspond with the problems 
life presents in actuality…these images are deposits representing the accumulated 
experience of thousands of years of struggle for adaptation and existence. Every great 
experience in life, every profound conflict, evokes the treasured wealth of these images 
and brings them to inner perception; as such, they become accessible to the consciousness 
only in the presence of that degree of self-awareness and power of understanding which 
enables a man to think what he experiences instead of just living it blindly. (C.J Jung, 
Psychological Types London 1923 : 271-72). 

Williams sets in motion John’s “conversion” when after an altercation with a hostile figure, John 

enters Alma’s domain pleading for a sense of purpose, placing his head in her lap, and muttering 

“Eternity and Miss Alma have such cool hands, described by Williams as a “Pieta attitude” 

suggesting a religious moment, John’s move toward spirituality. Eternity, Williams’s stone statue 

symbol of the spiritual soul, the meaning of Alma’s name. 
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Alma was somewhat more difficult to comprehend as I followed her passage through the 

vicissitudes of Williams’s character development. In the 1972 edition of his autobiography 

“Memoirs”, Williams discusses working on Summer and Smoke, relating that although “it was a 

tough nut to crack Miss Alma Winemiller may very well be the best female portrait I have drawn 

in a play. She simply seemed to exist somewhere in my being, and it was no effort to put her on 

paper”. (T. W. Memoirs Doubleday and Company, Garden City, New York , 1972: 109) 

  However, as in so many moments of the emotional exploration of his feminine figures, at one 

moment Williams displays the individual as an object of great love and empathy only to be 

scorned and derided in another. 
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 New York Times critic, Brooks Atkinson, longtime friend, and supporter of Williams wrote of 

Alma; [Summer and Smoke] cuts mercilessly into the sensibilities of a frustrated woman----

sympathetic in its concern for her but pitilessly objective in its analysis and conclusion. It is the 

chronicle of a desperately lonely woman and it seems to have been written out of the loneliness 

of the author…he has portrayed her in a character analysis of incomparable tenderness and 

ruthlessness. Although he respects her, he is merciless with her. The further he searches into her 

character the surer he is that she is doomed to misery and loneliness” (Atkinson, Brooks. Work of 

Art The New York Times, New York, 1948).         

Alma too undergoes a great change, but not through a similar traumatic injury as had John, 

whose father was violently murdered. Alma’s psychic “shock” occurs when John returns from 

his pilgrimage to his father’s clinic in Lyon, where he spent time tending to the needs of those ill 

from a severe disease. Alma, who has been in a state of depression since the death of the elder 

Dr. Buchanan, is informed by her father that John has returned to town. Alma views John 

through a window, suddenly cries out There he is! and staggers to her knees. “Something…struck 

me…I want to die”! (S&S Part 2 scene 3:63) What is it that has struck Alma? Certainly nothing 

physical that is obvious. Rather a strong subconscious emotion has forced its way from its hidden 

place deep within her psyche in a moment of intense realization, such that Alma grabs her chest 

as though in pain and falls breathlessly to her knees. Has she, at this moment, projected her 

“soul-image” onto John, her archetypal animus? (Robertson, Robin: C.G. Jung and the 

Archetypes of the collective unconscious: American University Studies Peter Lang. New York 

1987: 121)  

Jung describes this erotic influence. “The fact remains that love, its conflicts, its problems, is of 

fundamental importance in human life, and is of a far greater significance that the individual 



 
 

167 

suspects” (Jung; C.G Adler, G, Hull, R. F. C. Collected Works. Vol. V11 Two Essays in 

Analytical Psychology: Relations Between Ego and the Unconscious  (89-178 ProQuest E-Book 

Central). Alma has been living in such circumstances, her melancholy a daily conscious 

“pretense”. Her real passion has remained hidden, her “shadow” her unconscious “attitude”, that 

of an intense sexuality which she has repressed fervently. That “attitude,” defined as a 

“readiness” of the psyche to act or react in a certain direction, is stimulated by the sight of John 

through the window. It is a terrifying specter for Alma. For the moment she wants only “to die” 

(S&S Part 2 scene 3 :63). 

Over the next few months Alma sinks deeper into her melancholy. She denies the passion evoked 

by the event that drove her to her knees. She avoids all societal contact, leaves her literary group, 

does not answer the phone, stays far from John’s clinic, spends time at the park where the 

Eternity stone angel comforts her anxiety, supporting her denial of that which so affected her on 

that fateful summer day. It is at a moment in the Eternity park when Alma is staggered again, this 

time by a young woman, one whose demeanor is that of a rebellious, dynamic individual, a 

driving feminine force keenly aware of her own sexuality.  

Nellie, once a singing student of Alma’s, whose mother is looked down upon as being from the 

“other side of the tracks” scorned by the strict ethically uncompromising southern society of 

Glorious Hill. Nellie has returned from the Sophie Newcomb Finishing School where “we are 

prepared to be young ladies in society” having learned her lessons well. Alma realizes quickly 

that her former student has become the paramour of Dr. John Buchanan. Nellie aggressively, 

slyly and deliberately references Alma as the “angel of mercy” who inspired and supported John 

after the death of his father helping him “pull himself together”. Alma, shocked for a second 
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time, responds “the fountain is the only angel in Glorious Hill. Her body is stone and her blood 

is mineral water”. (Williams:68). 

What is Alma implying with this statement, what subconscious “shadow” has suddenly been 

activated by Nellie’s deliberate jab at the woman she considers her rival for John’s love. Alma is 

realizing that emotionally she has turned to “stone” that the liquid that flows in her veins has 

turned icy. She is now aware how she has used the symbol of the stone statue to afford her self-

imposed “emotional” solitary confinement, realizing suddenly she has likely forfeited her chance 

for a meaningful reconciliation with the man she emotionally and physically loves. 

(Williams:68)    

Earlier in Summer and Smoke, Williams set the action for Alma’s response to the emotional 

upheaval she had just experienced from her meeting with Nellie. In the very first scene of the 

play, when Alma admits to John that at times she [has] “attacks of nervous heart trouble”, (a 

condition that Williams experienced, not too infrequently, during times of stress), John tries to 

assure her that her swallowing air is what is causing her heart distress …”a little trick that 

hysterical women get into…it presses on the heart and gives you palpitations”. He reassures her 

that by itself it is not dangerous, but it’s a symptom of something that is, she has a doppelganger, 

and it is badly irritated”. John does not explain to Alma that this doppelganger is her second 

suppressed identity, that it is this “hidden” side of Alma that is provoking her emotionally caused 

“heart” discomfort. (Williams:12). 

We have an ego and a shadow side, a sensual life and a spiritual life, and when “we cannot see 

the other side of our nature,” we can fall prey to a neurosis: “… the cause of neurosis is the 

discrepancy between the conscious attitude and the trend of the unconscious” (Jung C.G. [1921] 

(1971. Psychological Types, Collected Works, Volume 6, Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University 
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Press). Alma’s neurosis arises from her acceptance of the role of a minister’s daughter which is 

countered via her “shadow or ghost” which she represses intensely. According to Jung the 

repressed shadow must be made conscious in order to produce a tension of opposites “without 

which no forward movement is possible”. The stronger conscious mind “[is]seek[ing] its 

unconscious opposite” thereby sparking the symptomatology troubling Alma (Jung, Vol. V11 

63-64). 

Alma has left the Stone Angel and Nellie and changed her appearance to assume a style not 

unlike that which had appealed to John when she last saw him. John is taken aback when she 

enters his office. There is a brief awkward moment when the two just look at one another inciting 

Alma to ask “No greeting? No greeting at all” (Williams: 69). 

What follows is a heart-breaking scene where Alma admits she has not been well, that she now 

realizes that what John told her about the other “person” the “doppelganger” inside her made her 

conscious of such a force, one that had her thinking she was dying. But now the Gulf Wind has 

blown that feeling away, she is not dying, she has come to realize that she is no longer the person 

she was when she said “no” to John’s physical approaches, that that “girl who said no, doesn’t 

exist anymore, she died last summer, suffocated in smoke from something inside her, she doesn’t 

live now” (Williams: 68).      

Is this “conversation” between Alma’s suddenly understood new self and the previous girl who 

said no, realistic, or at this moment is Alma’s plea a fiction, a delusion from reality? Although it 

might seem that Alma finally recognizes the existence of “another self”, her double, she appears 

to not grasp the duality by stating in essence that her “persona” the girl who said no “died” last 

summer, implying “she” no longer exists. 
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 From the Jungian perspective of neurosis, Alma’s action is a neurotic impulse, a totally fictitious 

fantasy. In denying the existence of her persona, the girl who said “no”, Alma is deceiving 

herself and John by “replacing what is still half of her personality with the “new” personality 

containing the “fire inside her”. Alma’s neurosis, at this moment in the play, is the “smoke” that 

is actually “suffocating” her, the “unreality” of the death of her “persona” and the “sudden” 

appearance of her “shadow” both of which have always been present. (Spero:63)  ( Zweig, 

Connie, Abrams, Jeremiah, editors: Meeting the Shadow The Hidden Power of the Dark Side of 

Human Nature  Los Angeles, Jeremy P. Tarcher, Inc. 1991.) 

In a critique of this paper the question was asked concerning my interpretation of Alma’s self-

deception concerning the girl who said no wherein she attempts to replace what has always been 

present, her conscious persona her spirituality, with one of the flesh, the so called “new” 

personality containing the “fire inside her”.  

It was difficult to reconcile with Jungian neurotic theory, a suggestion concerning Alma’s 

statement regarding “the fire inside her” as creating the smoke that suffocated the ego side of her 

psyche. Jung’s theory of neurosis is based on the premise of a self-regulating psyche composed 

of tensions between opposing attitudes of the ego and the unconscious. Alma’s interior “fire” 

was sparked by her emotionally traumatic Christmas gift meeting with Nellie bringing to the fore 

the “repressed doppelganger” but there was no smoke that “killed” that persona, thereby creating 

a new personality. The Jungian “gift of the divine fire” goes to the creative artist, in this case the 

playwright, who according to Jung “is not a person endowed with free will who seeks his own 

ends but allows art to realize its purpose through him”.                                                                        

-----------------From the pen of anguish  
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My dramaturgic interpretation of the character personalities of the two protagonists, Alma 

Winemiller and John Buchanan is influenced by an appreciation of the emotional and physical 

forces affecting the psyche of their creator. Williams, like so many of his contemporaries, 

reacted to the personal environment in which he lived, and his artistic writing acted as a 

psychologic release from the immense pressures he experienced daily. Williams’s characters 

reflect those pressures, and their eventual determination might very well have acted as a catharsis 

for the playwright as he dealt with how their presence affected his own private pathos.  

The Glass Menagerie (1944) had catapulted Williams onto the theatrical world stage. Although 

his essay ‘The Catastrophe of Success’ written immediately after Menagerie penned his concern 

of being able to sustain such high accolades in his future work, he almost immediately began 

work on two plays, The Chart of Anatomy (Summer and Smoke) and The Poker Night (A 

Streetcar Named Desire). At this important moment in his early career, he was living with 

Amado Pancho Rodriquez y Gonzalez, a “tall, good looking, dark skinned, dark of hair, dark of 

eyes” (Memoires) individual he met when living in New Orleans. Pancho became his lover, 

companion, home, and financial manager and at increasing moments an extremely volatile, 

jealous and angry individual who caused Williams great consternation for his own wellbeing. In 

the grueling months of 1946, as Williams wrestled Chart of Anatomy into shape, Pancho’s most 

potent rival was Williams’s work. Pancho seemed to exist for Williams “on the other side of a 

center” which was Williams’s writing. Everything outside of that existed in a penumbra as 

shadowy forms on the further side of a flame” (Lahr 2014:114). Poncho was portrayed in 

Summer and Smoke, as Pepe Gonzalez the hot tempered, pistol carrying father of Rosa, who for a 

brief moment is engaged to John Buchanan. Here, as in other of his writings, Williams uses the 
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atmospherics about him, such as Poncho’s persona, as models for his characters and his reactions 

to them as it affects moments in his scripts (Lahr 2014: 99-110). 

At this time as well, Williams was involved with the tedious time-consuming details required to 

complete work on the two plays as well as dealing with the mind-boggling political details 

necessary to acquire appropriate dual production teams. Kazan had hesitated to accept direction 

of Streetcar, Audrey Wood, Williams’s publicist, was in negotiation with Irene Selznick to 

produce Summer and Smoke, and Margo Jones was pushing Williams to allow her to direct 

Summer and Smoke for her Dallas Texas Theatre-in-the Round. Also, of concern to Williams 

was Wood’s apparent lack of interest in Summer and Smoke. Williams feared the worst. “She is 

probably disgusted with it. So was I!  Maybe it will seem better after a while Oh, how dull am I, 

this huge, dreadful game of fox and hounds with neurosis” (Lahr 2014: 116).   

The stress at times overpowered Williams. He was advised to see a psychiatrist, finally admitting 

to Wood, “Undoubtedly a lot of my symptoms are what is called psychosomatic’(Letters #2). 

 He acknowledged being depressed about his work, feeling at times “as if I were about to give up 

the ghost” In a [[the same]]  note to Wood he stated, Miss Alma has been an ordeal. “I have 

gotten so tired of her” (Lahr p.114). A blistering comment from a friend in which Williams had 

great confidence and to whom he had read Summer and Smoke asked the already suffering 

playwright “how could the author of The Glass Menagerie write such a bad play as this” 

(Notebooks: 450, 664)  

Adding to the playwright’s misery-of-the moment, was the unexpected death of Lorette Taylor 

on Dec. 7 1946. It was Taylor whose glorious portrayal of Amanda in The Glass Menagerie had 

been the driving force that made this first Williams Broadway offering a huge success. Taylor 
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was an actress Williams consider on a par with Dues and Bernhardt and with whom he had “the 

only close friendship I have ever had with a player”. Williams wrote a note of appreciation to the 

New York Times concerning Taylor ending it by quoting John Buchanan’s admission to Alma 

that “an immaterial thing –as thin as smoke-- may give “value” to “this unfathomable experience 

of ours” (Williams’ “An Appreciation” NYTimes 15 December 1946).  

 

Figure 5 Lorette Taylor in The Glass Menagerie. 

In the meantime, Williams devoted the majority of his time to finishing ‘The Poker Night,’ 

(Streetcar) influenced by his emotional and psychologic affinity with Stanley and Blanche and 

encouraged strongly by Audrey Wood and Elia Kazan to place this play ahead of all else. During 

this intense moment in his life Williams was dealing with incredible emotional anxieties some of 

which are detailed in this writing. His fears are well documented in the physical discomforts he 

was experiencing, those which he admitted were likely psychosomatic, but nevertheless very real 

to him. He was living with a volatile individual in a relationship which, in the time period, was 
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deemed unsavory and potentially a societal crime, thus, a very real threat to Williams’s theatrical 

future.  

The four characters in the two plays, Blanche, Stanley, John and Alma were mirrors into the 

immediate androgynous moments being experienced by Williams as he composed. Stanley 

represents the darker Williams personality, the individual who roamed the streets of cities such 

as New Orleans, New York, Los Angeles, Mexican towns, “cruising”, being beaten, robbed, 

brutally taken advantage of by those with whom he would momentarily cohabit. Again, Kazan, 

so aware of his friend Williams’s personae wrote: “From the earliest sketches of the play to the 

final draft, Stanley is all about flesh and feast, both of which require killing (Williams’s stage 

directions: Stanley enters carrying a “red-stained package which he tosses to Stella). (The Plays 

2000 : 470) When Stanley overhears Blanche tell Stella that she thinks him bestial she effectively 

seals her fate. Stanley never forgets, he’s common! He’s common! (From Kazan’s; Production 

script of Streetcar) (The Plays : 510). In Streetcar, Stanley, a personification of Williams’s erotic 

ideal, had a priapic vividness, that John Buchanan never did. (Lahr 2014: 122)     

Nor, actually, did the many other male figures in Williams’s plays reach the level of violence as 

Stanley though violent male figures are revealed in a number of his short stories. John Buchanan 

is introduced as a Promethean figure at the beginning of Summer and Smoke, but events change 

John wherein he becomes a Williams anti-hero, a man searching for salvation and redemption. 

When explaining to Alma his work at his father’s clinic in Lyon, Alma asks if he was “covering 

[him] self with sudden glory”. John responds, “redeeming myself with good works” and when 

she pushes him to “ask for the coming true of his most improbable dreams, he responds “it’s best 

not to ask for too much” (S&S part 2 scene 4:70). Williams has drawn from John’s collective 

unconscious the animas archetype of spirituality, leaving behind the boy figure who stated he 
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would never be a doctor, to becoming a mature adult, busy, caring physician, with a sense central 

to Williams’s basic humanistic philosophy, ”the need for compassion for the world’s fragile and 

sensitive human beings”.  

Blanche and Alma 

It would appear that during creation of the two lady protagonists competing for favor in Summer 

and Smoke and Streetcar Named Desire, their paths through the thorn riddle thickets of their 

disparate lives were mirroring the journey Williams navigated physically and psychologically 

through his own “Dragon Country”. Having originated within a “societal norm” of similar 

southern societies, with vivid memories of deep emotional and physical influences, and spawned 

by a creator with his own not too dissimilar psyche events, the final divergent paths taken by 

Blanche and Alma suggest non-definitive alternatives. 

In the final analysis, Williams may have chosen a pathway for Blanche that may be far kinder 

than that which he allotted to Alma. It stands to reason that all that Blanche dealt with before and 

after her stay in the Vieux Carre had allowed her to develop a survivor mentality which though 

strained to the point where most others would, at the very least, have become emotionally 

incapacitated, at worst, insane, Blanche maintains a modicum of rationality, enabling a psychic 

retreat under which she hides allowing her an escape from the fear, the terror, that is robbing her 

of what is left of her composure. At this critical moment, Williams, true to form, underscores his 

plea for compassion of sensitive human beings with his stage directions for the doctor who has 

come to take Blanche to a sanitorium. 

 He takes off his hat …he becomes personalized…his voice is gentle and reassuring …he 
crouches in front of her. As he speaks her name, her terror subsides a little…the inhuman 
cries and noise die out…[Blanch] turns to face him and stares at him with desperate 
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pleading…she extends her hands…he draws her up gently. (Streetcar Gussow, Holditch 
The Plays :563)  

 

Certainly, Williams comprehended full well the severity of rape, having, at moments been so 

tortured. If, as I have come to believe, Williams’s transgender fluidity allowed him to be the 

character, male or female at the moment of writing,   thus as Blanche he/her seeks some sense of 

compassion from the trauma inflicted.   

 Blanches’s words to the doctor who now offers his arm, doffs his hat to “her ladyship” allows 

that tiny fragment of hope and reality still existing within to guide Blanche out of an immediate 

crippling environment with the words” ‘Whoever you are---I have always counted on the 

kindness of strangers” (563).  

 

I fear Williams is not as “giving” to Alma as he is to Blanche. Although much later he writes 

poetically of her “seem[ing] to be somewhere in my being” he does not suggest in what way, but 

rather acknowledges, like so many of his “little” people that she represents a figure from 

somewhere deep within his collective unconsciousness. His sister Rose, who, with no fault of her 

own, is rendered incapacitated, his puritanical mother Edwina whose rage against her dominating 

husband, linking his sexual overtures with impurity, created deep psychological scars of sexual 

repression within the Williams children, or his grandmother, the elder dying Dakin who devoted 

her time, money, love, and gentle support to Williams sustaining him when he was all but 

destitute. I suggest that once Williams provided only a “spiritual bond” between Alma and John, 

that he placed her within his own immediate frame of mind wherein his agonizing sense of self-

doubt, self-loathing, and loneliness, enhanced by all the described anatomic ills and emotional 

fears, were eased by increasing amounts of medication and alcohol. 
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Early in Summer and Smoke, John Buchanan provides Alma, who has been unable to sleep after 

a trying experience making her feel “walled in,” with “some pills placed in a glass of water” 

instructing her to “toss that down, Ms. Alma” (S&S 1972 :38). (claustrophobia, Williams’s own 

terror). Alma soon becomes relaxed and drowsy feeling like “a water lily on a Chinese lagoon”. 

John provides her with a small box of the pills with instructions “to never take more than one or 

two at a time” (S&S 1977:42).  

Over the course of the arc of the play, it becomes apparent that Alma may have been using the 

pills during the critical moments described and has become addicted to the ‘little white tablets’. 

Williams tells us of Alma’s dependency when during the final critical moments in John’s office 

moments before Nellie enters, she asks John “do you remember those little white tablets you 

gave me? I’ve used them all up and I’d like to have some more” (S&S 1977:75). He writes her a 

prescription which she will fill and carry with her. It is these tablets which may very well allow 

Alma to give herself over to the previous spontaneous and ungovernable in her nature. 

Alma’s spiritual turnabout is very much a mirror on Williams’s own break away from the 

atmosphere of Mother Edwin’s Puritanism. Although at moments of great stress, as he 

maneuvered between Streetcar and Summer and Smoke, becoming frustrated and growing “so 

tired of her”, in retrospect, in Williams’s Memoirs, Miss Alma is portrayed as being “very well 

the best female portrait I have drawn in a play. She simply seemed to exist somewhere in my 

being, and it was no effort to put her on paper” (Memoirs; 1972 Double Day and Co Garden City 

N.Y. :109).  In that statement Williams is admitting to similarity between himself and Miss 

Alma. 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. I think it is the 

phone number of God”. In William’s renovated consciousness, revelation is gratification. The 
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body spiritualized, offering the promise of a communion that brings resurrection in the flesh, not 

the afterlife. 

For the moment Alma, with the help of mood sensitizers, is off to find that which may not be 

there for her. Williams, in his final stage directions, has Alma “face the stone angel and raise her 

hand in a sort of valedictory salute” (S&S 1977:79). What does this gesture imply? I suggest that 

Alma, now with ingested pill creating a sense of “a water lily on a Chinese lagoon”, and having 

“picked up” a male companion, is attempting to bid farewell to this stone symbol of restricting 

spiritualism.  
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