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first visit was to the Missoula Children‟s Theater to renew old acquaintances, having 

performed fairly regularly on their stage before retiring to the Seattle area ten years 

earlier. That visit resulted in my being offered the character role of General Waverly in 
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Preface   

It seems to me that the things that make a man want to write in the first place are 
those elements in his environment, personal or social, that outrage him, hurt him, 
make him bleed. Any artist is a misfit (Kazan 1988:495). 

 

 In February of 1964, with a ten day vacation allotment following a demanding six 

month surgical internship at Bellevue Hospital in New York City, exhausted, depressed, 

angry, discouraged, I boarded a plane and flew off to Jamaica. It was ten days of sun, 

sand, and sea ending the last evening in the company of a man who, in the course of the 

evening, eased my mental anguish over my chosen profession, and was, forty seven years 

later, to give great emphasis to my quest for a theatrical education.  

 On my final evening on the island, at a small outdoor garden restaurant in the 

seaport town of Ocho Rios, I was invited by Tennessee Williams to join him at his table 

shortly after he had been left to himself by a lady acquaintance. Seeing another individual 

without a companion, he sent his waiter over with a snifter of brandy, and an invitation to 

join him. Perhaps he sought to ease the discomfort of being alone for both of us. Shortly 
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after introductions, on learning of my educational background, he referred to me for the 

rest of my stay as “young doctor.”   

 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. My remarks 

stimulated one or two comments concerning his and family experiences with physicians, 

reading a number of his poems from The Winter of Cities, and finally when he did not 

return from a bathroom call, finding him asleep in his bedroom. Before leaving the house 

I removed his shoes, and placed a coverlet over him. To this day I often wonder why I did 

not attempt to contact Williams again while living in New York, though I have doubts 

that with the degree of alcohol he consumed that evening he would have remembered me 

or that moment of a Jamaica evening in my company. 

 Needless to say, I did return to New York City, and to the Second Surgical Cornel 

Division at Bellevue Hospital. What followed was four more years at Bellevue and 

affiliated Hospitals in Long Island and a Children‟s Hospital in Washington D.C. 

However, these five years left me trained as a general surgeon, and I wished for more. 

From my senior year as a medical student I had been enraptured by the then infant field 

of cardiac surgery. The head of the medical school‟s surgical division Dr. Charles Bailey 

was a pioneer in heart valve surgery, and as a senior student I spent hours in his operating 

room learning both the joy and the terror of what those early attempts at heart repair 

taught. Even after the next two years as a senior cardiothoracic resident at the Montefiore 

Hospital in New York, there was more to learn, and a fellowship with one of the world‟s 

prominent pioneer heart surgeons in Houston, Texas was obtained. My research hours 
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had taken me deep into cardiac embryology, and the fascination of interrupted embryonic 

heart development leading to congenital abnormalities and their surgical correction. My 

fellowship with Dr. Denton Cooley led to my being his chief resident in that service, 

enabling me the opportunity to observe a surgical magician operate on tiny neonatal 

hearts providing what corrective procedures were then available. Although my own 

cardiac surgical practice did not include such work, from the Houston experience I 

learned much more than technical expertise. I learned where the human soul resides, and 

how being so close to that emotional center of the human being affects one given the 

responsibility of protecting the bodies‟ inner core. Cooley, before beginning his healing 

moments, would point to the patient‟s aorta where it arose from the center of the heart, 

and proclaim. “Here is where his/her soul resides. Be gentle…” 

 And so early on, far removed from stage theatricality, I was able to perform in a 

theater setting much different, but certainly no less intense, as a purveyor of tragicomedy. 

Moments of sheer joy, feelings of great accomplishment, memorable moments with 

happy families; always tempered by the loss of a soul, the affect of such loss on one‟s 

own now related through having been “touched,” even more closely than the grieving 

families.  

 And how does this relate so many years later to Williams and this paper? Perhaps 

my effort to again “touch” a soul as I believe Williams strove to do among a population 

of people he felt where his brethren. Those on the spectrum of society that sought 

redemption from the travails of their lives. The Blanche Dubois,‟ the Sissy Goforths,‟ 

Princess Kosmonopolis, the mutilated Trinket, Quentin, the little man who loved the cat 

Nitchevo, Anthony Burns, Tennessee‟s own sister Rose, and Tennessee Williams 
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himself.   

 Cohen Ambrose, a fellow graduate student to whom I had recounted my personal 

Tennessee Williams story during a green room lunch break, challenged me to “put it in 

writing.” I did so, developing a performance piece in Dr. Randy Bolton‟s theater 

performance class and presenting the story in the Masquer Theater as my Solo 

Performance semester final (see appendix N). It was while researching material for this 

work that I became familiar with Williams concept of sculptural drama, and how he 

would develop a new non-realistic dramaturgical approach to American theater. In 

essence what Williams wrote in his notebook in August of 1942 while residing in New 

York‟s Greenwich Village was a dramaturgical blue print of what he was determined his 

future theatrical stage would represent. 

The experimental dramatist must find a method of presenting his passion and the 
world‟s in an articulate manner. Apocalypse without delirium. In considering this 
problem while at work on new scripts, I have evolved a new method which in my 
own particular case may turn out to be a solution. I call it the “sculptural drama.” 
Because my form is poetic. The usual mistake that is made in the presentation of 
intensified reality on the stage is that of realistic action….a new form, non-
realistic, must be chosen….the forming of statuesque attitudes or 
tableaux,…resembling a restrained type of dance, with motions honed down to 
only the essential or significant (Williams quoted in Leverich, 446).   

 

Introduction to Thesis  

Sculptural Drama                                           

 The idea of sculptural drama would become Williams‟ hypothesis of “plastic 

theater” a concept Williams introduces in the production notes of Glass Menagerie 

defined as the use of all stage resources, lighting, sound, music, movement, sets and 

props, in order to generate a theatrical experience greater than realism. Williams believed 

that to develop a closer approach to dramatic truth beyond the dominant realism of the 
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American Theater expressionism, employing unconventional techniques, would have to 

be employed. Only through the use of “other” transformative shapes could poetic 

imagination define truth, life or reality. Fundamentally, plastic theater may be considered 

theatrical theater as opposed to literary theater.  

 The subject of this thesis is Williams‟ concept of “plastic theater,” and its 

profound effect on “a closer approach” to truth (7). As I studied his written words in 

plays, short stories, poems and essays, the “truth” for which he strove appeared to me to 

be that which lives within the individual, the soul of his characters. The truth as 

determined by the character‟s behavior determines the viability of the person, the 

individual‟s own search for the reality of his life. It is through the mechanism of “other 

forms,” dance, music, color, light, song, the “unconventional techniques,” of which 

Williams speaks, that character truth can be theatrically staged. 

 Essentially Williams was describing expressionism, where the artist seeks to 

depict the subjective emotions and responses that objects and events arouse within the 

individual. I set out to determine, using the one act play Talk To Me Like The Rain And 

Let Me Listen, if I could stage Williams‟ perception of “sculptural drama” in the form of 

live music and body movement added to the poetic realism of the language. Would the 

subsequent expressionistic performance bestow on characters and audience the 

impression of having entered the body and soul of the dreamer/character? For a cognizant 

response to this hypothesis, I start with Williams‟ declaration of “plastic theater‟ written 

in his preface to Glass Menagerie. This coming of age play breaks the traditional fourth 

wall in its use of a narrator, and employs screens on which epigraphs are projected 

between scenes. Next, I delve systematically into his first great experimental piece 
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Camino Real a play suffused with theatrical symbolism, then explore the music and 

choreography of his very late works. Finally, with the one act play Talk To Me Like The 

Rain And Let Me Listen, I create a stage presentation that would provide characters and 

audience with an expressionistic performance that gives credence to the question asked.    

 

Chapter Synopsis 

 Chapter one, The First Twenty-Eight Years, will give an overview of Williams‟ 

life from the day of his birth to the moment when he was awarded a hundred dollar prize 

by the Group Theater in New York for sketches in his collection entitled American Blues. 

At that moment in what he termed “manic elation,” Williams, for the first time, realized 

himself as a writer of substance and wrote a manifesto of what he proposed for all the 

plays and stories to follow. He adapted the name Tennessee, hoping to leave behind 

“Tom” and those years which had caused him so much emotional torment.  

 But torment would follow Tennessee Williams in one form or another for the 

remainder of his life. His phenomenal success over the decades following The Glass 

Menagerie came at a great cost of physical and emotional health, the loss of 

collaborators, close friends, family members, and critical appreciation, leading to a 

deepening loss of self worth and loneliness. Many who knew him believed that Williams, 

out of the “sad little wish to be loved,” and having no strangers to depend on took his 

own life (Lahr 2014:601). 

 The Second Chapter deals specifically with defining Williams‟ dramaturgy of 

Sculptural Drama, referred to in his preface to Glass Menagerie and in critical and 

scholarly works such as those of Harold Clurman and Estelle Jackson as “Plastic 
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Theater.” Discussion includes reference to late 19th and early 20th Century symbolic 

ideology which influenced the writings of Yeats, O‟Neill and others, the theatrical 

theories and designs of Craig and Appia, and the expressionism of Brecht, Meyerhold 

and Piscator. Walt Whitman‟s view of American poetry as theatrical language and the 

role of the American poet to be the arbitrator of the “transcendent and new” as detailed in 

his Leaves of Grass, is considered an important contribution to Williams‟ dramatic 

conception.   

 Two methods of Expressionism in Williams‟ drama are discussed in Chapter 

Three using his first true experimental production, Camino Real to define “Symbolism as 

Plastic Theater.” To demonstrate “Music and Choreography as Plastic Theater,” 

examples of choreographed and operatic interpretations of Williams‟ major works, and 

three late plays which link the subject of youthful death in mystical poetic verse and 

passionately erotic choreography, are explored.  

 Talk To Me Like The Rain And Let Me Listen, Chapter Four, details the manner by 

which my thesis research originated, the thought process and variables entertained, 

discussions and recommendations provided by fellow students and faculty members, the 

timely and fortunate accruing of the necessary artistic theater talent, musician, 

choreographer, and our use of rehearsal time. This ensemble effort led to a successful 

audience attended performance December 6, 2014.  

 Chapter Five concludes the thesis with a summary of previous discussion and 

personal remarks concerning my theatrical education empowered by the canon of 

Tennessee Williams. The happiness of such people is like a “piece of translucent glass 

touched by light, given a momentary radiance, not actual, not lasting” (Williams 1970: 
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69) 

 
Chapter 1. Tennessee Williams: A “Catastrophe of Success”    

My greatest affliction…is perhaps the major theme of my writings, the affliction of 
loneliness that follows me like a shadow, a very ponderous shadow too heavy to drag 
after me all of my days and nights (Williams 1975:99). 

 

          On March 26, 1911, Tom Williams was born, the second child of Cornelius and 

Edwina Williams. He was preceded by his sister Rose by fourteen months, who in early 

childhood would become his primary playmate and his muse. 

 The affliction of loneliness, suffered throughout a turbulent and ever changing life 

landscape, was honed early in the life of Tom Williams. As early as the day of his birth, 

seeds of family intrigue were sown attributing a sense of self-awareness that would 

dictate and direct the journey Williams‟ life and genius would take. His father Cornelius 

was both proud and suspicious of his first son. Jealous over Edwina‟s dotting affection 

for baby Tom, she having become more mother to the baby than wife to him, Cornelius 

early on set the pattern of his relationship with Tom, suggesting to his small daughter 

“We really do not think much of the new baby, do we?” He added the opinion that the 

“infant was not good for much” (Williams quoted in Leverich 36). 

     But Rose was Tom‟s salvation in his early childhood. He adored her, she was his only 

companion. He thought her lovely, she taught him games, the alphabet. They were 

inseparable. However, in 1943, having fallen into the psychotic world of schizophrenia, 

for Edwina the “last straw” was being told by Rose how the girls in her private school 

pleasured themselves with candles and hairbrushes, Rose was subjected to a bilateral pre-

frontal lobotomy. The procedure provided Rose a more calm demeanor, but as Williams 
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noted, inwardly she remained inaccessible (Leverich 487). Williams, devastated by the 

procedure, devoted the remainder of his life to her care. Rose was to become a vital 

component in many of his writings, poems, plays, and stories. 

 Williams regarded the first eight years of his childhood living in Mississippi as 

the “most joyously innocent” (Leverich 1995:43) period of his life. At that time the 

young family was living with his beloved grandparents, referred to as “Grand” and 

“Gramps” Dakin. They were two elderly supportive people whose largesse to Tom over 

the years established much of his generosity toward others. Walter Dakin, an Episcopal 

minister, established within Williams an inner sense of Puritanism, and from his large 

library provided Williams access to numerous books that occupied a great deal of his 

adolescent life.  

 Shortly after his birth, Ozzie, Tom and Rose‟s “beautiful” black nurse joined the 

household. To the youngsters, Ozzie was a magician in that she could spin spellbinding 

stories that mesmerized the children. Ozzie would be remembered in his writings long 

after she disappeared from the Williams home following an incident that would leave 

Tom with a lasting burden of guilt and shame. In a fit of “childish fury,” he called Ozzie 

a “big black nigger.” Ozzie left the Williams home and never returned (Leverich 43). 

 Edwina, his mother, devoted her existence to Tom. His father was away from 

home for long periods on business, and sought in his relations with fellow business 

associates, other woman, gambling and alcohol a reprieve from the stultification of his 

marriage. When home he would terrorize the family with his temper and arguments with 

Edwin, continuously referring to Tom as “Nancy” in his disappointment with the boy‟s 

lack of interest in sports and other masculine traits. Edwina doted on Tom. When taken ill 
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with diphtheria for what was to be a long bed ridden period, “Edwina‟s overly solicitous 

attention planted in me the makings of a sissy, much to my father‟s discontent” (Williams 

1972:12). He was twelve when he wrote his first school composition on a second hand 

typewriter bought for him by Edwina. The piece, based on a class room picture depicting 

Tennyson‟s heroine Lady of Shalott, was well received when presented to the class. 

“From that time on I knew I was going to be a writer” (Williams quoted in Leverich 64). 

 From 1929 to 1931, Williams attended the University of Missouri where he 

enrolled in journalism classes. Although Williams found his school work boring he was 

soon entering his poetry, essays, stories, and plays in writing contests, hoping to earn 

extra income. His first submitted play was Beauty Is the Word (1930), followed by Hot 

Milk at Three in the Morning (1932). 

 Williams joined the Alpha Tau Omega fraternity, but he did not fit in well. He 

was a loner who spent most of his time at his typewriter. His father pulled him out of 

school when he failed ROTC and put him to work at the International Shoe Company 

factory in St. Louis. His dislike of his new nine-to-five routine drove him to write even 

more than before, and he set himself a goal of writing one story a week, working on 

Saturday and Sunday, often late into the night. Edwina recalled his intensity: 

Tom would go to his room with black coffee and cigarettes and I would hear the 
typewriter clicking away at night in the silent house. Some mornings when I walked 
in to wake him for work, I would find him sprawled fully dressed across the bed, too 
tired to remove his clothes (Leverich 135). 
 

Overworked, unhappy and lacking any further success with his writing, by his twenty-

fourth birthday he had suffered a nervous breakdown and left his job at the shoe 

company.   

 In 1936 Williams enrolled at Washington University in St. Louis where he wrote 
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the play Me, Vashya (1937). By 1938 he had moved on to University of Iowa graduating 

with a Bachelor of Arts degree in English.  

 On July 12, 1935, the event that defined Williams‟ future took place in a private 

setting. His only collaborative play, Cairo! Shanghai! Bombay! was performed in a 

friend‟s back yard in Memphis by the Rose Arbor players. Williams wrote, "The laughter 

... enchanted me. Then and there the theatre and I found each other for better and for 

worse. I know it's the only thing that saved my life" (Williams 1975:42). 

 After graduation, problems with his father recurred. Cornelius began griping 

about his son‟s lack of employment accusing him of being a “parasite.” Williams decided 

he could no longer live at home.  

 He began to see his father as a failure, as was his father‟s father, and Williams 

became increasingly fearful that male family failure might be traditional. Similarly, he 

feared Rose‟s increasing emotional instability, requiring hospitalization and the eventual 

pre-frontal lobotomy in 1943, might well portend his own future psychological 

incapacity. Within these parameters of paranoia, Williams believed only his exhaustive 

passion for daily writing could salvage his future. He attributed such burning intensity to 

write as rage against his father. Although finally reconciling with Cornelius shortly 

before the man‟s death in 1957, Williams states in Memoirs that despite a “catalogue” of 

unattractive aspects, the man contained two great virtues which he, Williams, hoped 

would be hereditary: “total honesty and total truth” in his dealing with others (Williams 

1975:13). He would credit his father‟s harshness and at times brutal boisterousness as 

traits of strength that he would need later in life to survive. Williams looked toward 

theater as the frontier that held the promise of setting him free. His concentrated work 
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ethic was already building an enlarging arsenal of one act and full length plays.  

 

The Turning Point 

 On March 20, 1939 Tom Williams was notified that he had been awarded a 

special $100.00 prize by the Group Theater judges in New York for three of his plays in a 

collection entitled American Blues. One of the judges, Molly Day Thatcher, wife of Elia 

Kazan and herself an aspiring writer, was impressed enough with his work that she 

enlisted her friend and theatrical agent Audrey Wood to communicate with Williams. 

Thus began a dynamic agent-client relationship that bordered on a mother-son bond that 

would last 31 years until he fired Wood in a drug/alcohol induced outburst at the opening 

of his play Out Cry in 1971 (Lahr 512). 

      On Easter Sunday of 1939, buoyed by his Group Theater award, and in what he 

termed “manic elation” he penned a new positive sense of himself:  

My next play will be simple, direct and terrible---a picture of my own heart. There 
will be no artifice in it. I will speak the truth as I see it.---distort as I see 
distortion---be wild as I am wild---tender as I am tender---mad as I am mad---
passionate as I am passionate. It will be myself without concealment or evasion 
and with a fearless unashamed frontal assault upon life that will leave no room for 
trepidation---a passionate denial of sham and a cry for beauty (Leverich 301). 
 

At a moment of triumph, his first real recognition as a writer of substance, Williams had 

written a manifesto for all the plays and stories to follow. And with this new sense of 

himself, which for the moment allowed him a feeling of accomplishment and hope for the 

future, he adopted the name Tennessee, leaving behind “Tom” and, he hoped, all those 

“blue devils” that had haunted and tormented him the first twenty-eight years of life. 

 In 1943, while in the employ of MGM in Hollywood, Williams began work on a 

play entitled, The Gentleman Caller that would become The Glass Menagerie. It opened 
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on Broadway on March 31, 1945 with the legendary Laurette Taylor in the role of 

Amanda Wingfield and, within two weeks of its opening, was awarded the year‟s best 

play by the New York Drama Critics‟ Circle.  

 The Glass Menagerie is considered intensely autobiographical. The family 

portrayed mirrors Williams‟ own family and is set in St. Louis, a city he detested for its 

pollution (he called it Saint Pollution), its poverty, its sense of darkness from which 

people “lost belief in everything but loss” (Lahr 2014:35). While writing The Gentleman 

Caller Williams portrayed himself to a close friend as “both a wild animal and a bundle 

of emotional dynamite.” The anxieties and troubles affecting the Wingfield family are 

played out against the social and political upheaval of the Depression and the 

encroaching Second World War. Throughout his writing career social, personal, and 

political ramifications would bedevil the playwright and be mirrored in whatever he was 

writing or working to produce at that moment.  

 As one follows the Williams canon of the forties through the early sixties, a time 

when he recognized his greatest success, one finds such intense inherent trauma in his 

life, that even great commercial and theatrical achievement seemed only to incur greater 

emotional instability. The incredible stress of preproduction ensemble work, less than 

enthusiastic reviews from out of town previews, and Williams‟ on again off again 

personal relationship with his partner of 14 years Frank Merlo, combined to drive 

Williams to physical and emotional exhaustion. With Streetcar Named Desire it was 

arguments over bragging rights between Elia Kazan and producer Irene Selznick. 

Difficult casting arrangements had Williams confessing to Audrey Woods “about the 

biggest headache I‟ve had in my theatrical experience” (Lahr 2014:133) The Rose Tattoo, 
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about the unlocking of a widow‟s frozen heart, was in balance with Williams tortured 

awareness of his own stalled life in his relationship with Frank Merlo.  

 In 1957 with two consecutive Broadway failures to his name, Williams needed a 

hit. Cat on a Hot Tin Roof with Kazan as director would be that hit, but at a cost. Kazan‟s 

“remaking” of the third act with the reappearance of Big Daddy and the resulting debates 

in the press and on the “street” concerning Williams selling out his artistic “soul” for 

commercial success started a slow but inevitable change in the Williams-Kazan 

collaboration that would end in 1959 with Sweet Bird of Youth. Williams penned a letter 

to Kazan which in part stated: “Don‟t try to like me now. My psychic sickness and 

tensions, failure of analysis, self-facing and so forth, have made me at least temporarily 

impossible to like” (Lahr 2014:411). 

 Frank Merlo was one of Williams closest friends and for fourteen years his 

companion/lover. They met in 1947 in Provincetown, both men at the time in 

relationships with others. In 1948 they met again in New York and set up housekeeping 

together. The two were opposites attracting. Williams, being nomadic, was driven by his 

work whereas Merlo provided constancy, stability, and security for Williams. Merlo was 

friend, lover, amanuensis, and protector.  He essentially took care of all the practical 

details of Williams‟ life.  At the time of his writing Rose Tattoo and Camino Real the 

relationship was at its happiest. Williams dedicated the play and a percentage of the 

royalties to Merlo. However, there was constant tension. Merlo wanted a stable, 

monogamous life. Williams was disinclined to give up his promiscuity.  

 Williams began psychoanalysis with Dr. Lawrence Kubie in 1957, shortly after 

his father died, which led him into a negative exploration of his sexuality and his 
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relationship with Merlo. He became increasingly dependent on alcohol and drugs 

administered by society physician Dr. Max Jacobson which increased Williams‟ paranoia 

and promiscuous behavior. This led to violent reactions against Williams by Merlo. In 

1961 Williams broke with Merlo who, at the time, had shown signs of declining health. 

Shortly thereafter Merlo, a heavy smoker, was diagnosed with lung cancer. In September 

of 1963 he died at Memorial Hospital in New York City. Williams, ridden with guilt by 

Merlo‟s death, fell into a very deep cycle of depression and self-destruction. He would 

later allude to this period as his “stoned age.” From then to his death in 1983 Williams, 

without the stability afforded by Merlo, appeared at ever increasing moments, incapable 

of coherence in both his writing and his life. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 17 

Chapter 2. Theatrical Sculptural Drama  
 
The Origin of “Plastic Theater” 
 

 
Fig. 1. Edward Hopper, House by the Railroad, 19251    

  From the beginning of his career, Tom, later Tennessee, Williams engaged in the 

formulation of a dramaturgy for his theater. His dramatic texts were written as a series of 

notations, what he referred to as a score such as would be set down by a composer. 

Williams rejected a play manuscript as complete drama basing this rejection on his belief 

in the surrealist nature of poetic expression. Not unlike Wagner, Williams believed that 

dramatic content is suprarational, and thus extra-verbal in form. His concept of “plastic 

theater” deals not just with the rational planes of experience but with the suggestion of an 

                                                           
I In The Property is Condemned, Williams writes, ”Hopper's Victorian house is closed, isolated, enthroned 
in a seemingly permanent shadow.” 
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ambiguous sense of meaning both above and below what he referred to as “accepted 

levels of reason.” Williams‟ writings, not just his plays, but his poetry, short stories and 

novels, attempt to project onto a “stage” his vision of the entire complex of human 

experience, as defined years earlier by Wagner as reality that is “unutterable” (Jackson 

1966:89). 

  The idea of a “plastic theater” was not unlike forms shaped and performed by 

European artists in the later 19th and early 20th century. Wagner in revolting against what 

he considered the “world-dominated theater” of the 19th century, worked to create 

“synthetic symbolic” representation in an endeavor to restore to drama a textural 

language, a theatrical grammar, which he envisioned as giving expression to “irrational 

contents in experience” (Jackson 1966:93). Such symbol ideology influenced the writings 

of Yeats, Eliot, Giraudoux, O‟Neill, and the theatrical theories and designs of Edward 

Gordon Craig and Adolph Appia. Similarly such so-called plastic symbolism is found in 

the expressionism of Meyerhold, Brecht, and Erwin Piscator. Very early in his career 

Williams rejected realism, likely influenced by his studying at the New School for Social 

Research in New York under Piscator, founder of the so-called “epic theater.” Williams‟ 

own strong expressionistic manifesto appears some years later in his preface to The Glass 

Menagerie: “ …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” (Williams 1970:7). In his 

effort to develop a more complete theatrical grammar, Williams, as an American, 

endeavored distinctively to build a theatrical language specifically emphasizing an 

American method, characterized by its own distinctive style of directing, acting, staging, 
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design and lighting (Jackson 1966:88-9). As such, plastic theater had a beginning and 

somewhat different history in America. Eugene O‟Neill had described a concept of 

theater not too dissimilar to what Williams was striving to create. The two American 

playwrights experimented in patterns and new themes, theatrical techniques of exposition 

shaped not just in theater, but in the related arts of fiction, poetry, dance, painting, design, 

lighting, and the developing art of film making. Much of their work evolved through the 

pattern of American arts and letters of late nineteenth and earlier twentieth century, the 

architectural forms of American painters, sculptors, and architects, writings of such 

essayists as Ralph Waldo Emerson and David Henry Thoreau, the fiction of Hawthorne, 

Melville and Poe, with none more influential than the poetic imagery of Walt Whitman 

(Jackson 1997:193-4). 

 In his epic poem Leaves of Grass Whitman sought to picture the American scene, 

that is the “totality of its meaning,” its past, present, and future within the frame of a 

solitary plastic form (Jackson 1997:192).  Whitman wrote in the1885 preface to Leaves of 

Grass: “The United States themselves are essentially the greatest poem” (Whitman 

1982:5) a creation closely imitative of nature…a dynamic form in which the search for 

individual identity is the defining motif in what is a massive work of art (Jackson 

1997:192). Jackson suggests that Walt Whitman “anticipated” American life as the 

primary mode of art, and the role of the poet as the benefactor to the greater American 

good. “The Americans of all nations at any time upon the earth, have probably the fullest 

poetical nature” (Whitman 1982:5) As for the poet in this environment Whitman states: 

“the expression of the American poet is to be transcendent and new. Obedience does not 

master him, he masters it” (Whitman 2005:8-9). 
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 In the short story entitled The Poet, Williams interprets Whiteman‟s definition of 

a poet:  

The poet distilled his own liquor and…whenever fatigue overtook him he would 
stop at some lonely point and raise the flask to his lips…the world would 
change…and a great vitality would surge and break as a limitless ocean through 
him…his senses would combine in a single vast ray of perception which blinded 
him to lesser phenomena. …[He] felt that his stories…had been little more than 
preliminary exercises to some really great outpouring which might be more of a 
plastic than verbal creation (Williams 1985:246). 

 

 Whitman‟s imagery might be considered as “plastic,” composed by synthesizing 

elements of form in the consciousness of a poetic “I”, that is the creator of a “theater of 

imagination” (Jackson 1997:193). Artists such as O‟Neill and Williams undertook to 

create a dramatic form inspired and conceived after the manner of Whitman‟s poetry, the 

transposition of complex images into a textural language of theater. Williams strove to 

incorporate onto the American stage the attributes of prose and poetry as Whitman 

detailed, a verbal communication providing speech as the creative factor generating a 

sensuous theatrical language (Jackson 1997:194). In As a Strong Bird on Pinions Free, 

Whitman called for what he termed “dramatic poetry” that shows an expressive 

relationship to American life, “…of delivering America and, indeed, all Christian lands 

everywhere, from the thin moribund and watery, but appallingly extensive nuisance of 

conventional poetry--by putting something really alive and substantial in its place…” 

(Whitman 2005:1002). Whitman saw drama as the medium that was best suited for 

giving expressive form to the unique character of the American experience, a “plastic” 

form of poetry as a mode of free expression of emotion, a poetry as a concretion of 

patterns originating in the public consciousness, the form of poetic language Williams 

strove to develop (Jackson 1977:193). 
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 Central to Williams‟ notion of “plastic imagery” as described in Whitman‟s prose, 

is the spoken word. In Leaves of Grass the “word” is the source of the creative energy 

producing the aural, tactile, musical, visual and textural forms. Whitman‟s imagery 

grounded through his spoken language served as the stimulus for the creation of complex 

textural forms. The imagery developed has been described as “plastic.” The dramatic 

form that Williams, O‟Neill, Miller and others of their generation worked to define 

within their theatrical environs was envisioned by the manner of Whitman‟s poetic 

authority, described as a “transposition of complex images into the textural language of 

theater” (Jackson 1997:194). 

     From his earliest playwriting endeavors, Williams sought to adapt his dramaturgy to 

the American stage requirements spelled out in Whitman‟s notion of a “public” language, 

possessing attributes of prose and poetry: 

…the time has arrived to essentially break down the barriers of form between 
prose and poetry. I say the latter is henceforth to win and maintain its character 
regardless of rhyme…the truest and greatest Poetry can never again, in the 
English language, be expressed in arbitrary and rhyming meter….the day of such 
conventional rhyme is ended. In America…it probably fails, and must fail to serve 
(Whitman 2005:1056). 

 

This “public language” expressed by Whitman and dramaturgically developed by 

Williams became characteristic of the technique used in Williams‟ early one act plays, 

the augmentation of the form and meaning of words with the simultaneous use of other 

expressive media. He interpreted his written lexis as the creative factor generating a new 

theatrical language composed of symbolic artistic expressions which became increasingly 

experimental over the course of his many years of extensive creativity. 
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Chapter 3.  Methods of Expressionism in Williams‟ Drama 

I believe in Michelangelo, Velasquez and Rembrandt; in the might of design, the 
mystery of color, the redemption of all things by beauty everlasting and the 
message of art that has made these hands blessed. Amen. 
 

- Williams quoting Shaw‟s The Doctor’s Dilemma 

Symbolism as Plastic Theater 

Camino Real  

 Camino Real premiered on March 19, 1953 at the Martin Beck Theater in New 

York City. It is a highly experimental play that “pleads” for the triumph of romantic life 

over brutal reality. It is Williams‟ most symbolic drama, emphasizing most emphatically 

what he had written about as early as in the production notes of Glass Menagerie. He had 

exclaimed against the “exhausted theater of realistic conventions,” proclaiming at that 

moment for his “new plastic theater” which was to become the watch phrase for all 

ensuing plays. As stated, the sole purpose for the addition of lighting, music, dance, 

design, lighting, props was to provide for the American stage “a more penetrating and 

vivid expression of things as they are” (Williams 1970:7) to a greater degree than can be 

accomplished by mere realism.  

 Williams was working with Elia Kazan on Camino Real at the time he wrote Talk 

To Me Like The Rain. He described Camino Real as a “phantasmagoric mix of Spanish 

folklore and traditional Christianity, pleading for the triumph of romanticism over the 

abusive reality” of the era (Kolin 2004:23). Williams sought to illuminate through 

Camino the need for a romanticized attitude toward life. The metaphor he uses of violets 

breaking through solid mountain rocks is Williams‟ expression of hope for an outpouring 

of compassion for the world‟s most fragile beings and for societal appreciation of beauty 
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and poetry (Kolin 2004:23-27). 

 The corrupt society and deceptive characters within Camino Real mirror the harsh 

American politics of the 1950s, the crusade against liberals and homosexuals, the 

corruption of individual freedoms, and the so called communist “witch hunts” by the 

HUAC instilling paranoia between neighbors. Williams insisted that the ability “to feel 

tenderness…the ability to love”…is necessary so that individuals do not “become 

brutalized” by the exploitative experiences his Camino characters metaphorically 

represent (Kolin 1998:100). 

 In the forward to Camino Real, Williams insists his play “is nothing more than” 

his conception of the time and the world in which he lives, represented and developed on 

stage through the symbolic sets, dances, music, lighting and the characters themselves. In 

the play‟s afterword, Williams infers that the representation of reality achieved in 

Camino Real is “organic.” “The color, the grace and levitation, the structural pattern in 

motion, the quick interplay of live beings, suspended like fitful lightning in a cloud, these 

things are the play, not words on paper, nor thoughts and ideas of an author”  

(Williams 2000:747). 

 Williams‟ argument attempts to establish that rather than Camino Real deviating 

from the pattern set by his previous plays, the play is actually a culmination point of his 

efforts to depict reality “organically.” It is not a fantasy play written by a realist 

playwright but rather the most radical of Williams‟ attempts to impose nonrealistic plays 

on the essential realistic American Theater. Harold Clurman points out that Camino Real 

is not a maverick but indeed “significant of its author‟s seed thoughts” (Clurman 1958). It 

is an example of the “plastic theater” in its purest form. Williams believed that in the 



 

 24 

drama imagined in the images of his characters – Don Quixote, Byron, Gautier, 

Casanova, Kilroy, etc. – he had achieved “plasticity,“ that Camino approached the 

“synthesis “which he considered his ideal theater (Jackson 1966:102). 

 

The Conception of a Play 

 In August of 1942, a disheartened, lonely, and bored thirty one year old 

Tennessee Williams, while waiting for his fare home to St. Louis from St. Augustine, 

Florida worried over how his theatrical world seemed snowed under in the mayhem of 

the World War. He feared that what he had to offer in his work, what he deemed his 

poetic truth, would never be seen or heard in the wartime market. During this period of 

societal stress, [only] “lies and manic laughter and nationalist hoopla are soaring dizzily 

up!‟ (Lahr 30). However, the war years presented an eager Tennessee Williams the 

spiritual challenge he needed. He looked ahead to a different, post war non-realistic 

theater and was struck with the idea of writing a play about Don Quixote as a “sculptural 

drama” an experimental new form of presentational theater. 

The tragedy of the ideal---the truth of the matter is that all human ideals have 
been hats too big for the human head. Chivalry […] democracy […] Christianity 
[…] the Hellenic ideal of intellectual purity are too big a hat! […] but will not the 
immemorial Don Quixote of the race […] rebel at wearing a hat that fits with such 
humiliating precision? No, the hopeful thing is still that we wish we had bigger 
skulls, not smaller hats to wear (Williams quoted in Leverich 464). 

Almost a decade later, Camino Real directed by Elia Kazan, would premier on 

Broadway, bringing what one Williams scholar describes as “existential absurdity” full 

force into the realism-accustomed New York Theater (Kolin 1953: ix). 

 The origin of Camino Real was the one act play Ten Blocks on the Camino Real, 
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one of five short plays in Williams‟ collection entitled American Blues. Williams 

explained that he had written the play as a first sketch after a visit to Mexico where he 

had seen people in costumes carrying torches lined up along railroad tracks. He had felt a 

sense of foreboding at the moment, a fear of “dying in an unknown place” but thinking at 

the same time “what a beautiful play this would make” (Williams 1975:165). Elia Kazan 

found Ten Blocks on the Camino Real when American Blues was received by the Group 

Theater and he used scenes from it for some acting classes at the Actor‟s Studio. 

Williams was “fired up” by Kazan‟s interest and staging the class work, and began 

developing a full length play with music and choreography. Camino Real became a 

complete change of the Williams theatrical palate. When originally written Williams had 

thought of combining it with another Spanish themed play with songs and dancing. He 

had considered naming it “The Blue Guitar” or “The Guitar of Picasso.” Williams 

claimed that working on Camino served him as a “spiritual purgation of that abyss of 

confusion and lost sense of reality” (Lahr 2014:254). For Williams the appeal of this new 

adventure was a feeling of an “unusual degree of freedom” (Williams 2000:743). In the 

exuberance of its dreamlike design and in the bold absence of psychology and the realism 

of earlier Williams plays, Camino was becoming what to him was an unfettered journey 

into his very interior. To Kazan he remarked “This play is possible because it deals 

precisely with my own situation” (Williams 2004:443). Williams feared that “his” 

America was “galloping into totalitarianism” (Lahr 2014:254) while at this same 

moment, having achieved artistic, commercial, and critical success, his emotional 

insecurity was being heightened by a difficult personal relationship with Frank Merlo, his 

partner. Williams was unable to write with any sense of accomplishment. This led him to 



 

 26 

fear that his theatrical time was running out, that he had already achieved the pinnacle of 

a writer‟s career, and if people took him seriously as a writer it was because of what he 

had written in the past. As he struggled to compose with his usual passion, he was 

terrified of a desolate future. “I feed on delusion, beg for encouragement,” he wrote 

Kazan (Williams 2004:442). Camino Real developed as a “phantasmagoric” 

expressionistic mirror of Williams‟ inner life and a censure statement concerning the 

suppression of societies‟ dissident voices.  

 Set in an imaginary town plaza with a central dried up water fountain that causes 

Sancho Panza to exclaim “the spring of humanity has dried up” (Williams 2000:751). 

Williams paints a bizarre, dried up landscape where those that dream and create societal 

disturbance are killed and swept up by street cleaners. Williams‟ characters are made up 

of Romantic decadents: Lord Byron, Proust‟s Baron de Charlus, Casanova, Dumas‟s 

Margurite Gautier, outcasts (bums and drunks) and idealists; Don Quixote, Kilroy, all 

inhabiting a freakish world, desperate, and pitched between desire and retreat. Their 

struggle for honor in dishonorable circumstances disfigures them. “It is they who have 

the problem of how to live and how to die, without giving up their identity, even to 

realize their identity further through death” (Lahr 2014:256). Nothing quite as poetic with 

symbols, music and choreography had ever been attempted before on the Broadway 

stage. Williams wrote to Kazan: “This play is moving to me because it describes what is 

happening in the world to the people I love most in the world….all those blessed 

nonconformists” (Lahr 2014:258).  

 Williams for the first time on a Broadway stage included the portrait of an 

unabashed homosexual, the promiscuous Baron de Charlus. In block four the Baron 
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replies to Kilroy‟s statement about the Baron‟s white suit: “My suit is yellow. My 

nationality is French. And my normality has been often subject to question” (Williams 

2000:772). As such, Camino Real is considered by many scholars to be Williams‟ most 

controversial and in many respects his most autobiographical play. Williams‟ 

romanticized attitude toward life and the basic desire for love, compassion, and personal 

freedom are considered the central themes of Camino Real (Kolin 1998:100). 

 

The Importance of Collaborative Mindsets 

 Without the guiding hand of a director whose sense of self and philosophic 

orientation was so in keeping with the internal turmoil of the playwright, it is doubtful 

that the full expression of Williams‟ creation could have become the great classic it is, or 

for that matter have made it to a Broadway opening. Kazan described his own state of 

mind as he came aboard the project. The year before he took on Camino, he had testified 

before the House of Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) revealing his contacts 

from the two years he had spent as a member of the Communist party, an act that “had 

separated me from the company and respect of my peers” (Kazan 1998:495). Both he and 

Williams were outsiders. Kazan states that both men felt vulnerable to the depredations of 

a world without sympathy, both men were distrustful of their successes, suspicious of 

authority, fully expecting from their work any and all putdowns from critics and 

audiences. Kazan “understood” Williams‟ Camino Real very well. Kazan saw it as “a 

love letter to the people Williams loved most, the romantics, those innocents who become 

victims in our business civilization” (Kazan 1998:495). Harold Clurman, a founder of the 
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Group Theater and long time acquaintance of Williams echoed Kazan‟s impressions of 

Williams‟ empathy writing in Lies Like Truth: Theater Review and Essays: “It is the 

peculiar people, the unprotected, the innocently sincere, the injured, the estranged, the 

queer, the defenseless, the abandoned and the maimed who Williams redeems with his 

compassion” (Clurman 83). 

 Kazan became the undisputed authority over the production. Describing the first 

day meeting of the production team the “admiring” stage manager wrote: “Kazan entered. 

A small hush. Greets some people. His air is one of unusual power, concentrated force 

directness over everything: no latitude for anything but the most simple and meaningful 

communication” (Murphy 1992:86). Kazan, appreciating the “plastic” concept of 

Williams‟ dramaturgy did delegate great responsibility, degree of freedom, and authority 

to the choreographer Anna Sokolow. He allowed her great latitude in directing the street 

people in all of the large street and fiesta scenes. Her work provided the visual 

environment for the main action of the play, the pace and tempo of life on the Camino 

Real. Kazan conceptualized a bizarre fantasy world inspired by the artistic work of 

Mexican artist Jose Guadalupe Posada with whom he was familiar. “I tried to produce 

Camino Real in the style of the Mexican-Indian figures of death, the candy skulls and the 

little wooden, dancing skeletons of Posada who is a sort of primitive. I used some of his 

works, like his dance of death” (Sokolow quoted in Murphy 87). Sokolow knew Mexico 

well, and gave the play the flavor Kazan sought. Kazan‟s intention was to move 

Williams‟ poetic drama in the direction of dance, appreciating that the choreography was 

the vital ingredient that would “lift the everyday into the realistic” (Lahr 2014: 271).  

 There was, however, one glaring weakness that for years after Kazan felt 
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responsible for not rearranging: that of Camino’s design failure. Designer Joe Mielziner 

had been part of a three person collaboration team with Williams and Kazan on previous 

Williams plays including Glass Menagerie, Streetcar Named Desire, and Cat On a Hot 

Tin Roof. He understood and appreciated Williams‟ view of expressionistic theater, 

developing images that corroborated Williams‟ plastic dramaturgy, bringing 

presentational set designs and lighting which accentuated the subjectivity of the 

characters. Although skeptical at first due to how the manuscript made demands on the 

director, actors and designers, after discussing the play with Kazan he suggested several 

abstract concepts he felt would serve the artistic expression of the play: “perhaps some 

sort of „labyrinth‟. I hope we could find ways of using projected images and patterns and 

colors to fulfill your suggestions of the constant changes in the various blocks” 

(Mielziner quoted in Murphy 68). Mielziner‟s drawings call the audiences‟ attention to 

the stage as a performance space and create the Camino Real as a subjective realm 

unrelated to time and place. However, producer Cheryl Crawford felt that Mielziner‟s 

requested fee was too high, and Lemual Ayers was chosen to design sets, costumes and 

lighting for Camino. Ayers‟ set, by contrast, was all realism. Stark grey walls and heavily 

constructed buildings directed the audience to an objective reality of typical Skid Row 

establishments, a milieu familiar to the audience thus creating an expectation of the 

production that was not appropriate to the play. Instead of the light bizarre fantasy 

concept of a Mexican primitive environment the “topography inside the author‟s head,” 

Ayers‟ set “made the fantasies that took place inside it seem silly” (Kazan 1998:497). 

 Camino Real opened on March 19, 1953 to reviews that Williams described as 

reflecting “militant incomprehension” of the New York Critics (Williams 2004:472). 
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Anticipating the opening, Kazan had a week before he tried to preempt such a response in 

an essay he wrote for the New York Times Sunday theater edition. “I‟m not sure Camino 

Real is as much a play as a poem. It has faults, structural faults as a play…but as a piece 

of direct lyric theater expression, it seems to me to stand rather by itself” (Kazan 1953). 

Yet nothing prepared playwright and director for the vituperative, hostile response of 

some New York Critics. Walter Kerr of The New York Harold Tribune wrote: 

Worst play yet written by the best playwright if his generation….Mr. Williams is 
hopelessly mired in his new love--symbolism…attempting to apply the methods 
of lyric poetry, images made of illogical and unexpected combinations, processes 
of free association, emphasis on mythology---to the spoken stage. But the poetic 
imagination must have something realistic to exercise its imagination upon, some 
actuality to serve as a point of departure. Camino Real is all departure and no 
point (1953). 

Richard Watts Jr. of the New York Post opined:  

Mr. Williams‟ latest offering is…full of sound and fury, signifying very little. Mr. 
Williams is now taking himself so seriously as an important literary artist, whose 
every word must be full of the deepest and most significant import that his very 
genuine qualities of dramatic lyricism are lost in murky ponderousness. I fear he 
hasn‟t really the important and significant things to say he thinks he has….no one 
can accuse it of being a realistic play, but Camino Real is an enigmatic bore 
(1953). 

 The New Republic’s Eric Bentley stated: “Camino Real is a serious failure…not the 

failure of a theme, or even a vision, but the most self-indulgent misuse of a talent” (Lahr 

273). 

 But still, the evening was not a complete wash. Some critics, namely Robert 

Sylvester of the New York Daily News called Camino the “first real bop play,” (Lahr 273) 

and Williams‟ critical “savior” and long time friend and correspondent Brooks Atkinson 

of The New York Times eloquently wrote:  
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Looking into the corners of his heart, Tennessee Williams has written a strange 
and disturbing drama. Camino Real is a kind of cosmic fantasy, one must not 
interpret literally. Camino Real goes beyond melancholy into melancholia.…the 
fantasies….have a psychopathic bitterness in them. As theater Camino Real is as 
eloquent and rhythmic as a piece of music. As a writer Mr. Williams has unlocked 
his mind and told his version of the truth about human destiny. For it is a world 
surrounded with death and inhumanity, and decked with the flowers of evil. Even 
the people who respect Mr. Williams‟ courage and recognize his talent are likely 
to be aghast at what he has to say (1953). 

 Soon after the opening evening Williams, terrified for his future as a writer, ran 

off to the leafy calm of his Key West, Florida studio. Exhausted from the years of the 

effort required to create and stage Camino, his “blue devils” once again consumed him. 

At this critical moment of his life, discouraged and overcome with paranoid insecurities, 

he felt “shut out” from the theater world [with] “the door barred against me.” He wrote to 

his publisher James Laughlin. “I have nothing more to expect from Broadway” (Lahr 

278). 

Music and Choreography as Plastic Theater 

I took to the theater with the impetus of compulsion. Writing since I was a child, I 
had begun to feel a frustrating lack of vitality in words alone. I wanted a plastic 
medium. I conceived things visually, in sound and color and movement. 

 
- Tennessee Williams, The History of a Play 

  

 The summer months following my first year as a Theater/Dance Masters student 

was spent immersed in as much of the Williams canon as three months allowed. Much of 

the Williams material available in the University library ended up in my small study 

room at home, or traveled with me on the occasional auto trip to visit friends, family, and 

favorite areas of scenic beauty. I sat, for instance, in the Lamar Valley of Yellowstone 
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Natural Park devouring Williams‟ Collected Short stories so that now as I look back over 

some of them for this dissertation, a particular story recalls the local where I first read it. I 

began to comprehend Williams‟ lexis that imply truth, life, or reality is an “organic” 

thing, that encourages transformative forms on stage by which the playwright can 

encompass the realism of subjective truth.  

 Williams called it “plastic theater.” He had begun to feel a frustrating lack of 

vitality in words alone, imagining things visually, organically, i.e. in sound, movement 

and color. In a 1945 essay entitled “Notes to the Reader” Williams wrote:          

When the art of a playwright approaches that of the painter who thinks in terms of 
balance, harmony, and rhythm, his writing begins to depart from the strict literary 
province. He begins to enter that of the plastic arts: painting, sculpture, 
architecture. A plastic theater emerges….a correction of chance by the longing 
and vision of poets (1945:26). 
 

From great collaborative efforts of directors and designers with similar theatrical 

philosophies, Williams‟ poetic lyricism has been configured into presentational forms 

such as dance and music that express the poignancy of character subjectivity. For 

example, an opera was made of A Streetcar Named Desire composed by André Previn 

with libretto by Philip Littell in 1995. The opera received its premiere at the San 

Francisco Opera, September 19,1988. Streetcar was choreographed by Valerie Bettis and 

presented in New York by the Slavenska-Franklin Ballet Company in March 1953, with 

Frederic Franklin as Stanley and Mia Slavenska as Blanche. Dance Magazine quoted 

Bettis as explaining:  

Williams doesn‟t write plays that are all tied up with plot and incident. He writes 
about people and their emotions and their interrelationships. Since most of the 
excitement of Streetcar comes from what transpires in the disintegrating mind of 
Blanche DeBois, what better way to express it than through dance? The main 
theme of the ballet is the conflict between Blanche‟s inner world and reality 
(Stahl 1953). 
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A dance-drama version of Streetcar with jazz accompaniment focusing on the evening of 

Stanley‟s poker party, was choreographed by Gus Giordano in 1969 and performed for 

the Chicago Festival.  

 This Property is Condemned, the eleventh one act play in the collection Twenty-

seven Wagons Full of Cotton was choreographed by Donald Saddler in 1957. This 

Property tells the tale of one of Williams‟ youngest fugitives, an adolescent female 

Willie, forced by social and family circumstances into a life of tragic abandon. She is 

unable to grasp the magnitude of her plight as a desolate orphan being sexually abused by 

her deceased elder sister‟s numerous “clients,” yet attempts to fashion her own survival  

Fig. 2. Bettis Ballet 
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while living in an old condemned mansion fallen into disrepair. She is a dreamer with a 

vivid imagination that enables her not to see her predicament self-pityingly as abnormal. 

Although Willie‟s early demise is suggested by play‟s end, Willie assures her companion  

and audience that “I‟m going to live a long long time like my sister….when my lungs get 

affected I‟m going to die like she did…with my pearl earrings on an‟ my solid gold beads 

from Memphis….” (Williams 1966:197). 

 In the July 1957 edition of Theater Arts the following review appeared concerning 

Donald Saddler„s choreographed Ballet Theater Workshop Off Broadway presentation of 

Fig. 3. Saddler Ballet 
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This Property is Condemned: 

For This Property Is Condemned, Saddler had his two principals, Ruth Ann  
Koesun as Willie, and Ralph MacWilliams as Tom, speak the lines of the play. 
While this appalled a few purists, it was necessary because he conceived his work 
as a play with movement as well as speech. Had either his choreography or Miss 
Koesun been anything but brilliant, this could have been disastrous. As it was, the 
vignette of the child prostitute was superbly heightened in its effectiveness 
(Coleman:1957). 

 This review was to play a critical role in determining the development and 

planning for our performance of Talk to Me Like the Rain and Let Me Listen. 

When a play employs unconventional techniques it should not be trying to escape 
its responsibility of dealing with reality…but should be attempting to find a closer 
approach, a more penetrating and vivid expression of things as they are… 
(Williams 1970:7). 

 
 Williams was an excellent dancer. He was taught to dance by his sister, Rose, and 

as a freshman at the University of Missouri, too shy to ask for a date, he was a welcome 

stag at sorority dances because of his accomplished dance skills. When he went to New 

York in 1940 to study playwriting at the New School for Social Research, he would 

spend time at the Dance Index office in the School of American Ballet, turning out poems 

and plays on a borrowed typewriter. In this atmosphere it would have been natural for 

him to experiment with transposing various play ideas into dance (Hale 2005:1-32).  

 Williams used body movement as a form of expressionism throughout his writing 

career. Early efforts such as Beauty is the Word, ends with a missionary‟s granddaughter 

performing a voluptuous dance on stage at the climax of the play to refute her 

grandfather‟s puritanical missionary zeal. The Purification, Williams only work written 

in verse, calls to mind the choreographic studies of Martha Graham, for whom Williams 

in the 40‟s wrote a dance drama, The Paper Lantern: A Dance Play for Martha Graham. 

In The Purification, words are aligned against music, and gesture is more emphatic than 
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speech. Important moments in the narrative are configured as dance. The key figure, the 

girl Elena, is described by Williams in choreographic terms, appearing three times, and 

not speaking on two occasions. Jim, the gentleman caller of Glass Menagerie, teaches 

Laura to dance to the music heard from the Paradise Dance Hall across the alley from the 

Wingfield apartment. Blanche “seduces” Mitch by luring him to waltz in A Streetcar 

Named Desire. The gypsy‟s wild dance embodies “flesh” as opposed to Alma‟s “spirit” 

in Summer and Smoke and years later in The Red Devil Battery Sign, Williams‟ poetic 

tirade against the totalitarian barbarism he envisage of America, wild music with an 

accompanying flamenco dance by King‟s young daughter, la Nina, recalls their earlier 

glory days before the onset of the turbulent era in which Williams sets the play. Clothes 

for a Summer Hotel, an impressionistic study of the Fitzgerald‟s turbulent relationship, 

recalls the ghost of Zelda Fitzgerald as a dancer (Hale 2005:3). 

 In the late 80‟s shortly before his death Williams sent his publisher, New 

Directions Publishing Company, three manuscripts entitled “Three Plays for The Lyric 

Theater.” The Youthfully Departed, Now The Cats With Jeweled Claws, and A Cavalier 

for Milady. The three are linked by the subject of youthful death, expressed most clearly 

in The Youthfully Departed which is, in fact, a meditation on death performed as a dance. 

The play‟s title, Nur die jungen Toten, (Only Those Who Die Young), converted by 

Williams to “The Youthfully Departed,” comes from the poetry of Rainer Maria Rilke, a 

Bohemian-Austrian poet. Considered an extremely intense lyric German language writer, 

his poetry was admired by Williams for its existential “mystical” poetic verse. While 

Williams invents the background exposition and action of the play, Rilke‟s 

expressionistic description of the Laments and their Land of Lamentations is what the 



 

 37 

two protagonists act out in the drama. Williams‟ stage notes direct: 

…a passionately erotic dance between them; it must contain whirls and leaps to 
evade their captors…at its climax THEY may tear their clothes off, flinging them 
in the faces of the pursuing ATTENDANTS with savage outcries: then their 
bodies join…appear to…and a great, startled “Ahhh” rises from their throats and 
the place itself… (Williams quoted in Hale 2005:8). 
 

 Although nudity and sex was no longer considered indecent on the American 

stage, the particular dance scene as written with its implications of intercourse certainly 

had the potential to shock audiences. Likely for such reasoning as late as 2005 The 

Youthfully Departed had yet to be produced.2 

 The other two plays, Now the Cats With the Jewelled Claws and A Cavalier for 

Milady, fit the experimental mode of Williams‟ last years to the extent that 

scholars consider them anti-literary. Gone are the poetic arias and the familiar characters 

for which Williams became famous. Hale labels all three as “presentational” as Williams 

utilizes all aspects of [“plastic”] theater. Actors, music, dance, stage effects, symbolism, 

surprise and shock, create theatrical excitement and express ideas (Hale 2005:28).  

 

Chapter 4. Talk to Me Like The Rain And Let Me Listen 

Oh, you weak beautiful people who give up with such grace, what you need is 
someone to take hold of you, gently, with love, and hand your life back to you, 
like something gold you let go of…. 

- Tennessee Williams, Maggie: Cat On a Hot Tin Roof 
 

Play Selection 

 The first collection of Tennessee Williams‟ thirteen one act plays entitled Twenty-

seven Wagons Full of Cotton was published in 1945. Reflecting the itinerant life he lived 

                                                           
2 As of the writing of this thesis, I have been unable to identify a commercial production.  
 



 

 38 

at that time, a life style that would become more active and frenetic as he aged, and his 

experiences in cities like New Orleans and St Louis, provided Williams with the 

cabalistic systems of survival he would require to subsist in the jungle of the New York 

Theater and the city itself (Leverich 448). Many of these plays are set in boarding houses 

or squalid one room apartments in economically depressed locales, and concern the 

alienation of the individual, the plight of an outsider, the problem of human identity, the 

dehumanization of the human spirit, an inability to move beyond the status quo and, a 

theme that runs through most of Williams‟ works, the reconciliation of the inner spirit 

with the flesh.  

 Talk to Me Like the Rain and Let Me Listen, the twelfth play in the series, 

describes the heartbreaking tale of a young couple living in a furnished room west of 

Eight Ave. in midtown Manhattan, bound together in an endless cycle by their hopeless 

poverty. They try desperately to find themselves among the overwhelming forces of big 

city life, personal desire, and mutual emotional neglect. Temptations, choices, economic 

privation and the endless ritual of their lives, as individuals and as a pair, render them 

somnambulists retreating within themselves to the security of their own private worlds. 

The play begins with the Man awakening from a night of heavy drinking, the Woman 

sips water, stares out the window and dreams. “Even their efforts to find themselves 

through sexuality fail” (Kolin 1998:6). 

 Williams splits his own contradictory male/female persona into two voices: a 

Man, shown lying on a bed in a small apartment room, and a Woman sitting and staring 

out a curtainless window at the falling rain. The Man has apparently returned after going 

on a long drinking binge; he recites an appalling litany of urban sorrows: "People do 
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terrible things to a person when he's unconscious in this city…I've been passed around 

like a dirty postcard” (Williams 1966:214). Meanwhile, the Woman has drunk nothing 

but water for three days. She is wasting away. The Man urges his companion to "talk to 

me like the rain” (215). And talk she does; a long, extraordinary, heartbreakingly 

beautiful poetic reverie of escape from the city, from the man, from life itself. "I'll always 

have clean things," she rhapsodizes. "I'll dress in white. . . I will read long books and the 

journals of dead writers. I will feel closer to them than I ever felt to people I used to know 

before I withdrew from the world” (211). 

 In the intonation of their voices is a form of politeness, a tender formality like that 

of two lonely children who want to be friends. They have lived in this intimate situation 

for a very long time, such that what is transpiring between them is a scene that has been 

repeated often. The implied emotional contents, reproach and contrition, have been so 

played that the meaning of each has been worn out. Nothing is left for them. They are 

“rooted hopelessly in an unchanging present” (Kolin 1998:6), left to a futile and hopeless 

existence between them. 

 Talk to Me Like the Rain, written during a tumultuous emotional time in the 

playwright‟s life, underscores Williams‟ outlook on the futility of existence for people 

like the Man and Woman in Rain, who, living within the confines of a larger macrocosm 

obsessed with fear and absent of the ability to trust and love, find their own lives void of 

the basic emotional human desire to share.  

The usual mistake that is made in the presentation of intensified reality on the 
stage is that of realistic action. (Williams 1970:7). 

 

Presentation and critique from faculty committee, previous venues,  
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Choreographer 

 I began my elder years‟ theater education Spring Semester of 2011 in courses 

with Professors Randy Bolton in Acting IV, and Jere Hodgin in Directing I. A memorable 

part of that first year was my University Stage debut as Evert in Crazy for You directed 

by Professor Greg Johnson. The next five semesters included a series of courses, graduate 

and undergraduate, that deepened my understanding and appreciation of the theater arts, 

ranging from the historical perspective, stage craft, script analysis, directorial arts, and 

the vitality of research and writing. Stage work included acting experience in You Can’t 

Take it With You, Cherry Orchard, and Comedy of Errors. I also learned how some of the 

wheels turned within the department, and what was necessary to delve further into 

particular subjects. In my notes I found a paper titled; Project Proposal for Talk To Me 

Like the Rain and Let Me Listen dated May 15, 2013 (see appendix A). 

 This proposal, with the appropriate application form for the use of department 

theater facilities, was sent to Theater/Dance production manager Jason McDaniel for the 

sole purpose of requesting the use of the Masquer Theater sometime in the future. A year 

later, May 5, 2014, in Dr. Jillian Campana‟s Intro to Grad Studies I discussed proceeding 

with Rain as my Master‟s Creative Project. I was instructed to submit an updated 

proposal concerning Talk to Me Like the Rain to the faculty committee for evaluation. 

Two “ideas” for my MA research were subsequently suggested: 1) a critical engagement 

with Williams' later work, and the relationship between Williams' plays and his life, or 2) 

a practical engagement, as a director, in interpreting Williams' work for an audience, as 

exemplified by [my] design proposal (see appendix B).  

 After receiving these two alternative statements, I was able to focus my view 
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more directly on the second as the direction my research thoughts were taking. I could 

not fathom developing the project that eventually resulted without presenting Talk To Me 

Like the Rain before an audience so as to enable and question their most complete 

objective response (see appendix B).   

 I began in earnest to develop a hypothesis by which I could demonstrate that 

Williams‟ concept of theatrical reality was reproducible within my academic 

environment. Aware of the importance of academic reproducibility in the medical 

profession as proof of a research hypothesis, and encouraged by scholarly and critical 

evaluations of commercially developed and performed ideations of Williams‟ plays, my 

intent, as a University student, was to develop a research approach to a Williams work to 

investigate a similar result. I became anxious to explore and establish how a more 

subjective expressionistic approach to the poetic realism of Williams‟ language in a one 

act play might affect an audience. Although trade newspaper and journal critique was 

available for analysis, I could find no audience evaluations of the works cited, with 

success evidenced secondarily by positive commercial assessment.  

 Talk To Me Like The Rain and Let Me Listen, the one act play written by 

Williams in 1953 at a critical moment in the playwright‟s evolution to experimental 

theater, contains a story line that a younger audience might equate with. It seemed the 

prefect drama for my research. A careful search was made to find venues where Rain had 

been produced. The following were located, performed in accordance with other one act 

plays. None were found that encompassed either a dance motif in the form of 

choreographed body movement, or a background musical enactment as part of the actors 

body work. 
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     1. The Café Voltaire in Chicago. Chris Velasquez, director. 

     2. The Jungle Theater in Minneapolis, Minn. One of four Williams one acts presented. 

Bain Boelke, director 

     3. The Coyote Theater Center for the Arts in Boston, Mass. An evening of Williams‟ 

one act plays. Jeffrey Mousseau, director  (dates unavailable 1-3) 

    4. Westport, Conn. 1958. 

    5. New York City in 1962 

    6. London in 1978. (venue and personnel unavailable)  

    7. Performances found onYouTube: 

        a. Troy University located in Troy, N.Y. Senior Capstone for Troy            

             University Department of Theatre and Dance, May 19, 2013 

       b. Performance in Athens, Greece, with English subtitles 

       c. A film entitled Listen to the Rain and Let Me Listen by Jennifer Lee, inspired by 

the Tennessee Williams play Talk To Me Like The Rain and Let Me Listen Ravensbourne 

University, Greenwhich Peninsula, London, U.K., “An impressionistic and surrealistic 

portrait with naturalistic background projections and music," “Rain” 24 by Native 

American Flute, Nov 24, 2011 

 In Graduate Dramaturgy class taken in spring semester 2014, I had the 

opportunity to present a dramaturge‟s approach to Rain. At that presentation I asked a 

classmate to read parts of a long monologue given by the female character. The fellow 

student, Kelly Bouma had not been so forewarned. However, being the gifted and 

intelligent actress she is, her reading portrayed the delicate emotionality of the young 

woman. As I considered approaching the Master‟s faculty concerning my idea for this 
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project, I had in mind again asking Ms. Bouma if she might be interested in performing 

the role should the project move forward. First however, in June of 2014, with no 

knowledge of what it would take to choreograph such a work, I had approached the 

director of the University Dance Department. Her response was that I wait for fall session 

to start, then put up a notice requesting a choreographer, likely a department student who 

might wish to participate. At the moment I could only anticipate the start of school to 

seek such aid, and to approach my faculty advisors concerning the feasibility of what I 

was to propose (see appendix C). 

 However, being a bit impatient, and “purposely” naive, I sent an e-mail to Dance 

Professor Heidi Eggert with whom I had worked in Fiddler on the Roof seeking her 

advice, and shortly before fall semester began I met with Ms. Eggert and asked if she 

might have some time before classes began to discuss choreographing Williams‟ one act 

play. She suggested I put my thoughts and ideas along with a copy of the play script in 

her mailbox which she would look over when she had a moment. Not long thereafter we 

discussed how I envisioned the words spoken by the actors might arouse body movement 

expressing their subjective emotionality in the form of a dance. She appreciated my 

perception and agreed to help develop the performance (see appendix C). 

 

Developing a Research Concept, Discussion and Advice                                                                                                      
 

The poetic conception of stage design bears little relation to the accepted 
convention of realistic scenery in the theater. As a matter of fact it is quite the 
opposite. Truth in the theater, as the masters of the theater have always known, 
stands above and beyond mere accuracy to fact. In the theater the actual thing is 
never the exciting thing. Unless life is turned into art on the stage it stops being 
alive and goes dead. Theater….evocative, not descriptive. 
 

- Robert Edmond Jones; The Dramatic Imagination 
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 During the Fall Semester of 2014 the three Masters Students met bimonthly with 

Master of Arts program advisor, Dr. Bernadette Sweeney, to discuss each member‟s 

evolution toward establishing a research concept and a plan toward defining that 

research. This was to prove a more trying task than I first visualized.  

 In the chapter entitled A New Kind of Drama from his book The Dramatic 

Imagination, Robert Edmond Jones has written: 

 ….beneath the surface of an ordinary everyday normal casual conscious existence 
there lies a dynamic world of impulse and dream…express[ing] itself to us in our 
conscious life in a never-ending stream of images…[playwrights] are seeking to 
penetrate beneath the surface of everyday life into a stream of images which has 
its source in the deep unknown springs of our being (Jones 1965). 

 

With these words in mind, I sought to develop an approach to comprehending, 

determining, and demonstrating Williams‟ dramaturgy in moving from what the critics 

and scholars termed Williams plays of representational realism to the increasingly more 

expressionistic “experimental” work he proposed in the preface written for Glass 

Menagerie.  

 My template for developing a construct upon which to acquire the methodology to 

explore my rationales was Talk To Me Like The Rain And Let Me Listen. The short one 

act play was written at the time Williams was in rehearsal for Camino Real, his highly 

experimental play in which he used a great deal of expressionistic symbolism. Talk To 

Me Like The Rain offered my opportunity to explore the greater ideas of Camino Real by 

highlighting the turbulent emotions of two young characters struggling to endure their 

relationship within a setting of societal and moral degradation. Could I, using 

expressionism in the form of body movement and music accompanying Williams‟ poetic 
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language, convey subjective human yearnings for love, compassion, companionship and 

personal freedom to characters and audience by developing a theatrical impression of 

having entered the body and soul of the dreamer/character? 

 I had my research concept, and the words “music and body movement, 

accompanying spoken words, to define inner subjectivity,” but no concrete idea of how to 

develop a process to question the objective. 

 The bimonthly meetings in Dr. Sweeney‟s office provided the support, questions, 

and advice that set my endeavor in motion. Michael Fink, a fellow Masters candidate, 

replied to my proposal concerning the body and soul of the dreamer/character with the 

following critical and questioning analysis. His thoughts and those of Cohen Ambrose 

and advisor Bernadette Sweeney were significant in heading me in the direction toward 

the final presentation of the play. 

 Fink asked how I would determine if my central research question affected the 

audience as I hoped it would. The consensus of the group was for an immediate after 

performance question and answer session when people might feel more comfortable 

expressing their emotional experiences to what they had observed (see appendix D). 

 As the project progressed and greater understanding of how the ensemble was 

affected by their work, a two question survey was developed based on cast discussions 

concerning each members critical and emotional critique. The questionnaire was 

provided the audience, asking for a written response to the performance, and was 

incorporated into the half-hour post performance talk back session (see appendix G). 

 A major question discussed during the faculty and Master‟s sessions was would 

we have two actors reciting the lines while two dancers performed, or would two 
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actor/dancers integrate dance and language both speaking and using body movement. My 

personal inclination was using the actor/dancer option, but I had no sense or experience 

as to what that might entail both physically and emotionally for the two participants. 

Questions and ideas were asked and suggestions made. The initial thought was to 

audition for four actors, two speaking their monologues and two creating body movement 

to the spoken words. However, as our conferences continued thoughts developed such as: 

Who is the dreamer?  “The body and soul of the dreamer” makes me think that both the 

body and the soul reside in a single place. Would it be easier to “enter the body and soul 

of the dreamer” (see appendix D) to understand that both body and soul reside in a single 

entity, if the dreamer was presented in one body? (see appendix D). I agreed with this 

inspiration. Williams was not a single entity...I doubt if he could have written both female 

and male passion as he did if he was not “hermaphroditic” within his inner self. How 

could he write such poetic lyricism as a Blanche Dubois, an Amanda Wingfield, a Violet 

Venable or in Something Unspoken the duo of Ms‟s Cornelia Scott and Grace Lancaster, 

had he not possessed both male and female genetic neurological codes. At the time he 

was writing The Gentleman Caller, referred to as his “quiet little play,” Williams wrote a 

close friend portraying himself not as a “Gulliver,” Jonathon Swifts‟ dynamic outgoing 

character, but rather to Lewis Carroll‟s feminine girl hero, “Alice.” Williams may have 

understood himself both as a man and a girl. When Williams own life is thoroughly 

realized, his concern for himself as more an “Alice” than a “Gulliver” is better 

understood. As a child Williams was a mama‟s boy, staying close to Edwina who, rather 

than his emasculating father, coddled him and encouraged his reading, day dreaming, and 

study ethic. Disappointed and embarrassed by his son‟s lack of what he considered 
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masculinity, C. C. Williams referred to him often as “Miss Nancy,” more than inferring 

his son a girl rather than a boy. 

 In his later years Williams continued to detail his closeness with his sister Rose. 

He extolled their happiness together as children, sailing paper boats in the bath tub, 

cutting paper dolls, playing with pets, and most interestingly, collecting bits of colored 

glass that were diamonds, sapphires, rubies, emeralds. It is suggested their game of 

collecting these baubles fore tells Laura‟s glass collection, and Williams‟ youthful 

enthusiasm in the “treasure” hunt implies that Laura represents a lost part of Williams, 

rather than of his sister Rose. In The Glass Menagerie Laura„s limp is thought to manifest 

gay identity, a subject Williams could not present on the American stages of the 1940‟s 

and 50‟s. But as a girl who isn‟t a girl, the playwright was able to begin a conversation of 

homosexual desire, to depict himself, his passions, desires, and his method of poetic 

discourse within a feminine portrayal. Much has been written of Williams‟ ability to 

speak so poetically within his female characters, an author of great “feminine” sensitivity. 

There is such empathy in the prepubescent girl in This Property is Condemned, and Clare 

in Outcry. The same with Talk To Me Like The Rain And Let Me Listen. The young 

woman‟s elegant appeal for a symbolic unreachable world beyond any reality within her 

reach. Two different people, the Woman living in dreams, the Man in the stark reality of 

crushing humanity. Character/dreamers! (see appendix D). 

 And finally, the role of the choreographer. How would Williams‟ concept of 

expressionistic “reality” be interpreted best…by the inherent pure spontaneous body 

movement of the actor/dancer, or through the construct of a choreographer. Both chosen 

actors are intensely private individuals who had demonstrated great subjective ability to 
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build character in previous class and stage work. Prof. Eggert‟s and my thoughts for 

Rain, were that the principals should use their inherent emotionality to interpret body 

movement to fit the spoken language. The choreographer would be present in rehearsal to 

assist their efforts in defining their thoughts and movements, but would not specifically 

develop the “dance” movements.  

 On September 24, 2014, having received faculty approval of thesis research, and 

the use of a stage venue, a list of “parameters for practice as research project” was 

provided (see appendix E). 

 

Cast, Music and Musician 

 At this junction, with the proposal accepted and the go ahead for the use of the 

Masquer, it was imperative to find the correct cast, and a classical cellist who could play 

the right musical accompaniment and, in so doing, establish a performance empathy with 

the cast members.   

 First and foremost was finding the right female protagonist. My preference for the 

role was Kelly Bouma, who fortunately was cast in another production scheduled some 

weeks later in the semester for her MFA Senior Project. I met with Kelly and discussed 

with her my concept of using dance and music as intricate to the performance. Her first 

words after saying she would be willing to take on the project was that my body 

movement/language idea was exactly what she had endeavored to do during her graduate 

work, that is, to be able to use her skills with body movement to express the language she 

would speak while performing. When I mentioned the male actor suggested by Dr. 

Sweeney and fellow Master‟s student Cohen Ambrose, one with terrific performance 
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skills, Kelly‟s reaction was immediate and enthusiastic. Mason Wagner was available, 

and eager to join in a one on one performance with Kelly. Auditions were not needed, 

and the plans for same were cancelled. The response by my faculty mentor to the 

acquired talent was “brilliant.” 

 About the same time the search for a musician proceeded. With the assistance of 

Music Professor Fern Glass, I made the acquaintance of Mr. Eric Russell, a recent Music 

School Cello graduate, who on November 4th texted me, “in as much as [my] schedule 

[is] pretty empty, I‟m in.” Fortunately, Mr. Russell was familiar and performance ready 

with Bach‟s Solo Suites for Unaccompanied Cello, the score chosen as the musical 

background I felt expressed the emotionality of the plays‟ protagonists, and fitting for 

Eggert‟s choreographic work with Bouma and Wagner.  

 Last and so important to the smooth function of the rehearsal process was a stage 

manager. On September 28, Sydoney Blackmore sent an e-mail offering her assistance in 

“whatever way you need me.” As an accomplished actor and dancer and with a keen eye 

toward the needs of cast and crew, Blackmore made it all come together. 

 

 Rehearsal period, Concepts and Discussion 

The writer must take hold of the raw material of earthly sorrow, which in reality 
has no earthly form, seldom any poetry, and what dignity exists is only within the 
“embattled spirits” of those enduring the moment, and transfigure these 
mysterious pieces into a new order that is congruous with the design which 
humanity has endured since birth. Reconfigured as an art form, and placed on 
stage may not change the reality of the tragic event, but now it is invested with 
properties which give it poetry and meaning.  

 
- Tennessee Williams, Notes to the Reader 
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 With participants assembled, rehearsal time and place established, the usual sense 

of urgency and time constraints pushed for action. During the month of October, table 

read through, reviews and discussions of dance/language performances brought to the 

table by Bouma and Wagner were scrutinized and critiqued. Wagner developed his 

thoughts on Expressionism and questioned how we would approach what he termed “Full 

Expressionistic Plastic Theater.” That is either by body movement only without language, 

or as close to “soundscape” as possible with body movement. He raised the question that 

would lead toward the eventual body work, whether the physical effort would be actual 

choreographed movement or contact “improv.” Noting Williams‟ use of the mandolin in 

the play, Wagner sent Window and Story Board by Album Leaf as music that he felt fit 

the mode of Williams‟ written language. 

 Bouma provided the beautiful Frantic Assembly choreographed production of 

Lovesong, a gorgeous production of dance and language separately performed. In 

providing works by Pina Bausch and Mary Wigman, Bouma explained: 

… how amazing would it be to have it juxtaposed to the poetry given to us by 
Williams? And an experiment for us as actors Mason, to see how movement 
informs our process. We are often labeled as actors and therefore innately 
disconnected from our bodies…we are both intuitive artists and I believe this will 
give us a platform for exploring the idea of EMBODYING the text (see appendix 
C). 
 

 For the titled “director,” reading these words and hearing the cast‟s enthusiasm 

was pure joy and encouragement, for it underscored my own thoughts and convinced me 

that our venture would be successful. It also established in my mind, that aside from my 

own research, what we were embarking on was an individual “research” endeavor where 

each ensemble member could develop his subjective body expression in accordance to 

how he was inspired by Williams‟ words and the presence of the musical background. 
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 An important beginning to putting the “page on the stage” is script analysis with 

an understanding not just of the written word, but what was the motivation behind the 

writing of the words. In so many of his writings, Williams‟ characters reflect the 

playwright‟s complicated emotional personality. Their lives and stories are driven by 

their need to survive within divisive living spaces in which they are given almost no 

opportunity to control. Along with the script, I asked each ensemble member to read three 

of Williams‟ short stories. One, the Poet, is a lyrical absurdist autobiography in which 

Williams‟ character carries a self-produced elixir that when ingested allows him to live 

immune to the influence of states and organizations, and lecture to an as yet 

unadulterated young audience his teachings against the ills of their adult societies. The 

other two, The Vine and Sand, are similar to Rain in that each tell the stories of two 

people, one a very old couple separated by disability, yet held together by love and a need 

for companionship, and a young urban couple growing away from each other, but soon 

finding themselves alone, lost, and desperate without their relationship. The latter two 

stories are not dissimilar to the two protagonists in Talk To Me Like The Rain, people 
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needing each other, yet not reaching each other. I believed Vine and Sand would help our 

two actor/dancers to further comprehend Williams‟ sense of the misbegotten and aid in 

their character development.  

      

Directorial philosophy and rehearsal directions 

 Rehearsals began on Monday November 10th in McGill 125, the floor of which 

had been taped accordingly the day before. By this time all had agreed that there would 

be two protagonists interacting with one another, speaking their lines and working toward 

developing the appropriate body movement while reciting their words. During the first 

week the ensemble met three times, with Eggert present the first day only. These sessions 

involved table reading of the play and thoughts involving individual character 

personalities. We discussed where the play took place, the society in which the 

participants lived, the economic conditions of their lives, the pattern of their relationship, 

the meaning of the inclement weather as a metaphor to their existence, and the emotional 

emptiness felt by each character as indicated by their monologues. From these 

Fig. 4. Bouma and Wagner 
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discussions came suggestions concerning room space and set design that would enhance 

the emotional atmosphere of the lives of the protagonists.  

 On the first few evenings, the cellist played portions one, three, five and six of 

Bach’s Six Suites for Unaccompanied Cello. These four suites, chosen earlier with Heidi 

Eggert, best underscored the emotion of the plot. The final music was decided upon over 

a lengthy period of rehearsal as musician and characters adjusted their 

language/movement to the music until the three participants were comfortable with 

music/language/body harmonization. From that point the effort of the two 

character/dreamers and cellist was to find an appropriate rhythm ebb and flow, and 

fortissimo/pianissimo volume of musical accompaniment, as language and body 

movement progressed. The cello was used for sound effects as well as mood swings 

within the play. This meant that at moments the cello strings were plucked, as when rain 

was called for, or in certain areas of the Woman‟s long monologue when she described 

her reflection in the mirror.  

 A significant moment of cello-character coordination occurs when the cellist 

moves to Bach‟s Fifth Suite. The cellist, Eric Russell, had stated that he would need to 

retune his instrument to play the Fifth Suite correctly. It was felt this particular suite fit a 

moment in the young woman‟s story so well that it was decided to halt the words, as 

though of a thought, while the cello was retuned. This abrupt change occurs when the 

young woman shifts from conversation with her partner to a dream state in which she 

tells a heart breaking tale of moving toward a brighter, warmer, more comfortable 

existence. A precarious theatrical decision was made which could have had significant 

consequences for my research question. The change might distract the audience and the 
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two protagonists at a critical moment risking their concentration on the emotionality 

already established. Nevertheless, it was decided to proceed with the retuning, 

considering that at that moment of the story a scenic discord between the Man and 

Woman was being developed.  

 On November 11, the ensemble met in the Masquer Theater to envision acting 

space and set design (see appendix H). It was agreed that very few items were necessary 

to tell the story. A large old weathered wood window frame suspended from the ceiling 

down stage right, a rusted fold up bed upstage left, a glass of water and an old chair 

positioned at the window would suffice. Costumes consisted of a white blouse and white 

knee length bathrobe for Bouma, and a pair of old white long johns for Wagner, all 

personal belongings. The cellist‟s position on stage was to be determined during 

rehearsals. Ms. Ruby Sweeney-Ferriter would be the child singing “rain, rain go away 

come back another day” to be taped and played at performance by stage manager 

Sydoney Blackmore, and lighting would be developed by lighting student Karl Boveng 

per faculty parameters (see appendix E). While Russell played the cello so as to give a 

sense of the room‟s acoustics, Bouma moved about the area inspired by Russell‟s 

playing. It occurred to me at that moment that Bach‟s music would lend itself well to 

body movement inspired by Williams‟ language (see appendix L). 
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Fig. 5. Bouma and Russell in rehearsal 

 

Audience participation, questionnaire response 

 Early in the rehearsal process it was decided that the audience would be 

positioned as a close-in thrust configuration. Bringing the audience directly up against the 

edge of the playing stage would enhance their perspective of the intensity of character 

image. A two query survey was given to each audience member, and a short introduction 

by me prior to the performance explained the research aspect of the project. I explained 

that what they were about to witness was an experiment in language, music, and body 

movement. The questions asked the audience how they related to the play, what images 

were evoked by the actor/dancer‟s performance, and did they as individuals feel as 

though they were drawn into the body and soul of the character/dreamer (see appendix 

G). 

 The audience numbered approximately 75 people, more than the number of chairs 

put in three rows about the stage area. Sixty-eight responses were obtained. Typical of the 

majority is the following: 
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It was beautiful. The intimacy of the space brought me so close to everything that 
there was no way for me to miss a single detail. Everything from Kelly‟s eye 
movements, even when they were closed, to Mason‟s diaphragm as he took a 
breath, help add to the complete awareness of the breathtaking experience. The 
body language mixed with the voice of the cello that is Bach made the intimacy of 
every moment so much stronger. The low notes on the cello gave me chills 
because it was a note I could truly feel (see appendix M). 
 

 And answering the question concerning entering the body and soul of the 

character/dreamer, the following: 

...the moment Kelly spoke about being taken away by the wind. She let her arms 
out and Mason took her like the wind and she just gave in completely. Watching 
the performers use their bodies to portray these emotions, thoughts, imagery, etc. 
was beautifully done and communicated well.….there was the image of the wind. 
The relationship that was performed by Kelly and Mason brought the images of 
constraint but forever reaching for something. The imagery of the rain was 
wonderfully reinforced by the staccato of the cello. Kelly gazing out the window 
and Mason‟s repetition of talk to me like the rain, and let me listen. The image of 
Mason desperately trying to enter Kelly‟s dream world…Mason would appear in 
her dreams suddenly, and therefore being drawn back to reality…(see appendix 
M). 
 

Faculty Impressions  

 Faculty response, although for the most part positive, was more didactic and less 

emotional. All agreed that the concept was good and the overall performance beautiful. 

There was some criticism concerning the cello, from playing too loud and covering the 

words of the performers, to one who felt the cello should have been off stage. During 

rehearsal, Russell was moved from one part of the stage to the other as we attempted to 

find the best locals where his playing would not interfere with the thought process of the 

two actors. We also experimented with placing a damper on the strings. With the 

audience close against the stage, I felt placing the cello upstage center was preferable, 

rather than to either side of the performance space where the music might hinder what 

that audience segment heard of the language. However, my mistake was not having him 
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dampen the strings. At times the cello sound did drown out Bouma‟s and Wagner‟s 

words for those sitting furthest from the stage. 

 One respondent told me that she would have liked to see more interaction 

between the two protagonists and the cello, that although she appreciated him on stage, 

he really was not “part of the play.” She wondered if he might not have been incorporated 

into the character performance as part of the actual story rather than just as a musical 

accompaniment. I was also informed that the cello actually did not need to be retuned for 

the Fifth Suite, and could have been played with very minor and non-appreciated 

changes. Prof. Glass did find the onstage retuning a definite distraction in that, for her, it 

stopped the forward motion of the story. She went on to say she had discussed with Mr. 

Russell the need for retuning for the Fifth Suite, had suggested against it, and was 

surprised that the process was included.  

 
Chapter 5. Summary and Conclusion 

What elements have we but words, images, colors, scratches, upon the caves of 
our solitude?   

                   - Tennessee Williams, The Misunderstanding and Fears of an Artist Revolt 
  

 The endeavor developed in this thesis began as a thought in the spring of 2013. I 

had sent a proposal and request through the Theater/Dance department for the use of a 

performance venue for sometime the following year. My thinking was that perhaps I 

would get the opportunity to develop a project that could be staged. I had been told by a 

graduating MFA friend that the earlier one put in such request, the better the chances of 

success. I began to wonder if I might be a candidate for the Masters of Theater Art 

program. I had completed five semesters of undergraduate work, had appeared in a 



 

 58 

number of productions, and in essence had rediscovered the deep love of the theater arts 

enjoyed so much earlier in my life. I wanted more opportunity to read, research and write 

myself into whatever theatrical experience was available to me. I approached Professor 

Jere Hodgin and asked his opinion. He knew me from class and stage work, and was 

encouraging. I went ahead and applied, and was accepted for the two year educational 

effort. 

 In Professor Bernadette Sweeney‟s Dramaturgy class in the Spring of 2014, I 

presented a dramaturgical discussion of Williams‟ one act play Talk To Me Like The Rain 

And Let Me Listen. The conversation that ensued included aspects of my research of the 

play which led eventually to my proposal for applying dance and music to Williams‟ 

words. During that spring and summer, I devoted the majority of my time to Williams 

research which included applying for a yearly subscription to the Tennessee Williams 

Annual Review by way of communicating with Dr. Robert Bray, a leading Williams 

scholar. Semester meetings with Dr. Sweeney, department faculty members, and fellow 

Master‟s students, led to the development of a research question which found acceptance 

by the faculty committee. Essentially, my effort for the project “is to determine if 

expressionism in the form of dance and music will bestow on characters and audience the 

impression of having entered the body and soul of the dreamer.” 

 My research included much of the Williams canon, biographies, stories, novellas, 

poems, and plays, and provided a greater understanding of the playwright as a human 

being. Chapter One details the first twenty-eight years of Williams‟ life, a critical time in 

his growth and writing development that created in him a complex personality that at 

times clashed with his world, its habitants, and with himself as described in the later 
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portion of the chapter. The Second Chapter explains the artistic influences that inspired 

the development of his professional dramaturgy, the origin of his “plastic theater” 

concept.  

 I chose Camino Real to discuss how Williams‟ most symbolic drama, and 

experimental play, pushed his concept of plastic theater “against the exhausted theater of 

realistic conventions” (1970:7). As discussed in Chapter Three, Williams insisted Camino 

Real was metaphorical of the time and world he himself inhabited, represented on stage 

through sets, dances, music lighting, and the myriad of character identities displayed. 

 Camino Real was written in 1953, the same year as Talk To Me Like The Rain 

And Let Me Listen. I saw in this small one act play similar manifestations of societal 

pressures on the two young protagonists as what Williams‟ characters deal with in 

Camino Real. If such theatrical forms could be developed in a large production, could not 

I develop a much smaller but no less intense exhibition using music, body movement, and 

language to portray a similar symbolic environment. 

 The second part of Chapter Three dealing with music and choreography as plastic 

theater, details Williams‟ plays developed into large operatic and choreographed pieces. 

Andre Previn developed an operatic A Streetcar Named Desire and Valerie Bettis and 

Gus Giordano developed choreographic pieces for the play. Donald Saddler‟s This 

Property is Condemned had the two principals speak lines as they performed their dance. 

The later Williams pieces were increasingly experimental, with great emphasis on dance 

and music performed as chants and hymns as in Three Plays for a Lyric Theatre.  

 As described in my thesis, the work ethic and fervor for the project developed in 

our small ensemble provided their eventual audience with the expressionistic experience I 
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sought. As I delved into the production life of Camino Real, I found that I had taken a 

page from the role played by Elia Kazan. Kazan was a very definitive personality in his 

own way, where for the most part it was “his way or the highway.” Nevertheless his 

appreciation of Williams‟ “plastic” concept allowed him to delegate great responsibility 

to members of his ensemble who he knew had greater experience than he in certain 

aspects needed to put the play on stage. A great deal of the music and dance was 

allocated to his choreographer, with very little input from Kazan. For me the only way I 

could allow my premise to develop was to encourage and watch as Bouma, Wagner and 

Russell developed their music/body movement/ language coordination. Not until the final 

week of rehearsal did the dance configuration develop a persistent pattern, beautifully 

coordinated with either the plucking or bowing of the cello‟s strings. Prof. Eggert worked 

delicately with the movements developed by the two actors, suggesting various responses 

to the words spoken. My contribution was more of instilling my thoughts of what 

emotional conflicts drove the two young people to speak the poetry written by Williams. 

 Talk To Me Like The Rain And Let Me Listen is one of thirteen one act plays 

published in 1945 in a first version collection entitled 27 Wagons Full of Cotton. In this 

group of one acts, Williams writes tales of adultery, sexual violence, incest between 

brother and sister, crimes of passion, lesbianism, bestiality, loneliness of separation, 

troubled relationships, and societal degradation. Rain describes the psychological and 

emotional forces pulling at a young Man and Woman confined to a tiny apartment in a 

big city, suffering from personal longing and mutual emotional neglect, dealing with their 

personal alienation and isolation by retreating to a sense of security within their own 

private worlds. 
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 How do we as audience, either individually, when reading a novel, short story, 

poem, listening to a piece of music, observing a painting; or as a large group, witnessing 

a play, a reading, attending a symphony concert or solo recital, respond to what we take 

in? How does the language spoken and the objectivity of what we witness impress us? Is 

there a difference between the objective reality we see before us and what subjective 

emotions we feel from the world we have entered? What emotional or psychological 

mechanism allows us the suspension of disbelief? No two people are going to equate 

subjectivity the same, but if realism can be joined with a subjective response to the word, 

the sound, the observation of an on stage character, will the audience likewise be drawn 

into what I have endeavored to describe for this thesis, the “body and soul” of the 

character/dreamer? 

 Very early in the process of developing my research conception, of all the works I 

have read by Williams Talk To Me Like The Rain And Let Me Listen was perfect to test 

my hypothesis. It told the right story, the language is elegiac, and the play is short. 

Fortunately, my ensemble were talented students of deep subjective intensity with 

knowledge of their passions, physicality, and the power of their lives. Within each of the 

protagonists was an inherent sexuality that lent their body movements a verbal 

expression, an erotic texture that exposed the depths of Williams‟ emphasis on the 

passions of the flesh and the importance of physical transcendence. Short stories such as 

Desire and the Black Masseur, is an example of the psychodynamics of mutual desire. 

One Arm presents frustrated desire and incompletion, a study of unreciprocated love. The 

Field of Blue Children, tells of a failed romance, and the play Night of the Iguana 

describes sexual repression. In all these one finds Williams‟ idea of character 
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“incompleteness,” people who lack the ability to form lasting relationships. Talk To Me 

like The Rain And Let Me Listen encompasses all these aspects of Williams‟ persona, and 

the play, as portrayed by Bouma and Wagner, epitomized these human foibles. 

Support and encouragement from gifted and devoted faculty from Dance, Theater, and 

Music contributed to the project, and its success. Yes! From the response provided by the 

audience I would say the performance given did indeed stimulate within the majority of 

those present, moments of subjective emotion that undeniably carried them into the 

character lives portrayed on stage (see appendix M). In all honesty, for a real objective 

response to my inquiry, such a performance should be taken from an academic 

environment to a commercial venue. As one member of my faculty group reminded me 

there is a very real difference in the two schools of theater, and what may be successful in 

one, does not preclude success in the other. But what was encouraging to me as a 

template for starting on this quest were the previous Williams plays that have been 

choreographed, made operatic, and developed as screen plays, all with exceptional 

commercial success.  

 

Personal Thoughts 

 What is very clear and undeniable to me at this late stage of my life is that this 

quest started not in 2011, but on that Jamaican evening in 1964 when I sat, drank, 

chatted, listened to, and removed the shoes of one of the most tormented, daring, heroic, 

creative geniuses that has ever written for the stage.  

 If I was a true believer in fate, I would suggest that all this was preordained, but I 

am not of such a mind. I was brought up in a family where the arts were critical for the 
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education of all, adults and children, and within the confines of a city where to walk the 

streets was to be surrounded by art. Theater was my mantra, and though the path diverged 

in both form and distance, theater was always the passion that beaconed. I will admit that 

my interest and subsequent study of Tennessee Williams, his life and work, may very 

well have been influenced by our brief encounter on that Jamaica Holiday so many years 

ago. However, I must conjecture this realization a “memory or ghost play” as Williams 

might have called it, for I will deny a conscious motivation. My return to theater 

academia was instituted well before my trip to Jamaica. I have lived “theater” one way of 

the other my entire life with Mr. Williams one stop along the way. However, once given 

the opportunity to delve into the life story and the psychological forces responsible for his 

creativity, I felt an emotional identity with more than his written word. Within my own 

“character/dreamer” I discovered a fellowship with much of the subjective emotionality 

of Tennessee Williams, and have come to realize that so much of my own philosophy 

toward life and those inhabiting my world are indeed those with fervor for the desires of 

“the spirituality and the flesh.” 

In all human experience, there are parallels which permit common understanding 
in the telling and hearing, and it is the frightening responsibility of an artist to 
make what is directly or allusively close to his own being communicable and 
understandable, however disturbingly, to the hearts and minds of all whom he 
addresses (Williams 2009:167). 
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Appendix L  
Rehearsal and Dance YouTube  
 

1. Performance: https://youtu.be/k2br3ccZvEQ 

2. Rehearsal 1: https://youtu.be/cUj2n6LZooU 

3. Rehearsal 2: https://youtu.be/5aOsrVPmLl8 

 

https://youtu.be/k2br3ccZvEQ
https://youtu.be/cUj2n6LZooU
https://youtu.be/5aOsrVPmLl8














 

 

Appendix-N 
 
Solo Performance     Masquer Theater   May 2012 
 
A Conversation                                              Cast:   
                                                                               Williams….Peter Philips 
                                                                                Peter……..Eric Hersh 
Scene 1 
 
Bedroom: 
      
      A bed is positioned in the center of the room. Williams lies on his back, fully clothed, 
arms at sides, mouth open, snoring quietly. He is lying awkwardly on the black cape, 
partially wrapped about his chest, partially hanging off the side of the bed. Peter enters, 
moves to the bed, finds a coverlet and covers Williams, then moves to the corridor, and 
leaves the room.  
              
                                                              Williams 
 
Monologue: Why am I a writer.. D.H. Lawrence: I Rise in Flame, Cried the Phoenix 
 
 
Scene 2 
 
Setting: Five hours earlier: 
     An out door restaurant on an island in the Caribbean. At a table lit by an oil lamp sit 
two men. The older figure wears a black beret, worn rakishly to one side of his head. A 
black cape is worn about his shoulders, held in place by a black twist cord tied about his 
upper chest. In one hand is a half filled brandy snifter. 
     His companion, a young man of about 32, wears a short sleeved blue collared shirt 
with the figure of an alligator over the left breast. Khaki trousers and sandals worn 
without socks completes his appearance. He also holds a brandy snifter. 
 
                                                             Williams 
So, young doctor, at college you were a science major and a member of the Dramatic 
Club. What did you do as a member of the Dramatic Society. 
 
                                                               Peter 
Paul Newman sponsors a Best Student actor award which I won my senior year for 
portraying  the old man in Ionesco’s Chairs. Led to my meeting him in New York while 
he was in Sweet Bird of Youth. 
 
                                                                Williams 
Did you discuss your interest in theater? 
 
                                                                Peter 



 

 

Oh, yes. Told him I had applied to Drama School after winning the award although I had 
already been accepted to medical school.  
 
                                                              Williams 
And what was his response? 
 
                                                               Peter 
Advised me to study medicine. Theater was a less secure future. 
 
                                                               Williams 
Ah, good advice. I can talk to that! 
 
Monologue: Quentin: Small Craft Warnings 
 
 
Scene 3 
 
Living room: 
Williams enters carrying two books. Two soft chairs. Brandy snifters. Peter dressed as 
before.  
 
                                                                Williams 
Come in, young doctor. Would you like to hear some poetry? Here, from my collection; 
In The Winter of Cities. 
 
Poems: Lament for the Moths, Covenent or Descent 
 
                                                               Williams 
Now, young doctor, you will have to excuse me…I have to pee….. 
 
Scene 4 
 
Bedroom 
Williams leaves living room..proceeds to bedroom. 
 
                                                             Williams                           
 Monologue: Glass Menagerie 
 Poem: Shadow Wood  
  
 
Scene 5 
 
Living Room                                      Williams & Peter     Poem: Old Men Are Fond 
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