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Abstract 

My dissertation offers an interdisciplinary framework to rethink 

production histories of The Glass Menagerie, A Streetcar Named Desire, and Cat 

on a Hot Tin Roof. I focus my study on twelve productions, four of each play, that 

demonstrate the gap between embodied memories from the productions and 

normative evaluation, to recover the role of minoritarian identity ignored and 

erased by traditional criticism and scholarship. To foster this questioning, I 

develop the term production counter-history. In these production counter-

histories, I adapt concepts from memory studies in order to rethink the normative 

form of production histories by integrating overlooked evidence about oppressed 

identity. By adapting concepts from memory studies, I foreground the role of 

memory in shaping the differences in how theatrical practitioners and scholars 

remember productions of Tennessee Williams‘s most popular plays.   
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Introduction 
 

The Limitations of Normative Criticism 

In the fall of 1999, Belgian theater director Ivo van Hove staged A 

Streetcar Named Desire for the New York Theatre Workshop. The following 

summer, Charles McNulty, the literary manager of the McCarter Theater in 

Princeton, New Jersey, penned a reflection questioning the critics‘ resistance to 

Hove‘s nontraditional interpretation of Williams‘s classic: 

There's nothing like a little deconstruction to raise the hackles of the all-
powerful New York drama critics. The mockingly dismissive reviews of 

Ivo van Hove's fascinating, if flawed, production of A Streetcar Named 
Desire last fall at the New York Theatre Workshop provided further 
evidence, as though any more were needed, of their intractable 

conservatism. Faced with a nontraditional staging of Tennessee Williams's 
chestnut, they fell almost unanimously into battle formation. Only animal 

cruelty provokes more public ire than a director who dares to take liberties 
with a classic, no matter that the production's ultimate intent may be trying 
to reanimate, not perversely travesty, the playwright's seemingly 

sacrosanct vision.1 
 

McNulty specifically questioned Ben Brantley‘s article in the New York Times, 

which begins with ―Stella!… glug, glug, glug‖, a reference to the onstage bathtub 

that was a central component of Jan Versweyveld‘s production design.2 Fifteen 

years later, Brantley approached Hove‘s staging for another American classic 

from a completely different perspective:  

                                                 
1
 Charles McNulty, ―Commuting Beyond the Stereotypes: The Dangerous Trek of Ivo van 

Hove‘s A Streetcar Named Desire,‖ Theater 30, no. 2 (Summer 2000): 155, accessed April 30, 

2016, http://muse.jhu.edu/article/34096. 
2
 McNulty does not unilaterally praise Hove‘s Streetcar, noting that the production was 

―flawed‖ and ―monotone.‖ Ibid., 155-157.  
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This must be what Greek tragedy once felt like, when people went to the 
theater in search of catharsis. Ivo van Hove‘s magnificent reconception of 

Arthur Miller‘s A View from the Bridge, which opened on Thursday night 
at the Lyceum Theater, takes you into extreme emotional territory that you 

seldom dare visit in daily life.3  
 

Not only does Brantley‘s acceptance of Hove‘s Bridge point to changing attitudes 

towards directors‘ reconceptualization of American classics, the resistance that 

Brantley once mounted against Hove‘s Streetcar underlines sharp differences 

between how critics approach the two dominant post-war playwrights Tennessee 

Williams and Arthur Miller. 

Not having seen either production myself, I can only conjecture about the 

differences that made Brantley regard one reconstruction as silly and the other as 

important. For one, Hove might have built on his process from Streetcar, finding 

ways to make Bridge more exciting and more accessible to American critics. In 

addition, many changes occurred between 2000 and 2015, both in terms of theater 

and criticism, including more uniform use of the internet as well as developing 

considerations of global theater. Read together, these reviews show the difference 

between the reception of Tennessee Williams and Arthur Miller (which I will 

return to occasionally), a difference examined by David Savran in terms of how 

                                                 
3
 Ben Brantley, ―A View from the Bridge Bears Witness to the Pain of Fate,‖ New York 

Times, November 12, 2015, accessed April 30, 2016, 

http://www.nytimes.com/2015/11/13/theater/review-a-view-from-the-bridge-bears-witness-to-the-

pain-of-fate.html?_r=0. 
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the two popular American playwrights depict masculinity.4 Regardless of the 

temporal shifts and the contrary constructions of sexuality, was it easier for 

Brantley to accept Hove‘s Bridge because that play does not have the dominance 

of cultural memories that Streetcar does? The questioning of the normative 

ideology of critics, present in McNulty‘s article illustrates a significant gap 

between ideological, authoritarian interpretations of Williams established in the 

cultural psyche by high school English teachers and contemporary theatrical 

practitioners who to stage Williams against this imagined tradition. The question 

that arises from this gap is at what point did going to see a Broadway production 

(or any production) become about seeing a definitive version of the play? 

The problem with the search for a definitive version of any playtext is the 

burden this places on new productions. When a production becomes an immense 

commercial success, new productions have to compete with false memories—

memories revised to appear more normative than they were. In criticism, this 

creates a conflict between an imagined past which the present version can never 

overcome. For Williams‘s popular works, the problem is that new productions 

must live up to the impossible. This is not an issue for Williams‘s failures, where 

                                                 
4
 ―This book deliberately focuses on the discontinuity between these unstable 

contemporaneous moments to underline the difference between an oppressive, masculinist sexual 

politics and the (admittedly remote) possibility of an egalitarian, antihomophobic, and 

emancipated body politic and body sexual.‖ David Savran, Communists, Cowboys, and Queers: 

The Politics of Masculinity in the Work of Arthur Miller and Tennessee Williams (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 1992), x. 
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an inventive production has the potential to change expectations. But how can 

critics and scholars get past the consistent creation of falsely imagined originals? I 

turn to memory to consider the role that subjectivity plays in the documentation of 

productions, especially productions not invested in replicating a traditional 

Williams that never existed. 

To distinguish between dominant and excluded cultural memories, I 

employ the distinctions of normative and anti-normative as an intentional choice 

to expand the straight/queer dichotomy for cultural memories from productions of 

Williams‘s early, most revived works. This builds on a history where the term 

anti-normative means oppositional to compulsory heterosexuality. Although it 

may appear that this creates a binary, I follow Louisa Allen‘s research, which 

considers how sexual identity influences the formulation of knowledge: 

The relationship between sexual identity and anti-normative knowledge 
appears more complex than a lineal certainty that heterosexuals cannot 

(despite an expressed desire by some of them) stop thinking straight. 
Rather than being linked to identity, the production of heteronormative 
knowledge may be better understood as a consequence of the ongoing 

power and pervasiveness of heternormativity.5 
 

For this study, I return to the terms normative and anti-normative to draw 

connections between the ideological binaries that fuel most production histories. 

Normative ideologies presuppose a dominant center as a means of excluding anti-

normative memories, a process which creates ideological binaries such as 

                                                 
5
 Louisa Allen, ―Queer(y)ing the Straight Researcher: The Relationship between 

Researcher Identity and Anti-Normative Knowledge,‖ Feminism & Psychology 20, No. 2 (May 

2010): 161, accessed August 30, 2017, DOI:10.1177/0959353509355146. 
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straight/queer, male/female, white/black, realistic/symbolic, etc. Any identity that 

supports a hegemonic ideology is normative; any identity that combats hegemonic 

ideology is anti-normative. 

 My use of the word hegemonic echoes David Savran‘s connection of 

hegemony to Williams‘s playwriting process:  

Given the censorship of the 1940s and 1950s, and Williams‘s more or less 
conscious internalization of these prohibitions, his plays and films of this 

period characteristically translate these inexpressible desires into subtext 
and/or transform them into an interethnic heterosexuality that remains 

provocatively at odds with hegemonic social values.6 
  

In this sense, Williams attacked and subverted the hegemonic values prescribed 

by dominant authorities. In a later section, Savran associates hegemony directly 

with heterosexual males:  

There is no question but that [Williams‘s texts] cannot, despite their best 
attempts, cancel or transcend the hegemonic sexual ideology of Cold War 

America in which they are inscribed and that has vilified women, gay 
men, and lesbians while consistently privileging the active, 
heterosexualized, male subject.7 

 
Over the course of this work, I trace a relationship between the terms normative 

and hegemony as they mutually reinforce each other—the difference being that 

hegemony denotes the power structure, while normative refers to the mode of 

thinking that both creates and is created by hegemony. 

Production histories of Williams that focus on realistic interpretations both 

in the text and in production do so at the expense of the memories of theatrical 

practitioners, critics, and audiences. At the same time, the cultural memories 

associated with the original productions and the subsequent films force every new 

                                                 
6
 Savran, Communists, Cowboys, and Queers, 126. 

7
 Ibid., 179. 
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production to in some way compete with the imagined originals. As the memories 

from the originals enter into cultural history, the hegemonic meanings associated 

with the originals appear stable. The stagings of Eddie Dowling and Elia Kazan 

heavily influenced the commercial success of the premieres of The Glass 

Menagerie, A Streetcar Named Desire, and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, making it 

difficult for subsequent directors to stray too far from definitive readings related 

to these initial productions, which would change once the films created their own 

definitive readings. To compound resistance to new interpretations of Williams, 

critics such as Ben Brantley, Brooks Atkinson, Frank Rich, and Irving Wardle 

reference the imagined history of the originals whenever they write about a new 

production to solidify their authority. Meanwhile, production histories rarely 

consider the role of memory in this history, which has the potential to either erase 

or recover marginalized identities. 

Normative scholarship relies more on hegemonically remembered 

interpretations than embodied moments from the productions. For Williams‘s 

work, the research of Philip Kolin exemplifies how production histories result in 

the construction of stabilized hegemony. Since 1998, Kolin has published several 

books about Williams, including Tennessee Williams: A Guide to Research and 

Performance, The Undiscovered Country: The Later Plays of Tennessee Williams, 

and The Tennessee Williams Encyclopedia.8 In each, Kolin focuses on the 

documentation and creation of historical reality. When he introduces Streetcar in 

                                                 
8
 Philip C. Kolin, Tennessee Williams: a guide to research and performance  (Westport, 

Conn: Greenwood Press, 1998). Philip C. Kolin, The undiscovered country: the later plays of 

Tennessee Williams (New York: P. Lang, 2002). Philip C. Kolin, The Tennessee Williams 

encyclopedia (Westport, Conn: Greenwood Press, 2004). 
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his thorough compilation of production histories of Williams‘s most culturally 

remembered text, he grounds the play as realistic:  

Yet even though Williams was intimately invested in Blanche‘s 
hallucinatory stages, his expressionism was mediated through realism. 
One of Streetcar‘s great paradoxes is that it subverted realistic theater and 

at the same time was rooted in the behaviorism of Kazan‘s Group Theatre 
techniques.9  

 
While the surface of this argument questions Williams‘s use of realism, Kolin‘s 

statements privilege realistic interpretations. By doing so, Kolin‘s production 

histories necessitate the exclusion of anti-normative evidence. Kolin‘s book 

remains one of the only historical narratives that emphasizes the importance of a 

history of the productions, but the traditional form of production history gives 

newspaper reviews too dominant a position. 

Normative assumptions surround the reconstructive goals of traditional 

production histories. Critics do not write production histories; they write 

journalistic opinion and are too close to consider them as sources that suggest 

universal reactions to a production. Historians, for the most part, focus on a single 

individual‘s perspective rather than any production as a whole. Most historical 

narratives place emphasis on Williams or a director or an actor or a designer, but 

very few scholars focus on a production beyond a single individual. Production 

histories that center their analysis on critics repeat and concretize dominant 

interpretations that result in the dismissal of embodied evidence that contradicts 

mainstream memories. 

                                                 
9 Philip C. Kolin, Williams: A Streetcar Named Desire: Plays in Production (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2000), 4. 
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In this sense, traditional production histories result in distortions, as 

scholars frame Williams‘s life as tragic and his plays as autobiographical. In John 

Lahr‘s recent biography, the author narrates the history of Williams‘s life based on 

textual readings of his plays. The notion that Williams‘s plays are heavily 

autobiographical is now a generally accepted interpretation used to explicate 

Williams‘s exploratory dramatic forms. As many contemporary scholars do, Lahr 

reads Menagerie as a biographical portrait of Williams‘s mother and sister when 

they lived in St. Louis, Streetcar as drawing from Williams‘s experience in New 

Orleans and his tempestuous relationship with Pancho Rodriguez, Cat as 

referencing Williams‘s uneasy relationship with his father, and Suddenly Last 

Summer as documenting Williams‘s experiences with psychotherapy and his 

sister‘s lobotomy: ―Throughout his life, Williams, who was the most 

autobiographical of American playwrights, always approached the typewriter in 

the same way.‖10 However, the associations among Williams‘s ―intentions‖, the 

bias towards realistic interpretations, and the necessity of autobiographical 

readings of the texts do not always connect to production memories, especially 

ones that conflict with normative scholarship. 

By the end of this targeted assessment of Williams‘s life, Lahr makes a 

convincing case that Williams‘s works were impacted by the social oppression 

that the playwright faced because of his gay identity: 

                                                 
10

 John Lahr, Tennessee Williams: Mad Pilgrimage of the Flesh  (New York: W.W. Norton 

& Company, 2014), 33. ―For Williams, however, his  family was never far from his mind.‖ Ibid., 

35. About The Rose Tattoo: ―The play‘s emotional ambivalence mirrored Williams‘s own. 

Throughout much of the play‘s gestation, Williams was not certain whether he and [his longtime 

partner Frank] Merlo had a future either.‖ Ibid., 209. About Sweet Bird of Youth: ―Kazan was right 

to see a self-portrait [of Williams] in the character of Chance. But in the manipulative cohabitation 

of Chance and the Princess, Williams was also exploring the dynamics of his symbio tic connection 

to Merlo.‖ Ibid., 381.  
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In his struggle to unlearn repression, to claim his freedom, and to forge 
glory out of grief, Williams turned his own delirium into one of the 

twentieth century‘s great chronicles of the brilliance and the barbarity of 
individualism… Out of the sad little wish to be loved, Williams made 

characters so large that they became part of American folklore. Blanche, 
Stanley, Big Daddy, Brick, Amanda, and Laura transcend their stories—
sensational ghosts who haunt us through the ages with their fierce, flawed 

lives.11 
 

Although Lahr‘s text contains many overlooked pieces of information and 

provides a more thorough and nuanced interpretation of Williams‘s history than 

previous attempts, I read Lahr‘s historical narrative in such an extreme fashion to 

illustrate the problematic conflation of realism, tragedy, and autobiography. 

The tragic and autobiographical reading of Williams‘s history occurs 

alongside critics and scholars‘ desire to read Williams‘s ambiguous dramatic form 

as realistic. Realistic readings of the productions make Williams‘s dramatic form 

seem less ambiguous, because the purpose of normative scholarship is to explicate 

and explain rather than to understand the unresolvable complexities of dramatic 

form.12 Any scholar crafting a history that does not consider multiple ways of 

interpreting Williams has to ignore an extensive body of scholarship. During 

Williams‘s early period, an assumed realism connected Menagerie, Streetcar, and 

Cat with the realistic plays of Clifford Odets and Eugene O‘Neill as the standard 

                                                 
11

 Ibid., 601. 
12

 Assumptions about realism and Williams‘s early plays  equate Williams‘s anti-

normative texts with their commercial success, but an understanding that Williams‘s plays  can be 

interpreted in multiple ways is easily shown by the plethora of texts which set out to do just that. 

R.B. Parker‘s Twentieth Century Interpretations of The Glass Menagerie and Harold Bloom‘s 

Tennessee Williams‟s The Glass Menagerie both wisely suggest the multiplicity of interpretations 

possible. 
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for commercially viable Broadway audiences.13 From the beginning, critics 

sought to alter Williams‘s unconventional texts to fit within the constraints of 

other commercial dramas of the period, such as Lillian Hellman‘s The Little Foxes 

(1939), William Saroyan‘s Time of Your Life (1939), and Mary Chase‘s Harvey 

(1944). Each of these plays takes place in a firmly grounded setting, with a plot 

that follows formulaic conventions. Hellman‘s The Little Foxes is a Southern 

tragedy, concerning a greedy wife who watches her ill husband die so that she can 

inherit an estate from her brothers. Saroyan‘s poetic drama Time of Your Life, 

which won the New York Drama Critics Award and the Pulitzer Prize for Drama, 

depicts the frustrations of a group of degenerates at a dive bar in San Francisco. 

Chase‘s Harvey, which also won the Pulitzer Prize for Drama, is a light comedy 

about a six-foot-tall imaginary rabbit. Despite their differences in tone and 

construction, these three examples of the many normative plays that preceded 

Menagerie suggest a strong relationship between normative dramatic conventions 

and commercial success. 

Although the following remarks by C.W.E. Bigsby refer to Hellman‘s 

plays, they could easily apply to all three of Williams‘s predecessors: ―Lillian 

                                                 
13

 Thomas P. Adler discusses the opening lines of Menagerie as setting the boundaries 

between realism and non-realism: ―More essentially, they define the difference between, on the 

one hand, the realistic theater that asks its audience to make believe that they are not making 

believe by accepting the illusion for the real thing, and, on the other, the nonrealistic, which tells 

its audience to acknowledge themselves as playgoers and have fun in the make -believe by 

recognizing the theatrical experience for what it is, just an illusion.‖ Thomas P. Adler, American 

drama, 1940-1960: a critical history (New York: Twayne Publishers , 1994), 137. 
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Hellman‘s works are realistic, well-made plays. They take place in private rooms 

which are meant to contain not merely private dramas but public issues… 

Carefully structured and elaborately plotted, her plays were fiercely moral 

drama.‖14 Scholars suggest that tight plotting and clear message were central in 

predicting commercial success based on the expectations of Broadway audiences. 

Beginning with Menagerie, Williams continually frustrated the critics‘ 

expectations, while achieving more success and longevity than these realistic 

period pieces. This contrast between Williams‘s early works and the realistically 

conceived works of his predecessors reveals the gap between critical expectations 

and the preferences of audiences. 

Hegemonic interpretations make Menagerie, Streetcar, and Cat appear 

more normative over time. In her recent, well-received Kitchen Sink Realisms, 

Dorothy Chansky proposes the notion of multiple realisms to emphasize her 

domestic readings of realistic plays: 

In this study, I am also interested in how playwrights used realistic milieus 

and dialogue to upset understandings of the everyday. Stage realism might 
be a part of a package of literary and design genres that delivered accuracy 
in one or two ways (typically clothing, props, and language) while 

experimenting in other ways (settings, soundscapes, asides, masks or 
dramatic structure).15 

 

                                                 
14

 C.W.E. Bigsby, A Critical Introduction to Twentieth-Century American Drama 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 295. 
15

 Dorothy Chansky, Kitchen Sink Realisms: Domestic Labor, Dining, and Drama in 

American Theatre (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 2015), 8. 
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Expanding the limitations of the narrow scope of domestic realism allows 

Chansky to focus her reading of Streetcar on Stella‘s role as a domestic: 

―Thinking about Stella, her understanding of her status as housewife, and her 

domestic chores involves—and not only in the context of this study—thinking 

about realism and reality as both referent and performed product.‖16 Although 

thinking through Williams‘s Streetcar as a domestic reality requires an expansion 

from conventional realism to Chansky‘s exploration of multiple realisms, this 

normative ideology supposes Williams‘s adherence to dramatic conventions he 

disliked. The flaw in most popular histories of Williams is the belief that his life 

and most popular works are best understood by exploring the relationships among 

tragedy, autobiography, and realism.  

Normative scholarship enforces the barriers that separate literary and 

historical readings of Williams‘s texts. I draw inspiration not only from Williams‘s 

repeated use of memory, but also from how theatrical practitioners who focus on 

memory in their productions unlock oppressed meanings that resist straight 

interpretations of Williams‘s history. The inherently interdisciplinary nature of 

memory studies allows me to traverse the normative boundaries of these fields in 

the hopes of better framing the translation of Williams‘s texts into performance. I 

focus on memory to find the connections between how literary scholars, theatrical 

practitioners, and audience members interpret these texts in their performed state, 

which counters historical narratives that limit the text and the production to a 

single site of meaning. The integration of memory into this narrative encourages 

                                                 
16

 Ibid., 136. 
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the interplay between what remain differentiated types of meaning in most 

histories of Tennessee Williams. 

Recent queer studies of Williams suggest the potential of not labeling his 

texts as adhering to straight conventions. Later in life, Williams became more 

open about documenting his personal sexuality in his plays. After an incident on 

The David Frost Show in 1970, Williams came out more openly.17 Since 

Williams‘s death, theatre historians such as David Savran have begun to read 

Williams‘s plays as explorations of his sexuality: ―Williams's homosexuality is 

endlessly refracted in his work: translated, reflected, and transposed. Williams 

insisted, with some justification, that he could not stage his homosexuality 

directly or candidly during the 1940s and 1950s.‖18 In Gentleman Callers, 

Michael Paller unpacks his concerns with homophobic readings of Williams‘s 

texts, meant to assert hegemony and control deviant behavior:  

The society into which Williams was born was deeply homophobic. 

Williams could not help but absorb some of those homophobic attitudes. 
But he did not accept them. Rather, he fought against them and his 

struggle is reflected in his work.19  
 

                                                 
17 ―And I think that‘s a good point to remind us of, Michael [Paller]—that he didn‘t go 

on The David Frost Show intending to come out. David Frost had asked him about his characters 

and about different kinds of sexuality of his characters, and Williams says words, to the effect, 

‗Well, I don‘t think anyone is all man or all woman,‘ and then Frost pushed him some more, and 

then his answer when Frost asked him was ‗Well, I don‘t want to cause a scandal, but I‘ve covered 

the waterfront‘ [laughter].‖ Annette Saddik, ―Out of the Closet, Onto the Page: A Dis cussion of 

Williams‘s Public Coming Out on The David Frost Show in 1970 and His Confession Writing of 

the ‘70s,‖ The Tennessee Williams Annual Review 12 (2011), accessed November 3, 2017, 

http://www.tennesseewilliamsstudies.org/journal/work.php?ID=111. 
18

 Savran, Communists, Cowboys, and Queers, 82.  
19

 Michael Paller, Gentlemen Callers: Tennessee Williams, homosexuality, and mid-

twentieth century Broadway drama  (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 9. 
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In productions, theatrical practitioners experiment with translating Williams‘s 

metaphors of oppressed identity, expressed through his characters. The queer 

recovery proposed by Savran and Paller affirms how cultural memories replace a 

strikingly anti-normative history with normative distortions. 

But cultural memories of a realistic Williams rely on valuing the 

dominance of realism over anti-normative memories surrounding theatrical 

practitioners. In The Politics of Reputation, Annette Saddik describes Williams‘s 

relationship with realism as uneasy and ambiguous: ―His ambiguous relationship 

with realism emerged most evidently in his rebellion against its ideological goals, 

a point which I illustrate through the relationship between realism and industrial 

capitalism in both the early plays and in the 1956 film Baby Doll.‖20 In her section 

on the early plays, she separates Williams‘s works into two periods: the pre-Night 

of the Iguana realistic works and the post-Night of the Iguana experimental 

works. She blames Williams‘s falsely imagined reputation for the lack of critical 

success in his later works: 

The reviewers who had built Williams‘ reputation were not willing to 

budge from the pigeonhole that they had created for him and in which they 
had trapped his image. If they didn‘t get sensitive realism in the tradition 

of The Glass Menagerie or psychological complexity and dramatic 
tensions à la A Streetcar Named Desire, they were sorely disappointed. 21 

 

                                                 
20

 Annette Saddik, The Politics of Reputation: The Critical Reception of Tennessee 

Williams‟ Later Plays (Madison, New Jersey: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 1999), 12. 
21

 Ibid., 37. 
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In both The Politics of Reputation and Tennessee Williams and the Theatre of 

Excess, Saddik recovers the value of Williams‘s later works by drawing 

connections between Williams‘s more experimental texts—The Milk Train 

Doesn‟t Stop Here Anymore, The Two-Character Play, Kingdom of Earth, etc.— 

and avant-garde theatrical figures such as Antonin Artaud, Samuel Beckett, 

Harold Pinter, and Edward Albee.22 

 However, Saddik also suggests that the earlier plays were neither realistic 

nor conventional: ―The debate over whether Williams wrote realistic plays during 

the early years of his career is, to a certain extent, a result of the imprecision of 

the label realism.‖23 When she considers Menagerie, Streetcar, and Cat, she 

describes how the bias towards realism contradicts Williams‘s challenging of the 

conventions of realism: ―At the same time, however, his early plays offer a subtle 

but powerful challenge to realism‘s ideological goals by manipulating the 

mythology of industrial capitalism rather than completely reinforcing it.‖24 Based 

on her textual readings of both the early and late plays, Saddik makes room for 

the possibility that Williams was constructing an unstable dramatic form at odds 

with the modernistic realism of his contemporaries: ―Williams‘ exposure of the 

                                                 
22

 ―In his later years, Williams went beyond the struggle, hope, and tragedy of his early 

plays, engaging a kind of laughter that bursts forth through pain to the freedom of exaggeration 

and excess—the grotesque, the camp, the irreverent—always moving forward in his celebration of 

what he called ‗the strange, the crazed, the queer.‘‖ Annette Saddik, Tennessee Williams and the 

Theater of Excess: The Strange, The Crazed, The Queer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2015), 21. 
23

 Saddik, The Politics of Reputation, 43. 
24

 Ibid., 64. 
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instability of identity in terms of both ‗character‘ and ‗author‘ is yet another 

element in this work which blurs constructed boundaries and shatters illusions of 

wholeness.‖25 While Saddik does promote the argument that Williams himself 

believed there was a shift between his earlier, more realistic works and his later, 

more experimental works, her research also interprets the early works as fighting 

against normative theatrical conventions. 

 In order to analyze productions of Williams‘s plays in light of a queer 

reassessment of Williams‘s history, the historian must consider expansive 

definitions of Williams‘s dramatic form. In ―Toward an Androgynous Form,‖ 

Thomas P. Adler suggests a new methodology for reading Williams‘s form as 

ambiguous, contrary to the commonly accepted binary of modern America drama: 

―In discussions of dramatic form, the chief binary has been the dichotomy 

between realistic and nonrealistic plays and the ascendancy and valorization in 

modern drama in English of stage realism.‖26 When a production history suggests 

Williams‘s texts as examples of realism, this reduces the potential for the 

exploration of conflicting dramatic forms. Even describing a Williams text as a 

mixture of realism and expressionism is different from stating, as Adler does, that 

Williams was attempting to create an androgynous form that requires 

interpretation rather than simplification:  

Williams‘s realism, then—as distinct from that of virtually every one of 

his American contemporaries, such as William Inge—resides in a tension 
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and, finally, accommodation or reconciliation between characters 
conceived for their psychological verisimilitude and in a setting, what he 

terms the ‗webs‘ or ‗shells,‘ almost invariably handled nonrealistically or 
even expressionistically.27 

 
Placing Williams in historical context is challenging, because his defiance of 

dramatic conventions would, over time, become dramatic conventions 

themselves:  

In his hands, the dramatic form, specifically what has here been called the 

androgynous form, bends and is fluid, open once and for all to the fullness 
of reality, particularly able to represent through a lyrical use of visual 

imagery and theater space for those elements of personality and facets of 
the human condition that society ordinarily demands remain closeted.28  
 

To Adler‘s terminology, I would add that the term androgynous, which suggests a 

non-binary gender, can also suggest a non-binary genre, allowing for the 

impossibility of distinguishing between realistic and nonrealistic production 

elements. In a traditional production history, memories that suggest an 

androgynous form are dismissed, whilst memories that confirm stability regarding 

dramatic form, character construction, and a host of other normative ideologies 

are privileged. 

 Although my consistent use of traditional production history may seem 

polarizing, I envision this notion as an ideal utopian form, which many production 

historians attempt but inevitably fail to create. This inevitable failure is important 

to foreground for this work, because no amount of research can transform a string 

of memories into a full reconstruction of an event. What happens instead is that 

personal ideology stands in for universal truth. Instead, I look towards the 

inheritance of research practices by proposing a break with this tradition. This 
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does not mean that research and argument are no longer important. If anything, 

careful research and thoughtful argument are all the more important for these. 

Although traditional implies other terms that I use in these narratives, includ ing 

normative, conventional, and straight, I select the term traditional for the 

imagining of traditional production histories, because it serves as a reminder that 

these traditions establish unrealistic goals that force historians to reduce the 

possible readings of a production for the sake of clarity, consensus, and 

rationality, which should not be the mandatory goals of all productions of these 

texts. 

As the recent scholarship of Savran, Paller, Saddik, and Adler implies, 

reading Williams according to realistic dramatic conventions distorts the queer 

vision manifest in his form and characters. The normative reading of Williams‘s 

works as tragic, autobiographical, and realistic poses several challenges to a queer 

understanding of any production. To illustrate the dominance of hegemony 

present in traditional production histories of Williams‘s plays, I isolate the 

following four hegemonic ideologies that productions of Menagerie, Streetcar, 

and Cat face: canonization, nationalism, misogyny, and ghosting. By isolating 

these hegemonic ideologies that have been firmly established in production 

histories, I promote questioning to consider how memories of oppressed identity 

get ignored or erased when distorted cultural memories overshadow androgynous 

memories of the productions. 
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The Four Problems: Canonization, Nationalism, Misogyny, and Ghosting 

Too strong a reliance on reviews as the sole indication of the success or 

failure of a production results in a narrow analysis which forces different types of 

memory to compete for dominance.29 Although examining documentation is the 

first step in creating any production history, a stronger awareness of the ideologies 

of critics and scholars might enable more skepticism regarding the evaluation of 

production memories. The dominance of ideological interpretations of Williams 

also accounts for the dismissal of evidence that defies a complete reconstruction 

of the production as a historical event. Without questioning the sources of 

documentation for production memories, production histories often default to the 

dominant mainstream interpretation of the production‘s historical reality. The 

favoring of this default interpretation consistently erases the oppressed identity 

that literary criticism seems more interested in documenting than production 

histories. Thus, questioning reviews and historical scholarship is the first step 

towards framing a production history interested in oppressed identity. I approach 

the questioning of hegemonic ideology in production histories by isolating four 

problems—canonization, nationalism, misogyny, and ghosting—in order to 

present the most pressing problem that the recovery of oppressed identity faced in 

each period, while acknowledging that there is always overlap among these 

hegemonic ideologies. In other words, the four hegemonic ideologies that I isolate 
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for each chapter not only individually normalize the memories surrounding 

productions of Williams‘s early works, but also reinforce one another. 

When scholars use canonical ideologies to explicate Williams‘s 

exploratory texts, they impose hegemony onto the text as the goal for productions. 

The collection of Williams‘s plays into a canon limits potential readings of his 

androgynous texts by rereading Williams via the more conventional dramatic 

form of peers such as Lillian Hellman and Arthur Miller. Thomas Adler begins his 

history of Williams by identifying how Battles of Angels, Williams‘s first 

professionally produced play, sets the tone for his entire canon:  

[Battle of Angels] introduces virtually all of the motifs that become central 

in the Williams canon: a romantic valorization of the poetic misfit or 
dispossessed outsider; an almost Manichean duality in the patterning of 
imagery and symbology, particularly of ‗shadow and light‘; a 

consideration of the artist‘s vocation and near-sacred function in the 
community; the place of illusion and dreams in otherwise thwarted lives; 

the relationship between madness and vision; an emphasis on repressed 
sexuality or neuroticism, and on the redemptive power of sexual love; the 
necessity for breaking free from the shell of self and responding 

compassionately to others; the need to accept human frailty without 
despair and to move from guilt to expiation; a discussion of how societal 

mores and economic dependency constrict individual freedom; and a 
desire that civilization be feminized and humanized as a counter to 
masculine power and aggression.30 

 
Adler‘s focus on the content of Williams‘s first play in relation to that of his later 

plays establishes a significant misconception stemming from canonization: that 

Williams‘s works include a realistic conception of character and plot. By focusing 

their analyses on the explication of realistic plot and character, Williams scholars 

frame the purpose of these plays as a recovery of the disappearance of a realistic 
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American South, part of the canon of American drama that Williams attempted to 

defy. 

Scholars in literary studies have already begun to explore the ideological 

implications underlying the process of canonization. In Canons by Consensus, 

Joseph Csicsila analyses the critical trends in American literature textbooks: 

―Evidence indicates that the selection of authors and literary materials by 

anthology editors, today as in the past, is governed far more by prevailing trends 

in academic criticism than by personal bias.‖31 However, the process of 

canonization is not as simple as editors and subsequently academics selecting 

which texts to include in the canon and which to reject. When considering 

Ludovico Ariosto‘s epic poem Orlando Furioso, Daniel Javitch suggests that 

canonization results in the domestication of the text: 

But this allegorization was also part of another process of canonization, 

namely, domestication. By domestication, I mean the ways in which a 
poem‘s objectionable or problematic aspects are suppressed or ignored so 
that it can be shown to conform not only to conventional ethical and 

religious values, but to artistic ones as well.32  
 

When a text such as Menagerie, Streetcar or Cat becomes canonized, normative 

scholars domesticate the anti-normative elements of that text. 

When normalization is part of the process of canonization, texts that 

cannot be domesticated in such a fashion disappear from the canon. When 
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invoked in a historical narrative, canonization concretizes a single reading of the 

text in relation to single readings of other texts. In this fashion, Williams‘s texts, 

which once focused on the oppressed identity of his characters, now represent the 

hegemonic ideologies questioned by Williams and the theatrical practitioners 

involved in productions of his work. As these ideologies solidify through repeated 

use in historical narratives, canonization builds on ideas that productions of 

Williams‘s work have often destabilized. 

Canonization has also fostered discourse that revises Williams‘s texts as 

examples of American nationalism, chiefly because Williams is one of a handful 

of American playwrights frequently translated and regularly performed around the 

globe. In his research guide for Streetcar, Kolin states definitively: ―Everything 

American pours in and out of the seams of Streetcar, the quintessential American 

play… America is unfixedly situated everywhere in Streetcar.‖33 Each appearance 

of the word American in an analysis of Williams‘s plays implies that William 

intended to generate rather than question American culture. When Paul J. Hurley 

analyzes Cat, he concludes by assuming social morality to have been Williams‘s 

goal:  

Thus interpretations of Williams‘ plays have been generally 
unenlightening because critics have refused to consider the ways in which 
the playwright‘s intense concern for American values has pervaded his 

plays. Until we do face up to that necessity, analyses of his works will 
continue to be fruitless products of art divorced from life.34  
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When Hurley supposes ―American values‖ as the correct reading of Cat, he 

assumes Williams‘s interest in using plays to construct rather than critique 

national morality. A scholar who frames a Williams text as an example of 

American nationality moralizes the behavior of Williams‘s amoral characters. 

Nationalistic discourse, by promoting the positive aspects of America, distorts 

Williams‘s ridicule of American values into examples of American morality. 

Theater scholars have already begun to question the stability of American 

nationality in performance. The contributors to Performing America: Cultural 

Nationalism in American Theater question the limitations of nationalism, as 

performances continually disrupt white, straight, and male voices as dominant 

perspectives that signify American identity.35 However, Jeffrey D. Mason 

concludes this series of essays by reconnecting American nationalism and the 

privilege of dramatic realism: 

In other words, signification—including performance—can create an 

imaginary ‗America‘ of its own, so the project of searching for ‗America‘ 
must also include the attempt, perhaps vain, to locate and establish a 

grounding in some putative actuality. In this sense, performance becomes 
a means of arguing a case, of presenting a vision and trying to assert its 
validity. One hopes to find the reality through the performance of it.36  

 
Mason argues that American performance requires that the imagined nation 

onstage must be a real nation for it to be understood. This assumption of realistic 

nationality contradicts the fluidity presented in the preceding essays of this 

collection. While a stabilized nationality may be the consensus amongst 
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normative scholars, nationalism operates differently for any playwright interested 

in questioning nationality‘s ability to police individual behavior.  

 Yet the assumption of a stable American nationality continues to be 

universally applied to Arthur Miller and Tennessee Williams, even when they 

critique the negative aspects of American society. In her attempt to codify a 

tradition of American existentialism, Lori Flockweather quotes Steve Centola‘s 

argument regarding Miller‘s construction of American identity: ―Miller‘s tragic 

vision is distinctly American because it always allows for that single possibility 

inherent within the often nearly overwhelming givens and insurmountable odds 

against individual fulfillment.‖ 37 Whether this applies to Miller is questionable, 

but Flockweather‘s application of the same concept of nationality to Williams 

seems to be a misstep based on the assumption that because Williams is 

American, he must be writing about American nationality: ―The same could 

certainly be said for Williams, and both writers prove themselves worthy 

standard-bearers of the established tradition of American existentialism.‖38 The 

concept of ‗nation‘, and especially the American values which Williams 

continually critiqued in his texts, form a particularly fraught lens through which to 

consider the interpretations of theatrical practitioners interested in exploring the 

marginalized identities present in Williams‘s texts. 

Even the most general consideration of Williams‘s rebellious characters 

disrupts the notion that Williams conformed to any established American 
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tradition. Marion Magid exaggerates the following to describe the stereotypes that 

non-Americans would form about American identity based only on Williams‘s 

texts:  

A European whose knowledge of America was gained entirely from the 

collected works of Tennessee Williams might garner a composite image of 
the U.S.: it is a tropical country whose vegetation is largely man-eating; it 

has an excessive annual rainfall and subsequent storms which coincide 
with its mating periods…The country does not observe the traditional 
Western sexual orientation which involves the pursuit of the female by the 

male; instead, its young men reluctantly allow themselves to be had on 
those occasions when there is no way of avoiding it and when the act is 

signaled and underscored by portents of Elizabethan proportions. They are 
right in general to be of two minds regarding the sexual embrace, for it is 
as often as not followed by the direst consequences: cannibalism, 

castration, burning alive, madness, surgery in various forms ranging from 
lobotomy to hysterectomy, depending on the nature of the offending 

organ.39 
 

A more recent study of Williams‘s relationship with Europe raises further 

questions about the striking popularity and universality of Williams in comparison 

to the translation of other American playwrights for foreign productions:  

Is Tennessee Williams the greatest playwright America has yet 
engendered? That Williams is an international playwright and a permanent 

fixture in world theatre is now established. Few modern American 
playwrights have such incandescent vitality around the globe in their busy 
afterlives.40  

 
Williams‘s dislike of America is strongly suggested by his lengthy sojourns to 

Mexico, Europe, Japan, and Tangiers. As Williams‘s texts will continue to be 

performed around the globe, the relationship between American nationality and 

Williams‘s androgynous form requires thoughtful analysis. 
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Stemming from the conflation of American nationalist discourse and 

Williams‘s canonized texts, misogynist gender roles also affect the generation of 

new interpretations in contemporary productions. While I label this third problem 

misogyny, the larger issue prevalent in contemporary productions stems from the 

development of realistic settings as a means of generating stable gender roles. 

Tischler focuses her reading of Menagerie in The Student Companion to 

Tennessee Williams on the victimization of Laura and villainization of Amanda, 

once more drawing from an autobiographical reading: ―Williams is telling his 

own story here, realizing that he escaped his sister‘s tragedy by transferring the 

full responsibility onto his mother.‖41 As she frames the universality of Amanda as 

a mother figure, Tischler assumes a universally negative reaction to Amanda: 

―Amanda is not just one mother, she is ‗Mother‘ writ large. Most viewers 

recognize in her their own experience of the mothering love of an over-protective 

parent; their own rebellion against the controlling mother figure.‖42 In contrast, 

Hirsch opposes the disapproval of the Amanda character to accentuate the 

victimization of Laura:  

Mrs. Williams ought to be proud that her son honored her with this portrait 
of a woman who combines, in her own quiet way, the aesthetic sensibility 

of a Blanche DuBois and the survival instinct of a Stanley Kowalski. 
Amanda‘s daughter Laura, on the other hand, is one of Williams‘s pathetic 
victims.43  
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Misogyny in Menagerie assumes Amanda as an unlikeable mother figure and 

Laura as a victim, labeling both female characters as weak because of their 

gender. 

A similar villain/victim duality dominates misogynistic readings of 

Blanche. In ―A Streetcar Named Misogyny,‖ Kathleen Margaret Lant foregrounds 

Blanche‘s rape as her victimization: 

Blanche cannot, then, claim tragic stature or even our sympathy precisely 
because she is a victim of rape. And as she becomes responsible for her 

own victimization, Stanley is left to glory in his ascendancy. This aspect of 
Streetcar arises from the misogyny which colors the play and our 
responses to it, and which undermines the very moving presentation of 

Blanche that Williams offers.44 
 

Lant considers the implication of Stanley‘s rape as the victimization of Blanche, 

relying on stabilized gender roles which interpret male characters as dominant and 

female characters as oppressed. In a striking counterpoint to Lant‘s assertion of 

Blanche as a victim, Larry Blades softens Stanley‘s brute behavior by linking his 

male patterns of abuse to posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD): ―The more fragile, 

victimized Stanley can speak volumes to audiences that have lived through the 

horrendous effects of two Gulf Wars and have come to recognize that no one 

returns home from a war unscathed.‖45 Drawing from Williams‘s scant references 

to the war, Blades integrates contemporary notions of the effect of PTSD on male 

American heroes victimized by the trauma of war. Misogynist readings of 

Streetcar emphasize the victim/victimizer relationship. 
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Cat also contains the potential for misogyny. After briefly referencing 

Hellman‘s Little Foxes, John Beaufort of the Christian Science Monitor promotes 

an overly misogynistic reading: ―Maggie is a symbol of Mr. Williams‘ misogyny, 

a misogyny probably not equaled in the drama since Strindberg.‖46 While 

Beaufort exhibits a negative reaction to the play as a whole, he accuses Williams 

of misogyny to underscore his dislike of the subject matter: ―The play, like its 

heroine, probes sores apparently for the sake of probing. The result is not a health-

giving examination, but merely the exposure of a deeper festering.‖47 Beaufort‘s 

reading of Maggie seems an especially strange reaction to the initial production, 

when later readings support the notion that a masculine Maggie dominates an 

overly passive Brick. When taken as a fundamental truth, the conflict between the 

inevitability of Williams‘s misogyny and the limitations of this reading appears to 

be an unsolvable problem, which stymies both literary readings of the text and 

historical readings of the productions. Even in this small sample of sources, 

misogyny takes various forms in relation to productions of Williams‘s texts. In 

this project, misogyny means more than just males oppressing females—

misogyny is the penchant for normative males to create and enforce stably 

constructed gender roles. 

Because canonized, nationalist, and misogynist readings of Williams‘s 

texts cannot be isolated from one another, these hegemonic ideologies become 

fluid and intersect in a fashion that repositions Williams as a realist playwright. 

The fluidity of hegemonic readings culminates in a final problem, which I label 
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ghosting, a term drawn from Marvin Carlson‘s The Haunted Stage, in which he 

suggests the whole field of theater as a memory machine.48 When Adler frames 

the presence of Williams‘s autobiography in Menagerie, he uses the metaphor of 

haunting to discuss the parallels between the fictional Tom and Laura and their 

real counterparts, Tennessee and his sister Rose:  

He has been haunted by the shadow of Laura in his restless wandering, 
seeing her over his shoulder as he peered into shop windows at bottles of 

colored glass; the thought of her has pursued him into movie theaters and 
bars where he met friends, one of the few forthright hints in the intensely 

autobiographical Menagerie of Williams‘s own homosexuality.49  
 

The ideas of haunting and ghosting continually recur in Williams scholarship 

through overt and covert references. 

Perhaps more than those of his peers, Williams‘s texts generate a haunted 

feeling in production that pushes the boundaries of literary text, production 

elements, and audience reception. Williams thought about ghosting when he wrote 

the original stage directions for Cat: ―In other words, the room must evoke some 

ghosts: it is gently and poetically haunted by a relationship that must have 

involved a tenderness which was uncommon.‖50 In an introduction to Menagerie, 

Robert Bray concludes with the notion that Williams‘s text haunts viewers:  

With his first great artistic success of his new ‗plastic theatre,‘ Williams 
demonstrated how he could synthesize music, poetry, and visual effects 
into compelling emotional situations, structurally underpinning them with 

symbolic moments so arresting that theatergoers depart the aisles—and 
readers turn the last page—enriched with an assortment of moments 

guaranteed to haunt the receptive mind.51  
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The idea that productions of Williams‘s plays create ghosts through haunting 

seems so accepted in historical narratives that this process usually does not merit 

mentioning as unique or bizarre. 

 Yet ghosting affects not only Williams‘s literary texts, but also the 

reception of these texts, as theatrical practitioners rely on (or reject) hauntedness 

as they create new productions. Williams‘s mother Edwina fought the ghost of 

Amanda throughout her life. In her memoirs, the reliability of which has been 

questioned because of her personal bias, Edwina distances herself from the 

negative connotations associated with the character:  

Over the years both subtly and not so subtly, I have often been reminded 
that the character of Amanda was rooted in me, and this is not generally 
meant as a compliment… I think it is high time the ghost of Amanda was 

laid. I am not Amanda. I‘m sure if Tom stops to think, he realizes I am not. 
The only resemblance I have to Amanda is that we both like jonquils.52 

 
Just as the ghost of Amanda haunted Edwina, the ghosts of Edwina, his sister 

Rose, and Williams himself haunt productions of these plays when production 

histories emphasize the normative links between tragedy, realism, and 

autobiography. 

 Ghosting also affects how revival productions compete with culturally 

imagined originals—memories that have been manipulated through hegemonic 

distortions. How can any actor play Amanda, Stanley, or Big Daddy without 

competing with the ghosts of Laurette Taylor, Marlon Brando, or Burl Ives? 

While it is not surprising that critics rely on ghosting to compare new 

interpretations to the cultural memories surrounding imagined originals, this 
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problem seems particularly prominent in productions of Williams‘s most produced 

texts. Eric Johns‘ review of Edwin Sherin‘s London revival of Streetcar, entitled 

―No Ghost will Haunt Claire Bloom‘s Blanche,‖ includes Bloom‘s thoughts on 

how this mentality creates challenges for actors: 

An actress would never do anything if she became obsessed by the manner 

in which great roles had been played by her distinguished predecessors. 
Surely playgoers find it interesting to see a new interpretation of a 
character already familiar. As an actress I feel the less I discover 

concerning earlier performances of a part I am studying, the better. It is 
dangerous for a newcomer to read too much about the great Juliets and 

Ophelias of the past without subconsciously adopting other people‘s ideas. 
She must make the part her own by starting from scratch.53 

 

While normative critics cite previous incarnations, audience members are likely 

not to have seen enough of the ghosted chain of productions to easily identify 

differences. Instead, they must rely on the critic‘s authority to interpret the new 

production based on previous criteria. For theatrical practitioners, critics, and 

historians documenting productions of Williams‘s early works, ghosting is a 

reality that affects both texts and productions normatively.  

My fear is that such ideological reductions in traditional production 

histories focus only on winners, as Walter Benjamin proposes.54 This is a 

normative process that stabilizes hegemonic models by privileging social 

viewpoints that align with these models. Hidden within the existing narratives, the 

focus on winners determined by capitalist and consumer culture dominates 

oppressed perspectives. Production histories that fixate on commercial success or 
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failure limit the potential for new productions to experiment. In a capitalist 

culture, critics and historians determine winners, confusing artistic merit with 

economic success without considering the politics underlying this commercial 

process.55 If the politics behind the narrative shape (and subsequently reshape) the 

narrative, then how can the oppressed identities that Williams explores in his 

plays regain their voices? 

The Benefits of Cultural Memory 

To respond to the ideological distortions created by canonical, nationalist, 

misogynist, and ghosted discourses, I collect anti-normative memories and 

analyze them in a manner that privileges rather than ignores individual 

subjectivities.56 While normative scholarship assumes the uniformity of meaning, 

the integration and adaptation of memory studies creates narratives that frame 

Williams‘s plays as experimental constructions about marginalized identities. As 

Mark Lilly asserts in his queer reading of Williams‘s texts, Williams could not 

simultaneously conform to and resist conventional dramatic form: ―Williams, 

then, insists on the possibility of refusing the prevailing norms of society and 

creating alternative realities.‖57 In a similar fashion, Judith Thompson reads 
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Williams‘s texts by thinking through the constructed relationship between 

memory and reality:  

As a parable of the soul‘s heroic demands, desires, and inevitable 
degeneration of its physical incarnation, [Streetcar] focuses on the internal 
drama of its protagonist, Blanche Dubois, from whose memory and 

imagination all of the play‘s romantic elements emanate. As a product of 
the protagonist‘s mind, then, the play‘s romance is wholly illusory: her 

descent, however, is not.58 
 

While Thompson frames the value of memory as part of the literary reading of 

Williams‘s canon, she does not include production history as part of this 

approach. Building on these literary approaches that question Williams‘s dramatic 

form, the metaphor of cultural memory allows production histories of his texts to 

similarly question rather than perpetuate cultural norms. 

As stabilized sites of American identity, these three plays (and the 

commercial longevity of future American and global productions) create a 

contested space of cultural memory. Following the anti-normative readings of the 

literary texts proposed by Savran, Paller, Saddik, and Adler, as well as Nicholas 

Pagan and Esther Jackson, I examine oppressed identity in these productions by 

refocusing on memory to address the cultural distortions that stem from 

hegemonic ideologies.59 Challenging hegemonic readings of the plays requires 
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sifting through the predominance of normative evidence to recover and reframe 

anti-normative memories. The following adaptations of concepts from memory 

studies engage with evidence that would forever remain silenced without 

rethinking the form of the production history itself. My use of memory 

foregrounds the confluences and conflicts of subjectivities inherent to any 

theatrical production. 

The emerging field of memory studies has a great deal to offer for 

production history.60 Throughout these studies, I adapt concepts from notable 

memory theorists to rethink the form of production history. By shifting my focus 

to memories, I shift the focus to the conflict between subjectivities. This shift 

toward memory illustrates the difference between oppressive and oppressed 

meanings—between the normative version of the production, which is often better 

documented, and anti-normative moments that fade away. Because I am left with 

scraps, memory studies lets me think further about the arrangement of these 

scraps to illustrate the anti-normative history running alongside the familiar 

narratives. 
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When theater and performance scholars invoke memory, they awaken 

minoritarian identities that often lie dormant in historical narratives. In Memory in 

Culture, Astrid Erll examines trends in European memory theories as intrinsically 

interdisciplinary:  

The field‘s fundamental assumption about the constructedness of cultural 
memory, however, is also valid for the level of theory: Every theoretical 
idea about the contents or functions of cultural memory is itself a construct 

and more of an academic ‗invention‘ than a discovery of cultural givens.61  
 

The differences in the understanding of memory found among anthropologists, 

historians, sociologists, philosophers, and artists underscore the constructed 

nature of memory theories. Instead of asserting a factually based, scientific 

interpretation of how memory functions (which also varies considerably from 

culture to culture), Erll begins by commenting on the constructed nature of 

memory studies, which in turn emphasizes the constructed nature of identity and 

culture. By merely emphasizing the constructed nature of memory, I can clarify 

the different agendas surrounding the conflicts of memory present in the 

productions that follow. 

 Recent theater scholarship has explored memory to encourage further 

examinations of the relationship between cultural identity and individual 

subjectivity. In the introduction to Signatures of the Past: Cultural Memory in 

Contemporary Anglophone North American Drama, Marc Maufort posits a broad 
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definition of cultural memory to connect the varying uses of memory by different 

contributors:  

In putting together this collection of essays, the editors have chosen to 
define cultural memory as an umbrella phrase incorporating a latent but 
nevertheless profound doubt of identity that plagues hybridized Western 

societies in the age of globalization. In this context, cultural memory 
refers to such (post)colonial concerns as diasporic identities, exilic 

predicaments, and multi-ethnic subject positions.62  
 

But Maufort‘s broad definition of cultural memory also connects to Jeanette R. 

Malkin‘s exploration of postmodernism and memory: ―As to postmodern 

memory-theater, it is the aim of [Memory-Theater and Postmodern Drama] to 

convince the reader of its equally serious intent: the intent to evoke erased 

memories of national pasts, to recontextualize, reopen canonized memory-

‗narratives,‘ rethink taboo discourses, intervene in the politics of memory and 

repression and to engage (and occasionally enrage) the memoried consciousness 

of it audience—with whose memory, and repression, these plays are in constant 

dialogue.‖63 As I build on these broad definitions, I approach cultural memory as 

a methodology to counteract hegemony through the questioning of normative 

discourses that erase oppressed identities. 

Integrating and interpreting cultural memories is already a part of theatre 

studies. As I focus on Diana Taylor‘s performance studies approach to memory in 

the first chapter and Marvin Carlson‘s theories of ghosting in the fourth, I will 

only give them brief mentions here. My working definition of cultural memory 

builds on the intersection of memory and history proposed by a conflation of the 

                                                 
62

 Marc Maufort and Caroline De Wagter, Signatures of the Past: Cultural Memory in 

Contemporary Anglophone North American Drama (New York: P.I.E. Peter Lang, 2008), 11. 
63

 Jeanette R. Malkin, Memory-theater and Postmodern Drama (Ann Arbor: University 

of Michigan Press, 1999), 3. 



37 
 

 
 

vastly different approaches to memory put forward by Taylor and Carlson. Taylor 

proposes cultural memory as a means of recovering Latin American performance 

through more detailed explorations of embodiment. In contrast, Carlson assumes 

that all theater has some relationship to memory. To craft this definition that 

builds on Maufort, Malkin, Taylor, and Carlson, I draw from a long list of theatre 

scholars who use memory to question the dominance of a singular story promoted 

by institutions to silence marginalized identities. As I synthesize these diverse 

forms of scholarship, I consistently employ memories as a means of separating 

the oppressed interpretation from the oppressive culture. 

Memory theories add to historical narratives of Williams the constructed 

nature of anti-normative identities that exist in opposition to normative 

interpretations of these productions. Memory allows the scholar to question 

traditions engrained in historical narratives, because any examination of memory 

begins with the questions ―Who is creating the memory, and why?‖ Without these 

questions, dominant narratives rely on the erasure of the individual to evidence 

larger trends. Memory does the opposite: it foregrounds the individual to question 

the assumptions that underlie the creation of larger trends. As histories of 

Williams have become about larger trends disconnected from the experiences of 

marginalized individuals, memory values the recovery of individual perspectives 

different from, but also related to, the stability of hegemonic discourse. 

As Ana Elena Puga suggests in Memory, Allegory, and Testimony in South 

American Theater: Upstaging Dictatorship, the application of memory to Latin 

American performances foregrounds a dialectical relationship between theater and 
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memory. When Puga cites her influences from the performance studies scholars 

Joseph Roach and Diana Taylor, she describes how memory unearths covert ideas 

and reconstructs oppressed identities:  

Part of my task has been to identify how these plays in performance prod 

spectators to remember, speak, lament their inability to speak, meditate on 
their communal loss, laugh at the absurdities of authoritarianism, decipher 

covert messages of resistance, reconstruct collective memories, and devise 
their own covert ways to communicate.64  
 

When she addresses Uruguayan playwright Carlos Manuel Varela‘s Interrogation 

in Elsinore, she describes memory as a resistant force against oppressive politics:  

Among the things that may be gained, when theater effectively employs 

memory as a form of resistance to political repression, are a sense of 
oneself as a participant in a struggle, a greater feeling of solidarity with 
others involved in the same struggle, if not the need or ability to change 

the world, at least a greater awareness of one‘s inability to change it.65  
 

Based on Puga‘s work, I consider how I must upset conventional approaches to 

Williams‘s history to recover memory in Williams‘s texts. 

In Memory, Transitional Justice, and Theater in Postdictatorship 

Argentina, Noe Montez interrogates justice policies by reading Argentine theater 

as memory narratives:  

To achieve these goals, I provide a detailed overview of Argentine history 

and transitional justice policies in the thirty-four years following the 
dictatorship and the Process of National Reorganization… then address 
the evolution of national memory narratives, as well as their theoretical 

and practical limitations and the challenges of creating competing 
discourses.66  
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Montez weaves the ideas of memory theorists Maurice Halbwachs, Marianne 

Hirsch, and Paul Ricoeur into his analysis of Argentine plays and productions of 

those plays, emphasizing how memory impacts the political implications of 

contemporary theatrical practitioners:  

The nation‘s history of repression becomes perceptible to spectators and 
the potential for social change has grown as a result of theatrical works 
that produce complex memory narratives that either resist or reinforce 

political efforts to redress the nation‘s violence toward the desaparecidos 
and their families.67  

 
As Montez underscores how Argentine theatrical practitioners use memory 

alongside the country‘s changing political climate, he contextualizes the 

relationship between artistic and political practice, drawing attention to memory: 

―Within the discourse of memory narratives and performance, these contemporary 

texts employ multiple viewpoints and shifting perspectives that reflect the 

complicated process of understanding memory in the postdictatorship.‖68 Based 

on Montez‘ work, I consider how memory theories can be a tool to analyze 

performances that react against repressive political institutions. 

Similar to how Taylor, Puga, and Montez employ memory to question the 

repression of Latin American performances, several scholars of the African 

diaspora propose memory as a means of recovering black performance from white 

hegemony. Critical race scholars also engage with memory to separate cultural 

understandings of memory that differ significantly in African communities. To her 

work Prefiguring Postblackness, Carol Bunch Davis adds the subtitle Cultural 

Memory, Drama, and the African American Freedom Struggle of the 1960s to 
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suggest the importance of memory in African American drama. Davis draws 

attention to how memory unmasks cultural distortions:  

The recent reviews have duplicated that dialectic, alternately 
remembering, forgetting, and overlooking the plays‘ wayward 
representations. Prefiguring Postblackness has aimed to show that cultural 

memory in both the Freedom Struggle era and the current historical 
moment often cloaks such disruptive representations and to encourage us 

to reconsider what we think we know about the representations and the 
plays this work discusses by drawing attention to those disruptions.69  
 

Memory as theory and practice fosters questioning rather than the consolidation 

of knowledge as political power. Based on Davis‘s work, I think about how 

minoritarian memories have the potential to disrupt these distortions. 

Black playwrights and performers often use memory to shape narratives 

about societal oppression. In his ten-play Pittsburgh cycle, August Wilson 

conceives of the idea of blood memory, passed down through performances of the 

past. Harry J. Elam interprets Wilson‘s artistic concept in terms of a conceptual 

metaphor:  

My sense is that Wilson‘s invocation of blood memory equally 

interrogates what is in the blood, functioning as a metaphor that is at once 
something and nothing. For memory is never a perfect mirror, and ideas of 
race are constantly in flux…Blood memory, in Wilson‘s theatrical 

construction, operates as a metaphor for his central idea of reimagining 
history and for appreciating how the African and African American past is 

implicated in the present.70 
 

Memory as a force that counters the inherent oppression in African American 

history is also present in Suzan-Lori Parks‘s In the Blood¸ The America Play, and 

Topdog/Underdog, about which Laura Dawkins suggests: ―Unacknowledged or 
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repressed grief—the weight of personal loss as well as of traumatic racial 

memory—becomes, in the absence of mourning rituals or communal connection, 

diverted into performances of self-destruction…Parks affirms [memory] by 

tapping into ‗living‘ memory rather than ‗dead‘ history.‖71 Parks uses memory to 

decenter the assumptions of history that consistently deny African Americans their 

humanity through trauma. Memory is also a central component of the 

performance ethnography of E. Patrick Johnson, whose Sweet Tea and 

forthcoming Honeypot document interviews with black Southern gays and 

lesbians:  

While I offer critical analysis and interpretation of the narrators‘ stories, I, 

for the most part, allow them to speak in their own words…Accordingly, I 
want to be clear about the way in which I have framed these narratives to 
tell a particular story of black gay sexuality in the South.‖72  

 
In performances and scholarship surrounding these performances, African 

American identity relies on memory to overcome the distortions created by white 

oppression. Rather than feed into the centralization of power, I reread Williams, 

drawing from how scholars of black theater use memory in both theory and 

practice to protect and revitalize performances against white hegemony. 

Theater scholars of Eurocentric topics also use memory to question 

dominant narratives. In The Medieval Theater of Cruelty, Jody Enders approaches 

her study of medieval European theater with an entire section on memory:  

Memory‘s intermediary position between the inventional conception and 
the performative delivery of what torture creates explains its placement as 
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the centerpiece of this book…The memory script may have ‗set the stage‘ 
for torture, engendering not only violent speech but the violent actions of 

legal proceedings, of early pedagogy, and of the rhetorically charged 
pieces of the medieval stage.73  

 
By placing memory in the middle section of the book‘s structure, Enders uses 

memory as the connection between the artistic idea and the performance of that 

idea. Although she focuses her study on torture, her implementation of memory to 

connect the imagined idea and the performed reality illustrates how such a reading 

questions violence as both theory and actuality:  

Even today, memoria offers a model by which to investigate the 
translation of violent, psychodramatic imagery into dramatic violence and 

the violent dramas of the Middle Ages. In the case of torture, violence is 
foregrounded by invention, later to be rehearsed by memory as a virtual 

performance, and ultimately to be played out as pleasurable in entertaining 
trials and dramas.74  
 

Based on Enders‘ work, I consider memory as a tool that connects the theoretical 

to embodiment. 

In edited collections about memory, it becomes apparent that memory has 

as many uses as it has scholars. In Shakespeare, Memory, and Performance, 

editor Peter Holland focuses his essay on the processes of memory and forgetting 

for Shakespearean actors.75 However, John J. Joughin‘s essay on the memorial 

aesthetics contained in Hamlet and Richard III stays within the bounds of textual 

analysis, while Dennis Kennedy considers how spectators remember 

                                                 
73

 Jody Enders, The Medieval Theater of Cruelty: Rhetoric, Memory, Violence  (Ithaca: 

Cornell University Press, 1999), 18. 
74

 Ibid., 71. 
75

 Peter Holland, Shakespeare, Memory and Performance (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2006). 



43 
 

 
 

Shakespearean performances.76 Margaret Jane Kidnie‘s ―Citing Shakespeare‖ 

ends with the notion that citation changes the object being remembered: 

One cites to keep the memory of things, but whether this effort is designed 
to recover or preserve, the process of citation transforms the object, or 
body of objects, that is remembered… The process of recovering certain 

stories of memory from the past, in other words, becomes itself formative 
of a canon of theatrical production.77 

  
As each of the contributors uses memory differently, Kidnie‘s conclusion 

resonates among them all—the power of selective memory to form a canon also 

creates makes it possible for memory to destabilize that canon. Memory, in both 

majoritarian and minoritarian narratives, accentuates the problems that hegemonic 

scholarship creates for any production. By focusing on memory, I shift these 

narratives away from conventional evidence and argument in order to delve 

deeply into these memories without having to feed them back into a coherent 

narrative that is simplified in order to be easily consumable. 

When applied to queer scholarship, memory also becomes a tool to resist 

heteronormativity. Queer scholars use memory to rescue marginalized, anti-

normative sexualities that heterosexual culture wants to erase and forget. In 

Memories of the Revolution, editors Holly Hughes, Carmelita Tropicana, and Jill 

Dolan describe the importance of remembering the WOW Café Theater. In her 

preface, Dolan states how memory counteracts the straight impulse to forget and 

erase lesbian theater:  

Holly and Carmelita and I—along with the artists who have contributed 
their scripts, their ideas, their words, their photographs, and their time to 

creating this book—fervently believe that the early history of WOW 
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should be remembered instead of actively erased or allowed to fade from 
neglect.78  

 
In a second introduction, Hughes equates the history of the queer theater to a 

string of lights:  

But perhaps you open the box you had forgotten about, and in it is a 
decoration, a string of lights that does nothing about the darkness but does 

help you see the room you are in differently… And if you insist that this 
string of light is, instead, a book, it shouldn‘t be read as an account of ten 
years‘ time. It is partial fragments that unfold in ‗lesbian time,‘ a decade 

more or less, but when it starts and when it ends is the wrong question to 
ask.79 

 
Taking its title from the 1987 play Memorias de la Revolucíon, written by 

Carmelita Tropicana and Uzi Parnes, the book includes interviews, essays, and 

performance texts, collected not to create a chronological history, but a queer 

archive that allows their memories to escape the inevitable erasure from straight 

scholarship. By thinking through these productions as queer archives, I collect 

and read memories as fragments, rather than try to connect disconnected pieces to 

attempt a full reconstruction of the production. 

The exploration of cultural memory as a construction focuses on the 

development of personal subjectivity, another key to documenting contemporary 

shifts in queer identity. As they introduce History, Memory, Performance, David 

Dean, Yana Meerzon, and Kathryn Prince theorize memory as conflict between 

individuals and groups:  

In considering their own and each other‘s disciplines, the theatre scholars 
and public historians who have contributed to this collection of essays 
draw upon the archives and repertoires of memory, a notion understood on 

the one hand in its collective, national, and public contexts and on the 
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other as something acutely personal, subjective, individual, even 
idiosyncratic and unreliable.80  

 
Although each contribution to this edition examines the relationship between the 

three intersecting concepts in the title, Samantha Mitschke‘s ―Bent and the staging 

of the Queer Holocaust Experience‖ considers how memory specifically alters the 

critical perception of Martin Sherman‘s play about gay men imprisoned by the 

Nazis:  

While Bent has been hailed as ‗ground-breaking‘ and is viewed positively 

for its exposition of an unexamined element of gay Holocaust history, the 
play was widely detested by British theatre critics in 1979. But upon 
Bent‟s revival in 1990, its critical reception was completely reversed.81  

 
Mitschke suggests that as gay critics came out and the AIDS crisis subsided, 

reactions to Sherman‘s text drastically shifted within an 11-year period, based 

entirely on changing attitudes towards homosexuality and homophobia. In this 

sense, memory can also be a tool to change the goals of a narrative by 

reconsidering evidence distorted by straight revisions. 

As attitudes towards homosexuality change, queer scholars link memory 

with gay identity to reconsider the dominance of oppressive cultures. In her 

exploration of Body Positive T-Dances in the 1990s, Fiona Buckland considers 

memory to illustrate how temporal distortions of gay identity affect the historical 

coverage of Tito Mesa: ―I have come to read memorial as a complicated term, in 

which not only the past, but also the present moment, and the future possibilities 

of a life with HIV and AIDS were articulated through the performance of the 

                                                 
80

 D.M. Dean, Yana Meerzon, and Kathryn Prince, History, Memory, Performance (New 

York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 2. 
81

 Samantha Mitschke, ―Bent and the staging of the queer Holocaust experience,‖ Ibid., 

222. 



46 
 

 
 

dancer.‖82 Including her own memories of club culture, Buckland describes how 

memory recovers the textual and its embodiment in different ways: ―In these 

theaters of memory, the past is performed—reinterpreted and restored—through 

being retold by narrative and by movement.‖83 She also emphasizes how bodies, 

especially queer bodies, hold memories in a way that requires memory rather than 

history to document:  

Our bodies hold memories: memories of pain, desire, love, of weight and 
touch, tension and release. In dancing, the body was the location of all 

these experiences that were not fixed, but that moved and changed as 
participants moved on the dance floor with the mixing of tracks, rhythms, 
and samples rupturing and restructuring time and movement again and 

again.84  
 

As queer scholars use memory to explore embodiment as essential rather than 

tangential, I implement memory to recover queer embodiment from its erasure by 

straight scholarship.  

As a whole, I connect these race, theatre, and queer scholars through their 

various implementations of memory to rethink the limitations of hegemonic 

assumptions regarding their individual topics. In his examination of Luis Alfaro‘s 

memory performances, José Esteban Muñoz ties memory directly to the anti-

normative identity politics central to queer performances of color:  

Memory is not a static thing for the queer of color; it is an anti-normative 
space where self is made and remade and where politics can be 

imagined… The memory performances I am interested in exploring are 
decidedly anti-normative, which is to say that they are deployed for the 

purpose of contesting affective normativities that include, but are not 
limited to, white supremacy, the cultural logics of misogyny, and 
homophobia. For the queer of color‘s performances of memory transmit 
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and broadcast affectively charged strategies and tactics of minoritarian 
survival and self-making, carving out a space for resistance and communal 

self-enactment.85 
 

Throughout this project, I apply anti-normative considerations of memory in 

productions of Williams‘s seemingly most normative texts to combat exclusionary 

discourses that promote an imagined Williams conceived entirely for straight, 

white, misogynist American audiences. 

 What separates memory studies from the alternative facts debate currently 

circulating in American politics? The notion of alternative facts does not actually 

suggest that multiple realities coexist. Rather, the notion of alternative facts 

creates a defense, based on which political figures argue for their version of the 

truth over others‘ agendas. What memory studies can do is interrogate the power 

dynamics underlying the conflicting perspectives without asserting that any of 

these perspectives is the truth. This may sound like splitting hairs, but 

interrogating the reasons behind the claim that multiple realities coexist is 

becoming all the more important. My invocation of memory studies is a means of 

stepping back to question the perception of reality. It is all the more interesting in 

this case to consider Williams‘s own questioning of reality and the questioning of 

reality that he encourages in the theatrical practitioners who interpret his work. In 

addition, the limitation of belief in a singular reality is even more important for 

theatrical performances, because they exist temporally over the course of years. 

Narratives that focus on memory can be significantly more transparent about 

conflicts of subjectivities and foreground the need to understand different 
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perspectives and the ideologies that inform these perspectives without identifying 

one ideology as the winner. 

The instability of memory serves as a direct counterpoint to the imagined 

stability of histories of Williams that rely on empirical reality by reducing the 

multiple subjectivities involved in any production to a singular authoritarian 

meaning. Pierre Nora labels the opposition of memory and history, separating the 

real memory from the imagined history, to reveal how historians manipulate the 

past according to their own agendas:  

Memory is life, borne by living societies founded in its name. It remains in 

permanent evolution, open to the dialectic of remembering and forgetting, 
unconscious of its successive deformations, vulnerable to manipulation 

and appropriation, susceptible to being long dormant and periodically 
revived. History, on the other hand, is the reconstruction, always 
problematic and incomplete, of what is no longer.86 

 
If history is fixed, concrete, and dead, then memory has the potential to interpret 

moving, fluid, and living pieces of evidence without reduction to the obsession 

with singularity. I suggest that production histories of Menagerie, Streetcar and 

Cat that focus on reviews and historical scholarship without questioning the 

reliability of conventional sources fall into the category of history as a 

problematic and incomplete reconstruction. But my response is not to replace 

normative histories with memory, but rather to integrate cultural memory, as race, 

theatre, and queer scholars do, to create anti-normative production histories. By 

queering the form of production history, memory becomes an essential analytical 
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process that documents oppressed meanings in productions of Menagerie, 

Streetcar, and Cat. I call these narratives production counter-histories, drawing 

from Michel Foucault‘s term counter-memory, because this new form employs 

memory to counter the hegemonic discourses that plague the current practices 

underlying production histories of Williams‘s most performed texts. 

Towards a Production Counter-History 

Accepting the social construction of memory and history allows me to 

distinguish between hegemonic cultural memories and counter-memories that 

document oppressed identity through nonrealistic interpretations and production 

elements. In an essay investigating the concept of genealogy via the philosophies 

of Nietzsche, Foucault theorizes the term ―counter-memory‖ as a means of 

discussing the differences between history and reality. To Foucault, counter-

memory is an opposition to the monolithic construction of history that 

institutionalizes the discourse concerning an author. Foucault identifies that the 

vast difference between constructed history and its counter-memory is a 

historiographical issue: 

We want historians to confirm our belief that the present rests upon 
profound intentions and immutable necessities. But the true historical 
sense confirms our existence among countless lost events, without a 

landmark or point of reference.87 
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According to Foucault, when considering the sum of an author‘s work, there 

exists a dominant history, assumed to be true, but there also exists a counter-

memory, which runs counter to that dominant history. Foucault notes that these 

oppositions ―imply a use of history that severs its connection to memory, its 

metaphysical and anthropological model, and constructs a counter-memory—a 

transformation of history into a totally different form of time.‖88 By transforming 

the temporality of history, Foucault seeks to recover Nietzsche‘s ideas from 

temporally distorted discourse about these ideas. 

I define counter-memories much simply, as disruptions to the normative 

memories that perpetuate hegemonic ideologies. To counter previous 

constructions of history, I identify counter-memories at odds with traditional 

production histories that rely on journalistic reviews over embodied evidence. 

This shift in narrative disconnects cultural distortions from the counter-memories 

while exploring the fluid boundaries between ―imagined history‖ and ―real 

memory.‖ Building on Foucault‘s theories, counter-memory offers an opportunity 

for historians and critics to escape ideologies that only communicate dominant 

hegemony. 

Because Menagerie, Streetcar, and Cat have entered the American canon 

as examples of the now globally transmitted institution of American realism, 
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Williams has achieved the status that Foucault attributes to Nietzsche. Williams‘s 

works function not only as individual texts that can be interpreted in numerous 

ways and performed in numerous styles, but also collectively as an ideological 

discourse. In order to adapt Foucault‘s discursive concept into a practical method 

for these production counter-histories, I assume that much of what has been 

written about these productions conveys the ideological flaw that Foucault 

identifies with history. I read moments from productions as counter-memories to 

question ideologies that ignore and erase the exploration of oppressed identity in 

and surrounding each production. 

As I examine disruptions to the existing narratives proposed by critics and 

scholars, I draw the reader‘s attention to these disruptions, connecting a chain of 

counter-memories; a strategy meant to include previously overlooked evidence 

that counters assumptions about Williams‘s texts in production. Collecting and 

analyzing counter-memories allows me to document the oppressed history to 

counterbalance what has been culturally remembered as the real history. If 

winners dominate historical narratives, these chains of counter-memories draw 

attention to the societal losers, the oppressed individuals, both inside and outside 

of the plays. 

Balancing history with memory, as interconnected rather than 

oppositional, all of the concepts that I adapt from memory studies fall under this 

umbrella of counter-memories. I return to counter-memories as a means of 

connecting my adaptation of memory theories in the hope that they will create 
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interventions in how historians use cultural memory. Following the multiplicity of 

literary analyses of Williams‘s texts, counter-memories inspire me to create new 

narratives, which juxtapose queer and anti-normative identity politics alongside a 

reconsideration of historical narrative. As a queer historian, I consider rereading 

historical narratives against the grain—against mainstream reductions—as one 

way to recover history that would remain obscured or erased without attention to 

both overlooked evidence and how historians interpret that evidence.89 

The memory-based shifts that I propose for these production histories stem 

from Williams‘s exploration of oppressed identities in these texts. The reading of 

oppressed identity is becoming increasingly common as Williams scholarship 

becomes less homophobic. Focusing on oppressed identity in these production 

histories liberates the form itself. As Augusto Boal suggests, ―The poetics of the 

oppressed is essentially the poetics of liberation; the spectator no longer delegates 

power to the characters either to think or to act in his place. The spectator frees 

himself, he thinks and acts for himself.‖90 In Theater of the Oppressed, Boal 

critiques Aristotelian form as a means of audience oppression. Similarly, I seek a 

form of production history that does not automatically perpetuate hegemony, 
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freeing the historian and the reader from the oppressed form.91 To question the 

form, much of the evidence I turn to is anecdotal, evidence that Thomas 

Postlewait would overturn in the generation of historical reality:  

Thus, in the long tradition of Shakespearean biography, from Rowe to 

Southworth, this spectral anecdote, appearing on demand, haunts the 
documentary record. Of course, suspect anecdotes are pervasive in all 

historical scholarship. The challenge, then, is not simply to reject them but 
to analyze anecdotes carefully in order to establish their historical 
authenticity.92 

 
Without changing the form, anecdotal evidence of oppressed identity in 

production histories will continue to be suppressed. A production counter-history 

is a memory-based consideration of oppressed identity, drawing from memories 

of each production to counter interpretations that replace Williams‘s marginalized 

texts with ideological norms. 

 Regardless of whether historians admit the constructed nature of their 

narratives, all historical narratives (especially historiographical theater scholarship 

that examines ephemeral illusionistic events) are imagined after the fact. Not only 

are these narratives imagined by the historian, but they are also imagined by the 

theatrical practitioners and reimagined by audiences and critics. This multiply 

imagined history makes assertions of unified, singular meaning an extremely 

simplistic method of documenting productions. Rather than assess the history 

                                                 
91 In his typology of narrative, Hayden White examines how ideology often impacts the 

manipulation of evidence into an argument. Hayden White. Metahistory: the historical 

imagination in nineteenth-century Europe (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973). 
92

 Thomas Postlewait, ―The Criteria for Evidence: Anecdotes in Shakespearean 

Biography, 1709-2000), in Theorizing Practice: Redefining Theatre History, ed. W.B. Worthen 

with Peter Holland (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), 48. 
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based on my perceptions of what is real and what is false, I integrate concepts 

from memory theorists intended to create practical shifts in this model by weaving 

these strands of imagined narrative together. This model encourages multiple, 

contradictory interpretations to defy discursive distortions that seek to reinforce 

Williams as a hegemonic institution of American realism. 

Imagining history through memory parallels Williams‘s use of memory in 

Menagerie, Streetcar, and Cat. This shift in methodology follows Tom‘s advice 

from his monologue about the lights from the Paradise Dance Hall. From his 

memory, he describes the flicker of the lights that ―would turn slowly about and 

filter the dusk with delicate rainbow colors… here there was only hot swing 

music and liquor, dance halls, bars, and movies, and sex that hung in the gloom 

like a chandelier and flooded the world with brief, deceptive rainbows.‖93 I fill 

these production counter-histories with the recovery of these brief, deceptive 

rainbows to reconsider the ephemeral perspectives lost when critics, historians, 

and audiences remember these plays as the ideological norms that they once 

critiqued. Williams employs another rainbow metaphor in Tom‘s final monologue 

to Laura. Tom describes how the memory of Laura haunts him when he walks 

alone at night, passing a window ―filled with pieces of colored glass, tiny 
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transparent bottles in delicate colors, like bits of a shattered rainbow.‖94 

Williams‘s metaphorical use of memory in his texts not only encourages me to 

look at historical evidence in new ways, but to question how previous scholars 

have read Williams in contradictory ways. A refocus on memory fuels these 

production counter-histories with a search for the recovery of oppressed identity, 

which is central to these texts but has been lost in the marginalizing narratives of 

the current form of production histories. 

The reason I use the term adapt in relation to these theoretical concepts is 

that the application of practice changes the theory. I do not adhere to a definitive 

reading of these theorists, which is also why I do not dwell on their importance, 

even though each has impacted the field of memory studies significantly. Readers 

interested in that kind of narrative can easily find the relevant information 

elsewhere. Instead, I think about how to adapt the ideas that they implement into 

this new form as a means of rethinking the goals of historical narratives. This 

focus on memory creates a more transparent narrative. The goal of transparency in 

research, argument, and ideology consistently helps me rethink how memories 

around productions are created and why. Instead of spoon-feeding the reader my 

interpretation of each theorist‘s text, I juxtapose their thoughts directly with these 

adaptations, which requires the reader to implicitly accept that there will be 
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distance between the theory and my utilization of the theory. I find this distance is 

productive, because, it allows me to transparently show what I am doing as both 

building on and oppositional to the theoretical concepts explored in these 

chapters. 

Although the various strategies differ from chapter to chapter, these 

adaptations connect in the use of counter-memories to rethink the goals of a 

production history. To question the master narratives associated with these texts, I 

employ the social construction of memory as theorized in the works of Paul 

Connerton, Pierre Nora, Maurice Halbwachs, and Paul Ricoeur to string together 

counter-memories which resist and challenge current historical narratives. I focus 

my study on twelve productions, four of each play, that highlight the gap between 

anti-normative memories and normative evaluations of the same production. 

Displacing the hegemonic readings of these productions using memories, I 

refocus these counter-histories on the exploratory nature of theatrical practice 

usually overwhelmed by constructed histories not interested in minoritarian 

identities. For each chapter, I craft three production counter-histories that 

correspond to one of the hegemonic problems isolated in the second section of 

this introduction. 

This book begins with three production counter-histories of the original 

productions of Menagerie, Streetcar, and Cat. Geared towards countering the 
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domesticating process of canonization, each counter-history employs Paul 

Connerton‘s incorporating practices to flesh out Diana Taylor‘s archive and 

repertoire as a methodological reading style. Connerton‘s focus on embodied 

memory unlocks the hidden potential of theatrical practitioners‘ memories to 

counter inscribed distortions. These production counter-histories employ evidence 

from Williams‘s drafts, interviews, anecdotes, and other sources of memory to 

illustrate the impact of incorporation in different ways—Eddie Dowling‘s 

Menagerie to question conceptions of dramatic form; Elia Kazan‘s Streetcar to 

consider how destabilized dramatic form encourages actors to create androgynous 

characters; and Elia Kazan‘s Cat to connect androgynous form and character 

construction in order to destabilize authorial intention (for both playwright and 

director). Connerton‘s theories of incorporating practices impact the goals of 

production histories by refocusing the narrative on embodiment to counter 

inscription. 

The second chapter builds on the questioning of production memories with 

three production counter-histories of foreign premieres that question nationalistic 

discourse. Using Pierre Nora‘s sites of memory in conjunction with Benedict 

Anderson‘s Imagined Communities, I add an additional level of reading these 

productions as imagined constructions to counter the relationship between 

theatrical practice and stable nationality. Nora‘s symbolic history allows for a 

more transparent consideration of evidence and argument, examining both the 

research and the framing of that research as constructions rather than realities. 

These production counter-histories show the value of reading embodiment as an 
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imagined construction that points to the constructed nature of both theatre and 

identity—Luchino Visconti‘s Menagerie to reveal the constructed nature of 

dramatic form in Italy, Ingmar Bergman‘s Streetcar to identify the constructed 

nature of the contributions of designers and actors read through iconographical 

symbolism in Sweden, and Peter Brook‘s Cat to foreground the constructed nature 

of nationalism represented by an English director for a French audience. As Nora 

combats how French historians implement commemoration to strengthen 

nationalist discourse, the foreign premieres further suggest how nationalist 

discourse changes how these productions are remembered. 

 Chapter 3 furthers the exploration of memories by questioning misogynist 

readings of Williams for revival productions in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s. 

These production counter-histories map Maurice Halbwachs‘s theory of collective 

memory on the feminist theatre scholarship of Jill Dolan and Sue-Ellen Case. 

Collective memory serves as a metaphor to explore the gender bias in revival 

productions—Claire Bloom‘s Blanche to set up the binary of male versus female 

readings, Jessica Tandy‘s Amanda to connect gendered readings to the limitations 

of genre, and Kathleen Turner‘s Maggie to counter the stability of gendered 

readings. To illustrate the explicit gender bias in these productions, the social 

groups inherent to collective memory offer a chance to separate stabilized gender 

politics from productions that explore the instability of these constructs. These 

production counter-histories use the framework of collective memory to connect 

the implications of gender to the challenges that productions face by labeling 

feminist interpretations as revisions.  
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 The production counter-histories in the final chapter combine the 

hegemonic problems explored in the preceding chapters, collected under Marvin 

Carlson‘s theories of ghosting. As ghosting presents an issue when critics and 

scholars judge new productions based on false memories—memories that have 

been distorted by normative impositions—these production counter-histories 

consider the value of Ricoeur‘s theories of forgetting as the final step for this new 

methodology. Strategic forgetting impacts the narrative of production histories by 

allowing the scholar to draw attention to overlooked memories and intentionally 

ignore ghosted distortions—John Tiffany‘s Menagerie in relation to queer theory, 

Lee Breuer‘s Streetcar as an example of global theatre, and Debbie Allen‘s Cat 

questioning the duality of color-blind/color-conscious casting practices. While 

these recent productions may show temporal advances in interpretations of 

Williams, these production counter-histories suggest the problematic nature of 

considering new interpretations as radical. Strategic forgetting supports the 

previous memory theories of incorporated practices, sites of memory, and 

collective memory to illustrate the value of multiple forms of memory to 

document a production beyond the production history‘s goal of a single 

interpretation. In conclusion, I connect the four strategies to counter hegemonic 

discourse in a final reading of Sam Gold‘s recent production of Menagerie and 

present the immediate and future possibilities for this methodology in relation to 

Williams, theatre, queer, and memory studies. 

These interventions provide more than just a model for scholars interested 

in the intersections of Williams and memory. For Williams scholars, the 
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production counter-history rethinks commemoration and legacy as distortions of 

Williams‘s history. For theatre scholars, the production counter-history serves as a 

model to combat narratives that devalue marginalized identities. For queer 

scholars, the production counter-history suggests the need to rethink methods 

against those that posit straight homophobic realism as a center. For memory 

scholars, the production counter-history provides a focus on the use of multiple, 

conflicting subjectivities in a historical moment—the production itself. Each of 

these fields could benefit from the implementation of anti-normative methods to 

question the documentation and solidification of knowledge based on straight, 

white, and male perceptions of reality in opposition to viewpoints that counter the 

dominant narratives that persist in Williams, theatre, queer, and memory 

scholarship. 

For the original productions, I recover evidence that have been previously 

been overlooked amongst in the sheer amount of information that exists. For the 

later productions, recovery involves separating the new meanings from the 

culturally distorted memories surrounding the original productions. The various 

forms of recovery in turn create a more transparent narrative. For this project, I 

define transparency as the desire to emphasize the reliability of sources. This 

definition of transparency is the opposite of previous definitions of 

historiographical transparency, where the text supposedly reflects real history.95 

Instead, I foster transparency by drawing attention to my sources and how I 
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integrate them into my narrative. When historians are not transparent about their 

ideologies, hegemonic assumptions become ingrained. To ensure recovery and 

transparency, I devote a significant part of this study to separating conflicting 

perspectives that coexist in cultural memories of the productions. 

In arranging this argument, I have been extremely selective in both the 

groupings of productions and their connection to adapted memory theories. I have 

chosen these productions because they both support and question the memory 

theories of Connerton, Nora, Halbwachs, and Ricoeur, as well as gesturing 

towards larger trends in how Williams has been interpreted over the past 70 years. 

This periodization is largely subjective; rather than prove a separation between 

original, realistic, and nonrealistic productions related to the passage of time, I 

suggest that the assigned models serve as further evidence of the binary 

assumptions that continue to dominate modern dramatic theory.96 A binary 

assessment of Williams‘s texts in performance severely limits the performative 

approaches for theatrical practitioners interested in exploring Williams‘s 

androgynous form. 

The groupings of the productions, although partly based on chronology, 

suggest the value of resistance to normative memories of the original productions. 

Of course, there are many productions which aim to recapitulate the originals, but 
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even more that attempt to balance cultural memories with interpretations that 

resist stabilized ideologies. These production counter-histories show how history 

and memory can operate in tandem to create a more thoughtful production history 

which values anti-normative perspectives that simultaneously question and 

parallel normative assessment. Without a scholar searching for oppressed 

identities in these productions—the silenced voice of gay characters, the 

oppression of women, and the potential for racial double coding—default 

heteronormative narratives will persist long after the original participants have 

vanished. Recovering these counter-memories in the form of a production 

counter-history decenters the strength of the hegemonic distortions to which 

scholars and critics return for authority whenever a new interpretation strays too 

far from the manipulated memories surrounding the original productions. 
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Chapter One: 
 

Incorporating Practices and the Broadway Premieres (1944-1955) 
 

In 1983, Walter Kerr, writing for The New York Times, referenced the 

iconic status of Tennessee Williams‘s character Amanda in light of the frequent 

revivals of The Glass Menagerie: ―For contemporary actresses, Amanda has 

joined the company of Hedda and Candida and for all I know Lady Macbeth, 

roles on which the best and most daring test their mettle, a theatrical yardstick by 

which they measure themselves.‖ 97 In anticipation of Jessica Tandy‘s Amanda, 

Kerr described the role of Amanda as ―an irresistible dare‖ for actresses, who 

compete against not only Laurette Taylor‘s iconic performance from the 1944 

premiere, but a line of strongly remembered Amandas that has expanded over 

decades.98 In 1988, Mel Gussow, reviewing Circle in the Square‘s A Streetcar 

Named Desire, similarly questioned whether Stanley Kowalski had become an 

―unactable‖ role and then proceeded to list the important qualities for Williams‘s 

most iconic male character. On Gussow‘s list of must-have qualities in a Stanley 

are ―physicality,‖ ―animal ferocity,‖ ―menace,‖ and ―sensuality‖—qualities that he 

links back to memories of Marlon Brando‘s performance in the 1947 premiere.99 

In response to Aiden Quinn‘s ―not persuasive‖ Stanley, Gussow makes a list of 

popular actors, each of whom would provide a different Stanley: ―Willem Dafoe, 
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Don Johnson, and James Woods may each have a Stanley in him, and, if 

nationality were not a question, one could always look to England (Daniel Day-

Lewis, whose range seems limitless) or to Australia (Mel Gibson).‖100 Although 

Kerr and Gussow both muse over the impossibility of acting these frequently 

revived roles, the notion that actors compete with authoritarian originals rests 

entirely on the critics‘ authority to claim a unified cultural remembrance of these 

iconic roles. The search for a definitive production begins with critics who 

evaluate new productions based on their memories (and their evaluations of other 

critics‘ memories) of old productions. By imagining the correctness of the original 

performance, critics assume that good audience members will agree with what 

they propose as unified memories. 

But there is never a unified memory of any performance. Critics appraise 

productions based on preconceived expectations when critiquing revivals of plays 

that have, by canonization, been elevated through cultural memory to mythic 

status. Yet the first actors who performed Williams‘s now-famous roles did not 

have to compete with canonized interpretations. Critics consider the original 

performances of Laurette Taylor‘s Amanda, Marlon Brando‘s Stanley, and Burl 

Ives‘s Big Daddy to be acts of creation rather than re-interpretation. Over time, as 

these performances have become engrained in cultural memory, predominantly 

from the films (as I will explore in the conclusion to this chapter), new performers 

are forced, by critics, audiences, and scholars alike, to compete with the mythic 

nature of the imagined memories that stem from canonization.  
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When considering the word canon in connection to Tennessee Williams, 

three definitions emerge. The first is the canon that Williams wrote, which 

includes all of his plays, beginning with Candles to the Sun and ending with The 

One Exception.101 For this definition, the word canon distinguishes different 

periods in order to compare trends, as Williams‘s texts changed over time.102 The 

second and perhaps more helpful definition of canon is the acceptance of 

Williams‘s work into the canon of Modern American drama, alongside Eugene 

O‘Neill, Arthur Miller, and Lillian Hellman. This kind of canonization leads to the 

inclusion of Williams‘s most popular works in the American collective 

consciousness, remembered derivatively by film and television references.103 The 

third definition, used less frequently when considering Williams, is the religious 

definition of canonization—the process by which the Catholic Church bestows 

sainthood. As an artist who has impacted generations, theatrical practitioners, 

critics, audiences, and historians view Williams‘s works in ways that range from 

sycophantic to reverential.  

The field of memory studies offers the potential to rethink the form of 

production history by examining how, over time, these three definitions of 

canonization combine. Williams‘s extensive list of works (definition 1) have been 
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generally accepted as important pieces of American drama (definition 2) to 

achieve the status of religious texts created by a supernatural being (definition 3). 

I draw attention to canonization to raise a question central to the three production 

counter-histories of this chapter: Why do historical narratives almost never 

question how canonization affects their subjects, especially subjects associated 

with considerable commercial success? 

Building on the question of commercialism, I adapt Paul Connerton‘s 

incorporating practices to address canonization as a normative process. Paul 

Connerton, known best for his work How Societies Remember published in 1989, 

is a British Social Anthropologist, who taught at the University of Cambridge. His 

contribution to the field of memory studies includes a focus on commemorative 

ceremonies as a means of separating embodied and written evidence. After the 

contributions of his first book to the field of memory studies, he published How 

Modernity Forgets and an essay ―Seven Types of Forgetting‖ in 2009. In an 

interview from 2011, Connerton clearly separates memorial from historical 

frameworks: ―We need to distinguish cultural memory from historical 

reconstruction. Knowledge of all human activities in the past is possible only 

through knowledge of their traces.‖104 Although his work connects with the later 

theories, the anthropological lens through which Connerton examines memory 

begins these production counter-histories to show how speculative observations of 

human behavior are more important than the quest for authentic reality for this 

study.  
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In How Societies Remember, Paul Connerton divides cultural memories 

into two categories. The first category which he labels incorporating practices 

includes embodied memories—the ephemeral moments that have been 

documented from a production. The second category which he labels inscribing 

practices contains most of the evidence used in production histories, such as 

archival texts, newspaper criticism, and written histories. The first step in the 

process of creating a production counter-history is to reform analysis to read 

pieces of evidence as incorporated rather than inscribed.  

In the traditional form of a production history, inscribed evidence always 

dominates ephemeral incorporation as part of the historical narrative: ―Inscribing 

practices have always formed the privileged story, incorporating practices the 

neglected story, in the history of hermeneutics.‖105 As Connerton explores these 

two categories of memory, he notes that the inherent bias of ignoring bodily 

practices enables inscribed meaning to overwhelm the documentation of 

embodied moments. In contrast to the dominance of written sources, incorporated 

memories foreground instability and doubt as ephemeral pieces of evidence that 

claim no authority or easily recognizable ideology. When a playtext is canonized, 

certain readings emphasize normative elements of the script, often at the expense 

of anti-normative embodied moments. These production counter-histories begin 

with the recovery of oppressed identity by privileging incorporated memories to 

counter canonical inscription. 
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When a scholar considers any Williams production, critical inscription 

overwhelms what they are trying to reconstruct—the corporeal practices that 

actually occurred. Bodily memory is useful here because it allows for conflicting 

interpretations of Williams‘s androgynous dramatic form. Shifting the balance of 

evidence to value corporeal memories rather than ignore or erase them 

reconceptualizes the form of a production history to emphasize ephemeral 

memories usually excluded because of the limitations of canonized readings. The 

difference between critical inscription and corporeal memory depends on how the 

historian assesses the evidence—critical inscription relies on reading the written 

text as the codification of a singular meaning, while corporeal memory frames the 

same evidence as it was embodied by theatrical practitioners as lived experiences. 

If valuing inscribed memories perpetuates canonization, then emphasizing 

incorporated memories makes more space to remember anti-normative elements 

from the productions.106 Questioning the process of remembering is essential to 

escape the dominant inscription surrounding the original production of any 

canonized play. 

In the following production counter-histories, incorporating practices 

show the complex culture surrounding each production to counter canonical 

inscription, when the value placed on written texts overshadows bodily memories. 

Connerton argues that incorporating practices are a system of mnemonics that 

inherently counteracts inscription:  

                                                 
106

 Connection concludes that inscription dominates incorporation to ensure the 

development of a seemingly unchanging society: ―By virtue of their procedural inflexibility they 

[invented rites] are held to represent, as nowhere else, the idea of the unchanging for a society of 

institutionalized innovation.‖ Ibid., 64. 



69 
 

 
 

In this there is an element of paradox. For it is true that whatever is 
written, and more generally whatever is inscribed, demonstrates, by the 

fact of being inscribed, a will to be remembered and reaches as it were its 
fulfillment in the formation of a canon. It is equally true that incorporating 

practices, by contrast, are largely traceless and that, as such, they are 
incapable of providing a means by which any evidence of a will to be 
remembered can be ‗left behind‘. In consequence, we commonly consider 

inscription to be the privileged form for the transmission of a society‘s 
memories, and we see the diffusion and elaboration of a society‘s systems 

of inscription as making possible an exponential development of its 
capacity to remember.107 
 

The antidote to the problem of canonization is a redistribution of the weight given 

to these two categories. By favoring incorporating practices, these first three 

production counter-histories question the canonized ideologies stemming from 

inscription. 

Although an integration of incorporated memories might seem to upset the 

traditions of theatre scholarship, the need to look towards embodied memory is 

already essential to performance studies as this discipline seeks to escape the 

dominance of Western narratives. Connerton‘s separation of incorporated and 

inscribed sources holds many parallels to Diana Taylor‘s The Archive and the 

Repertoire. As she considers the dismissal of Latin American performances from 

the Western canon, Taylor advocates for a balance between archival and 

performative sources. She also distinguishes between the hegemonic privilege of 

written sources and the general neglect of embodiment in theatre scholarship:  

Embodied performances have always played a central role in conserving 

memory and consolidating identities in literate, semiliterate, and digital 
societies…It is difficult to think about embodied practice within the 
epistemic systems developed in Western thought, where writing has 

become the guarantor of existence itself.108 
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While Taylor‘s work emerges from a critique of the Western canon, her focus on 

the importance of embodied evidence could also push against singular literary 

interpretations of Western texts. 

What Connerton calls incorporating practices and Taylor calls the 

repertoire affirms the need to prioritize unstable pieces of evidence, traditionally 

ignored or skeptically criticized in histories of Williams that focus too much on 

inscribed opinions. According to Taylor, ―the rift, I submit, does not lie between 

the written and spoken word, but between the archive of supposedly enduring 

materials (i.e., texts, documents, buildings, bones) and the so-called ephemeral 

repertoire of embodied practice/knowledge (i.e., spoken language, dance, sports, 

ritual).‖109 For this study, Taylor‘s point is well-taken—recovering the repertoire 

can disrupt critical hegemony. Taylor‘s research also highlights the archive as a 

site of several myths that reveal how authoritarian scholarship generates dominant 

meanings that erase oppressed perspectives: 

One [myth] is that it [the archive] is unmediated, that objects located there 
might mean something outside the framing of the archival impetus itself… 
Another myth is that the archive resists change, corruptibility, and political 

manipulation.110 
 

Rather than create a binary which contrasts the mediated archive and uninscribed, 

embodied memories, Connerton proposes that the underexamined relationship 

between written and embodied memory requires thoughtful analysis.  

The three production counter-histories of this chapter, each in their own 

way, provide frameworks to value embodied memories which unsettle the 
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dominance of canonized interpretations of these texts. Canonization, along with 

its tendency for distortions that normalize memories, creates three additional 

difficulties for Williams‘s early texts—first, a stable genre where there never was 

one; second, a stably constructed gender identity for Williams‘s androgynous 

characters; and third, the dominance of authorial intention. In the first production 

counter-history, incorporated memories from Eddie Dowling‘s Menagerie 

destabilize traditional conceptions of genre. In the second, incorporated memories 

from Elia Kazan‘s Streetcar deconstruct gender binaries against imposed revisions 

of the actors‘ performances. In the third, incorporated memories from Kazan‘s Cat 

question the limitations of authorial intention for both Williams and Kazan. After 

recovering these three productions through the use of incorporating practices, I 

explore the three initial Hollywood film versions as normative inscriptions that 

reshape memories from the Broadway productions. In each of these production 

counter-histories, Connerton‘s theory of incorporating practices enables 

interventions in normative models of production analysis. 

The canonical inscription of Eddie Dowling‘s Menagerie assumes a 

stabilized genre by reading the text as realistic and autobiographical. Following 

the premiere in Chicago, critics were quick to applaud Williams‘s use of realism 

and reject the nonrealistic frame of the play. Although Louis Kronenberger notes 

that Williams‘s use of memory aimed ―at something different from straight 

realism,‖ he describes the production as a mixture of ―mingled pathos and 

comedy, its mingled naturalistic detail and gauzy atmosphere.‖111 A realistic 

                                                 
111

 Louis Kronenberger, ―A Triumph for Miss Taylor,‖ New York Newspaper PM, April 2, 

1945: 16. 



72 
 

 
 

reading of Menagerie is a problem, because this predetermines a naturalistic form 

and erases the exploratory elements of the production.  

Another challenge when reading criticism about the initial production of 

Menagerie is the conflation of the play with the production, making it difficult to 

separate critiques of Williams‘s text and embodied elements from Dowling‘s 

production. For example, Joseph Krutch in The Nation reads both play and 

production as a confusing mixture of dramatic form: 

It has a hard, substantial core of shrewd observation and deft, economical 
characterization. But this hard core is enveloped in a fuzzy haze of 
pretentious sentimental, pseudo-poetic verbiage which I can compare only 

to the gauze screens of various degrees of filmy opacity which are 
annoyingly raised and lowered during the course of the physical action in 

order to suggest memory, the pathos of distance, and I know not what 
else.112 
 

Krutch‘s rejection of the nonrealistic, memory-based elements of the 

production—one of the differences between Menagerie and more conventional 

plays of the time—might explain why Menagerie continues to be performed 

regularly. When Krutch discusses Williams‘s form as a mixture, he ridicules the 

unconventional elements of Menagerie as pretentious. The canonical inscription 

of Dowling‘s Menagerie reads the text as an extension of realism—the assumed 

realism necessary for any production during that period to appeal to conventional 

audiences. 

What if the long-lasting commercial success of Menagerie is less about its 

acceptance into the normalized canon of American realism and more related to the 

stark differences that separate Menagerie from other Broadway productions of the 

1940s? This inscribed mentality, the blending of the naturalistic and the poetic, 
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has become generally accepted in considerations of Williams‘s dramatic form. 

Nancy Tischler inscribes Williams‘s dramatic form in Rebellious Puritan, one of 

the first scholarly studies of Williams: ―This play, unique among Williams‘s 

dramas, combines poetic and unrealistic techniques with grim naturalism to 

achieve a gossamer effect of compassion, fragility, and frustration, typical of 

Tennessee Williams at his most sensitive and natural best.‖113 Critics from the 

1940s, including Tischler, use naturalism as a filter to minimize the 

unconventional aspects of the play. 

As both critics and scholars seem confused by Williams‘s androgynous 

dramatic form, canonization creates a realistic imperative that distorts Dowling‘s 

production of Menagerie by downplaying anti-normative incorporation. Shortly 

after its opening in 1945, Williams compared Menagerie to Harvey: ―On 

Broadway dramatic poetry simply cannot compete with comedies like Harvey or 

Dear Ruth, according to Mr. Williams, or even, for that matter with his own 

Menagerie which he describes as ‗a poetic but not verse play.‘‖114 By 1979, 

Foster Hirsch‘s assessment of Menagerie connects canonization directly to 

domestic realism: ―A realistic family portrait laced with the poetry of mood-

memory monologue, it is a domestic drama very much in the American 

tradition.‖115 To separate the embodied elements of the production from inscribed 

criticism of the text, this production counter-history begins by distinguishing the 

incorporation of nonrealistic production elements from naturalistic inscription. 
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 A similar process uncovers how autobiographical readings of Menagerie 

support realistic canonization. Despite my skepticism towards the 

autobiographical reading of Williams‘s texts, which I outlined in the introduction, 

it seems impossible to deny that Menagerie was based on Williams‘s life. The use 

of his family members for models of this early work is undeniable—he drew from 

his experiences in St. Louis crafting Amanda after his mother Edwina and Laura 

after his sister Rose.116 However, the over-emphasis of Williams‘s use of 

autobiography situates Menagerie as naturalistic because Williams drew his 

narrative and characters from real memories.  

While Williams was inspired by his personal life in some regards, his 

contribution to literature is not a faithful reconstruction of his personal history. 

Williams‘s brother Dakin recalls how his mother Edwina did not recognize herself 

as Amanda when she saw Menagerie: 

Edwina went backstage to congratulate Laurette on her performance…To 

quote Edwina: ―Before I had a chance to get out a word, she greeted me: 
‗How did you like you‘seff, Miz Williams?‘ I was so shocked I didn‘t 

know what to say.‖117  
 

Dakin also distinguished between their sister Rose and the character of Laura: 

―But Laura is not exactly Rose… Neither the Laura of the short story, nor the real 

Rose Williams, was physically crippled, like the Laura of Menagerie.‖118 
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Williams‘s mother, in drafts for her memoir Remember Me to Tom, identifies even 

more clearly how Williams revised her and Rose in creating of Menagerie: 

Rose was not at all like Laura. She was a very spirited girl. She could hold 
her own with anyone. 
 

I don‘t resent the fact that people think I‘m Amanda. I admire her in many 
ways. She certainly made a desperate effort to get out of an unhappy 

situation.119 
 
These snippets do not appear in the published book, but can be found by weeding 

through Edwina‘s drafts, which she cut up into pieces and reassembled with tape 

that sticks together as the pages turn. A traditional production history would deem 

these pieces of evidence untrustworthy for two intersecting reasons: because they 

contradict the popularly accepted autobiographical narrative and they originate in 

the biased memoirs of Williams‘s family members. 

Supporting the distance between Williams‘s characters and his family 

members, Williams also echoes his brother and mother: ―But you don‘t know 

Miss Rose and you never will unless you come to know her through this ‗thing,‘ 

for Laura of Menagerie was like Miss Rose only in her inescapable ‗difference.‘‖ 

120 As early as 1945, Williams commented in newspapers about the disconnection 

between his real life and his poetically imagined reworking of his autobiography 

for his plays: 

Williams is a bit perturbed over the fact that the idea seems to have gotten 
around that the play is a page out of his own life. He says it isn‘t so. As is 

the case with almost any writer, the germ of an idea or incident may lie in 
his own background but that doesn‘t mean it reaches the stage in 
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photographic form or with anything more than the faintest resemblance to 
the original.121 

 
On their own, these snippets of evidence, which contradict the 

realistic/autobiographical canonization of Menagerie, seem easily dismissible 

because of their comparatively untrustworthy sources. This production counter- 

history values these incorporated memories to separate Williams‘s imagined 

characters from his real family members. 

Scholars frame Menagerie as an autobiography to tell a normative story—

a story that revises the text to conform to the canonized reading in opposition to 

incorporated evidence that the text and its first production were highly 

experimental. Before ―the extraordinary 25 curtain calls‖ it received on opening 

night (March 31, 1945) and the critical inscription that followed, Menagerie was 

an unconventional, nonrealistic play that through inscription has become a 

canonized model of American realism.122 What the inscribed criticism forgets is 

that Williams crafted Menagerie in opposition to conventional realism, not as a 

blend of naturalism and non-realism.123 

This ideological bias towards naturalism was exactly what Williams was 

reacting against when he wrote the initial drafts of Menagerie. The text, which 

was developed initially during his short-lived career writing for MGM Studios in 
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Hollywood, was an experiment in non-realism. In a letter to his agent Audrey 

Wood, Williams discusses how ―the first scene is a very tricky one, as it must 

establish all the nonrealistic conventions used in the play.‖124 In his many drafts, 

now located at the Harry Ransom Center, Williams spent the better part of three 

years writing each scene several times over. Rejected scenes include moments at 

the Rubicon Business College; the trinket shop where Laura buys her glass 

ornaments; the washroom of the warehouse; and a bar, which presumably served 

as the inspiration for the Paradise Dance Hall.125 In an assessment of these initial 

drafts, R. B. Parker suggests that over time Williams rejected the expansive, 

nonrealistic experiments: ―With hindsight, we can see that Williams was right to 

discard these experiments.‖126 Parker, along with scholars who analyze the drafts, 

sets up an evolutionary model by reading the final product according to the bias of 

realism. In contrast, an anti-normative reading of Williams‘s drafts illustrates that 

the published text emerged from the instability of the experimental process, not as 

a weakness that Williams wisely transcended, but as a strength—indicating the 

process of experimental playwriting that separates Williams from more 

conventional peers who privileged standardized plots and stock characters. 
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Instead of replicating conventional dramatic form, the drafts reveal how 

Williams was revising his autobiography—reshaping his family members, not 

naturalistically but subjectively, to parallel his personal rejection of the constraints 

of normative society.127 Notable rejections include a ten page Walt Whitman-

esque ode, entitled ―The Wingfields of America;‖ a version of Tom‘s opening 

monologue written as poetry; and several short meta-theatrical scenes where Tom 

converses with the lighting technician and members of the audience in the vein of 

Thornton Wilder‘s Our Town.128 These many experiments, typical of Williams‘s 

process of revisions, refute the autobiographical claim and indicate that Williams 

was more reliant on the expressions of experimental dramatic form than on a 

documentation of his personal life. In this sense, Williams‘s drafts for Menagerie 

were neither autobiographical nor naturalistic. 

 From the production through the play‘s publication, Williams was 

challenging the norms of the commercial realism of his time. In his production 

notes, often published as a preface to the text, Williams states this 

demonstratively: 

When a play employs unconventional techniques, it is not, or certainly 
shouldn‘t be, trying to escape its responsibility of dealing with reality, or 

interpreting experience, but it is actually or should be attempting to find a 
closer approach, a more penetrating and vivid expression of things as they 
are. The straight realistic play with its genuine Frigidaire and authentic 

ice-cubes, its characters that speak exactly as its audience speaks, 
corresponds to the academic landscape and has the same virtue of a 

photographic likeness. Everyone should know nowadays the unimportance 
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of the photographic in art: that 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.129  

 
These thoughts can be read as connections to realism, but they also can be read as 

disconnecting theatrical truth from dramatic realism. In these notes, Williams also 

mentions his emerging notion of a plastic theater, which he develops more 

explicitly in his journals. By plastic theater, Williams means a visual, embodied 

dramatic form in contrast to a literary one.130 

The first audience never saw Williams‘s most overt nonrealistic element of 

Menagerie—the screen device with legends and images. Williams made the 

decision to publish the legends, which include both textual and visual projections 

to accompany the scenes, in response to their omission from the acting edition, 

so-called because it contains additions directly from the first production.131 The 

acting edition of Menagerie is supposedly closer to what happened during 

Dowling‘s production, but the reading edition includes elements that Williams did 

not add until after the initial cast was no longer performing.132 The main 

difference between the two is that the reading edition includes the nonrealistic 

screen device, which contradicts a realistic reading of the play.133 While the acting 
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edition documented concessions to conventional dramatic form, the reading 

edition allowed Williams to revert back to a more experimental feeling. The 

nonrealistic nature of the reading edition contradicts Parker‘s evolutionary model, 

which proposes that Williams‘s drafts lead toward the realistic imperative. In a 

letter to Audrey Wood, Williams comments on his dissatisfaction with the acting 

edition: ―I was surprised to find that the acting edition of Menagerie contained 

practically all of the little vulgarisms which Babs and I spent practically a whole 

day weeding out. How did they get back in?‖134 Williams‘s discontent with the 

acting edition‘s ―vulgarisms‖ suggests that the reading edition, with its 

nonrealistic legends and more poetic text, was preferable because it was more 

difficult to stage. After analyzing the conflicting editions as incorporations—as 

texts that point toward embodiment—the reading edition appears significantly 

more anti-normative than the acting edition. 

Incorporation also provides a means of separating opinion from lived 

experience during the rehearsals. A thorough consideration of the ad-libbed drunk 

scene, which was added during rehearsals in Chicago, reveals how inscription 

dominates incorporation. Dowling, who directed and played Tom, decided in 

close collaboration with critic George Jean Nathan that the play needed comic 

relief so they devised the idea for Tom‘s drunk scene. Nathan, who was dating 

Julie Hayden who played Laura, sought control over the production. When 
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Williams did not agree, Nathan responded with scathing reviews for the next 

decade, documenting the bitter consequences of Williams‘s wholehearted 

disagreement with Nathan‘s revisions to Menagerie.135 When Lyle Leverich, 

Williams‘s self-appointed biographer, covers the addition of the drunk scene, he 

relies on Williams‘s Memoirs to defend Williams‘s role as an authoritarian 

playwright: 

The crux of the matter was a drunk scene that Dowling felt should be 
added to show him off to better advantage… It soon became clear that the 

drunk scene was [George Jean] Nathan‘s idea. He discounted the play as 
being not very good, but he said if Tom would entrust it to him and 
Dowling, they could make it into something worthwhile.136 

 
But Leverich‘s narrative, which assumes that Williams knew exactly what he was 

doing, runs counter to Williams‘s experiences with Battle of Angels, where he had 

to concede to the opinions of producers and directors.137 Leverich dates this 

exchange December 12, 1944, with Williams immediately responding with an 

official scripted version of the drunk scene, as he stated in his Memoirs. In this 

case, Leverich‘s reliance on Williams‘s Memoirs distorts other incorporated 

evidence.138  
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By reading these memories as incorporated constructions, the drunk scene 

seems multifaceted, confusing, and a site of months-long conflict, rather than a 

single incident affirming Williams‘s genius. After the Chicago premiere closed, 

the drunk scene was still mostly ad-lib. In a letter addressed to Margo Jones, 

Williams‘s friend who served as Dowling‘s co-director, dated by Alfred J. Devlin 

and Nancy Tischler ca. February 2, 1945, Williams mentions how the drunk scene 

was still not scripted:  

Eddie still comes out with some dreadful ad-libs in the drunk scene. One 
night he started singing ―Blue Birds over the White Cliffs of Dover‖— 
which came out five years after the period of the play. And he calls Julie 

‗Old Timer‘ and the menagerie ‗little glass guys‘.139 
 

At some unknown point before its first publication by Random House in 1945, 

Williams wrote the scene as it now appears in published editions, which includes 

Tom‘s experience at the movies with Malvolio the magician.140 Rather than point 

to the complexity of the conflict surrounding the drunk scene, which lasted 

several months, Leverich uses Williams‘s memories to support a narrative which 

bestows Williams with canonical supernatural powers. Writing a historical 

narrative interested in framing Williams‘s authority as a playwright, Leverich 

must fill in the gaps, the historian‘s prerogative, when the truth is not known. 

While a traditional production history reduces the narrative according to a 

singular, canonical perspective, a production counter-history can juxtapose 

incorporated memories that suggest multiple versions of the same event. 
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In contrast to Leverich‘s polished narrative, The Reminiscences of Eddie 

Dowling, an oral history comprising a series of interviews by Neil Newt Gold in 

1964, is a sprawling, almost incoherent narrative that effectively supports the 

instability of Menagerie‘s androgynous dramatic form. Unsurprisingly, Dowling 

frames his experiences with Menagerie as helping to birth Williams‘s genius 

while emphasizing Menagerie as Williams‘s best play.141 With the gusto of a used 

car salesman, Dowling pitches his impact on the production, framing Williams as 

an untested playwright who needed to listen to his and Nathan‘s opinions because 

they were seasoned veterans. But underneath Dowling‘s tale of self-importance, it 

is clear that he and the other theatrical practitioners involved with Menagerie 

knew that the play was unconventional. 

Dowling recalls Williams as ―a sick tormented boy… He‘d been through 

the wringer so much.‖142 When Dowling engaged the inexperienced producer 

Louis J. Singer, his one requirement was that Singer not read the script before 

putting up the $50,000. When he discusses casting Laurette Taylor as Amanda, the 

transcript of the interview includes quotations where Dowling speaks in her voice, 

―No manager would give you a theater with me in the play. I‘m Taylor, the 

drunkard. I‘m Taylor, the bitch. I‘m Taylor, all the lousy things those bastards can 

think up.‖143 Dowling‘s remembrances of Taylor are particularly fascinating, 

given the amount of evidence regarding their feud, which spanned rehearsals and 
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the long run of performances in Chicago and New York.144 Dowling chooses not 

to emphasize their feud in his oral history, perhaps because it may not have been 

as serious as some biographers have made it out to be, or because he is wary of 

speaking ill of the dead star remembered reverently for her iconic performance as 

Amanda. When Dowling describes his casting of Julie Hayden and Anthony Ross, 

who rounded out the cast as Laura and Jim, he focuses on how unconventional the 

actors were: ―This was my menagerie—a girl everybody thought was a little off 

the beam, and painting Christmas cards, when I brought her on, Taylor, this poor 

wreck out of a garret, and this boy that was mustered out of the Army because he 

was unstable.‖145 Read beyond his bluster, Dowling‘s memories offer a chance to 

emphasize the anti-normative cast preparing to rehearse a play so different from 

conventional Broadway productions at the time that Dowling refers to it several 

times as ―fragile.‖146 

Laurette Taylor also understood that Menagerie was not typical Broadway 

fare. In an interview with Helen Ormsbee, Taylor commented on how critics and 

audiences might be misreading the ending:  

And I don‘t believe our play ends as unhappily as some people tell you it 
does. Why, with a mother like Amanda that daughter is going to get a 

chance in life somehow… By hook or by crook, Amanda will see to it. 
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Besides, the girl has found that she can dance and she‘s been kissed. She‘s 
lovely. She‘ll dance and be kissed again.147 

 
Taylor‘s optimistic reading of the play‘s conclusion contradicts Williams‘s stage 

direction before the final speech: ―Tom‘s closing speech is timed with the interior 

pantomime… Now that we cannot hear the mother‘s speech, her silliness is gone 

and she has dignity and tragic beauty.‖148 

Although Taylor‘s interpretation counters Williams‘s often quoted stage 

directions, these incorporated memories show that Menagerie was not unilaterally 

read as tragic, realistic, or autobiographical.149 

Unfortunately, this piece of incorporated memory does not appear in 

Laurette Taylor‘s intimate biography, written by her daughter Marguerite 

Courtney. Piecing together memories of her mother‘s life and career, Courtney 

emphasizes truth as the correct interpretation of her mother‘s performance of 

Amanda: 

―It‘s a beautiful—a wonderful—a great play!‖ she told Williams 
emphatically. ―And Amanda an absolutely true characterization.‖ That one 

little word true said everything. ―You can have all the other adjectives,‖ 
she once said. ―Just call my playing true, and you have showered me with 
compliments.‖150 
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Courtney also downplays any memory that paints Taylor in a negative light. 

Courtney‘s coverage of the Dowling/Taylor feud counters Leverich, Spoto, and 

Lahr, who all document the disagreements between Dowling and Taylor as 

contributing to the drama both onstage and off: ―It is to the credit of both as actors 

that their turbulent relationship failed in any way to muddy the beauty of their 

scenes together…The feud was a source of merriment backstage.‖151 Courtney 

also reduces the role of alcohol when addressing Taylor‘s replacement by her 

understudy, describing the illness as a ―throat ailment.‖152 When considering 

Taylor‘s contribution to American theater, Courtney protects her mother‘s legacy 

by dismissing Taylor‘s alcoholism and minimizing her feud with Dowling. 

Reading Courtney‘s biography as incorporated memories suggests how little these 

inscribed distortions point towards embodied events. 

Incorporating memories of the individuals involved in the production also 

confirm a sense of experimentation fueled by this collective of societal outsiders. 

Dowling‘s co-director Margo Jones supported Williams by opposing Singer‘s 

insistence that the ending should be a happy reconciliation between Jim and 

Laura.153 Designer Jo Mielziner added innovations with the gauze set and the 

complex lighting cues to establish the play as a memory, which he repeated in his 
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anti-normative designs for Streetcar and Arthur Miller‘s Death of a Salesman.154 

Paul Bowles, a personal friend of Williams, wrote the incidental music that would 

help establish the memory-based mood.155 Each of these technical artists added 

bohemian perspectives that support an anti-normative reading of Menagerie‘s 

androgynous form. These incorporated memories suggest that all of these 

practitioners understood that Menagerie was unconventional, which means that 

the canonical reading which applies a normative genre to Menagerie arose after 

the production closed. 

These incorporated memories resist reading Menagerie as an example of 

realism, concretized by the normalizing corrections of canonization. Connerton 

suggests that myths, via inscription, perpetuate cultural norms to create ―a 

reservoir of meaning which is available for possible use again in other 

structures.‖156 In contrast, commemorative ceremonies (and thus productions) can 

evade the inscription that accompanies canonized texts. As Connerton theorizes 

incorporating practices as a counterbalance to the hegemonic ideologies stabilized 

in the process of myth-making, the adaptation of incorporating practices into a 

production counter-history would lessen the certainty of inscribed readings of 
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Menagerie. If conventional dramatic form was applied to Menagerie after 

incorporation, then inscription and canonization happened simultaneously. As 

Williams‘s history and texts take on mythic proportions, incorporating practices 

can be used as a means of distinguishing between normative inscription and anti-

normative incorporation. 

These incorporated memories suggest that over time Menagerie has 

become associated with manipulated meanings. Connerton suggests that inscribed 

narratives eliminate the voices of oppressed social groups: ―In such 

circumstances, their writing of oppositional histories is not the only practice of 

documented historical reconstruction, but precisely because it is that it preserves 

the memory of social groups whose voice would otherwise have been 

silenced.‖157 The compact made between the historian and the reader to accurately 

remember what happened in any given event is too simplistic a framework. 

Without searching for incorporated evidence that remembers oppressed identity, 

the narrative will produce an inscribed reading of the history. The step from 

memory to history is too often the erasure of multiplicity, replaced with the 

stabilization of a singular narrative that reflects hegemony.  

The realistic imperative that underlies inscribed histories of Menagerie is 

even more pronounced in cultural memories of Elia Kazan‘s Streetcar. As critics 

felt surer of the validity of the growing naturalistic interpretation of Williams‘s 

plays, inscription erases Williams‘s resistance to conventions by relying too 

                                                 
157

 Ibid., 15. 



89 
 

 
 

heavily on the emerging American institution of the Actor‘s Studio.158 In The 

Nation, Joseph Krutch frames the reality of Streetcar in contrast to ―the pseudo-

poetic phrases‖ of Menagerie: ―Though there is in the plays as written a certain 

haunting dream-like or rather nightmarish quality, the break with reality is never 

quite made, and nothing happens which might not be an actual event.‖159 In The 

New Republic, Irvin Shaw considers Blanche ―as real to us as if she were a living 

woman put to the torture and done to death in our own front parlor.‖160 Shaw puts 

forward the style of Streetcar as ―triumphantly heightened naturalism…more real, 

more like life itself, than all the clipped banalities lesser playwrights put together 

in the dreary name of realism.‖161 Hidden within these inscriptions, critics were 

attempting to frame a shocking play, filled with Williams‘s resistance to 

conventions. My production counter-history of Kazan‘s Streetcar builds on the 

examination of the androgynous dramatic form in Menagerie to explore how 

incorporated memories can similarly resist the same kind of ideological stability 

applied to both Williams‘s androgynous characters and actors‘ interpretations of 

these characters. 

Audiences, as Brooks Atkinson and ticket sales attest, were deeply moved 

by Kazan‘s Streetcar, moved in a way that the conventional realism of the time 

could not: ―Since he is no literal dramatist and writes in none of the conventional 

forms, he presents the theatre with many problems.‖162 While Atkinson perceives 
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a disconnection between Williams and dramatic conventions, he yields to a 

normalized reading of Jessica Tandy‘s Blanche:  

Her performance is almost incredibly true. For it does seem almost 
incredible that she could understand such an elusive part so thoroughly 
and that she can convey it with so many shades and impulses that are 

accurate, revealing, and true.163 
  

Atkinson‘s memories of Tandy‘s Blanche contradict other critics‘ reading of 

Blanche as a nymphomaniac prostitute.164 While Atkinson initially read the play 

as the embodiment of tragedy, Williams would later laugh during Blanche‘s final 

moments.165 Yet, Krutch, Shaw, and Atkinson, within a month of the Broadway 

opening, felt the need to explain how Streetcar was connected to truth and 

fundamentally ―realistic.‖ 

This inscribed reading of Streetcar‘s compulsory realism stabilizes 

memories of Kazan‘s Streetcar. When Phillip Kolin presents his authoritative 

historical coverage of Streetcar, he describes Kazan‘s ―sweepingly profound‖ 

impact on the script, making 110 changes by ―emphasizing more naturalistic 

details.‖166 While a naturalistic reading of Kazan‘s Streetcar reveals how 

canonized inscription limits character construction, Kolin‘s bases his argument 

more on Kazan‘s inheritance from the Group Theatre than on incorporated 

memories from the production. When Kolin turns to Jo Mielziner, he cites Harry 
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W. Smith, who emphasizes the set as nonrealistic: ―The environment was 

established by using three levels of transparency… The architectural detail is 

frankly distorted. No attempt is made to suggest that walls and windows are 

real.‖167 Typical of designers associated with New Stagecraft, Mielziner‘s set for 

Streetcar represented the conflicting strains of realism and expressionism.168 In 

Kolin‘s narrative, the inscribed realism of Kazan‘s choices counters Mielziner‘s 

nonrealistic designs. This realistic inscription also suggests that the characters 

were reduced in Kazan‘s production to stable entities.169 

However, a closer examination of the experimental nature of Kazan‘s style 

as a director provides several reasons for distancing the acting choices from 

conventional realism as it was understood at the time. For instance, Kazan‘s 

director‘s notes imply an interpretation of the characters against realistic 

conventions. Although he gives each of the four main characters Stanislavskian 

spines, Kazan states that the play is a ―poetic tragedy‖ and also notes that Blanche 

should play a different character in each scene.170 Secondly, Kazan had directed a 

successful production of Thornton Wilder‘s Skin of Our Teeth and would go on to 
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direct Miller‘s Death of a Salesman, neither of which operates in the manner of 

the Group Theatre‘s realism.171 Thirdly, Kazan‘s working relationship with 

Williams (which I cover in more detail in the final production counter-history of 

this chapter) suggests that he knew that Williams was writing neither conventional 

dramatic form nor creating characters that adhered to realistic models. 

The exploratory nature of Williams‘s drafts of Streetcar once more reveals 

how oppressed identity has the potential to escape imposed critical inscription.172 

While working on the play, which at various points was tentatively titled Interior: 

Panic, The Moth, The Poker Night, Primary Colors, and Blanche‟s Chair on the 

Moon, Williams wrote an outline of the play in a letter to Audrey Wood. At this 

early stage, Williams knew the climax but not the ending: 

There is a violent scene at the end of which he takes her by force. There 
are at least three possible ends. One, Blanche simply leaves—with no 

destination. Two, goes mad. Three, throws herself in front of a train in the 
freight-yards, the roar of which has been an ominous under-tone 
throughout the play.173 

 
As Williams generated multiples drafts, there are two incorporated memories that 

refute the general reading of Blanche as a sexually promiscuous wanton who goes 
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insane.174 First, there is no evidence that Williams ever considered Blanche a 

whore or nymphomaniac. Second, as Williams progresses from draft to draft, he 

eliminates wording that confirms Blanche‘s madness as a reality.175 Reading the 

drafts of Streetcar as incorporated memories supports an anti-normative reading 

of the character of Blanche.176 

 The multiplicity suggested by a refocus on incorporated memory 

undoubtedly complicates the seeming straightforwardness of how acting choices 

fit into a production history of Streetcar. Sam Staggs devotes his entire book 

When Blanche Met Brando to this kind of recovery of the contradictory memories 

surrounding Streetcar. Instead of attempting a linear history, Staggs collects 

anecdotes, gossip, and contradictions to work through the ―tangled meshwork‖ of 

Williams‘s most iconically remembered play.177 This collection of contradictory 

perspectives captures the complexity of reading anecdotes. For example, Staggs 
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recalls a moment when producer Irene Selznick suggested a change to the 

climactic rape scene: 

―The change,‘‖ [Selznick] said, ―involved no dialogue and only a few 
seconds… Blanche puts up a fight, falters, and he carries her to the bed. I 
felt that she would be destroyed more completely if, after resisting, she 

began to respond and then he changed course and repulsed her. It would be 
her fatal humiliation…Gadge vetoed it…in language ripe enough to shock 

me and amuse Tennessee.‖178 
 

This anecdote describes the sense of collaboration through trial and error. Because 

Staggs is not interested in an authoritative coverage of Streetcar, he documents 

the contradictions as part of Williams‘s complex approach to his characters and 

the challenges they presented to actors unfamiliar with his emergent style of 

playwriting. Although it is possible to read Staggs via inscription, an incorporated 

reading of Staggs reveals how conflicting pieces of testimony can exist in a single 

work without the need for consensus. 

Furthermore, the inscription of Kazan‘s Streetcar serves as a clear example 

of how realism connects with masculinity to reinforce stability concerning 

realistic gender roles. At the time, Harold Clurman seemed interested in 

professing Kazan‘s interpretation as ―the triumph of Stanley with the collusion of 

the audience… This is natural because Miss Tandy is fragile without being 

touching.‖179 What Clurman proposes as a cultural misreading of the text has over 

time become part of how scholars such as Nancy Tischler read the text: 

We know that [Stanley] is the one adapted to the twentieth century. Like 
the imagery in The Glass Menagerie, we see that electricity is replacing 
candles, that realism is trumping romanticism. Blanche may insist that the 

poker party is nothing but a gathering of apes, but we realize that it is also 
the image of twentieth-century man—seven-card stud. Her brand of 
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gentility has been dealt out.180 
 

Although Tischler goes on to complicate this reading with feminist and queer 

revisions, the male Stanley still fundamentally represents the real and the female 

Blanche represents the fantastic. As noted in my introduction, Lant‘s critique of 

the rape in ―A Streetcar Named Misogyny‖ is based on ideological distortions. I 

argue that this reading stems more from misogynistic cultural inscription of the 

text than incorporated memories from the production.181 In other words, a 

simplification of the inscribed reading of Kazan‘s production, promoted by 

inscribed scholarship, views Stanley as the winner because he lives in a real male 

world of truth and Blanche as the loser because she creates a fake world built on 

feminine lies. This clarification, although continually complicated by historians, 

values inscription rather than integrating incorporated memories that have the 

potential to upset traditional gender roles. 

A focus on evidence that points toward incorporated rather than inscribed 

memories would refocus the narrative of the production history away from the 

inscription of stabilized gender roles and back toward Williams‘s androgynous 

construction of his characters. This distinction may seem trivial, but the motives 

of the historian in this case are extremely important. Connerton turns to habit-

memory as an intervention against inscription:  

Bodily practices of a culturally specific kind entail a combination of 

cognitive and habit-memory. The appropriate performance of the 
movement contained in the repertoire of the group not only reminds the 
performers of systems of classification which the group holds to be 

important; it requires also the exercise of habit-memory. In the 
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performances explicit classifications and maxims tend to be taken for 
granted to the extent that they have been remembered as habits.182 

 
Once familiar with the concept of habit-memory, it should be apparent to both 

historian and reader that inscription is a means of codifying ideological power 

into a reaffirmation of stabilized dramatic form and gender roles.  

The phenomenon of Brando‘s Stanley dominating Tandy‘s Blanche relies 

on the dominance of realism as the inscribed meaning of the text. When 

considering Tandy as Blanche, Staggs proposes the elimination of Tandy‘s ―older, 

elocutionary acting brought over from England‖ by Kazan and Brando‘s 

preference for Method Acting.183 Throughout performances, Tandy expressed 

dislike for Brando‘s penchant for feeling the moment, when he would change 

blocking, inflection, and character based on how he felt.184 The bulk of the 

evidence may suggest a shift in acting styles from Tandy‘s British conventions to 

Brando‘s method, but Stagg‘s phrasing of this event stabilizes Brando‘s 

domination of Tandy that mirrors Stanley‘s domination of Blanche: ―As the 

embodiment of Method Acting, he destroyed Tandy‘s brand of stagecraft night 

after night before her eyes.‖185 When Brando calls Tandy‘s performance ―shrill,‖ 

this questioning of gender roles relies on the normative need to frame Blanche as 

fake by equating the female gender with deception.186 
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But Tandy‘s Blanche was not read by all audience members as weak. 

Elinor Hughes, in response to the preview in Boston, had only supportive words 

for Tandy‘s performance: ―There seem no words adequate to describe the 

remarkable performance by Jessica Tandy as the tragic Blanche, for this is really 

superb, imaginative, and illuminating acting… The play is largely hers, but the 

other performances are most excellent.‖187 This single example of Hughes reading 

Tandy shows how incorporation can defy the dominance of misogynistic readings 

while still asserting the normative notion of tragedy. Somewhere in memory, 

canonization creates a mingled knot of normative distortion.  

In contrast to the cultural inscription of Tandy‘s fake Blanche, Brando‘s 

realistic Stanley confirms the dominance of his masculinity as realer than Tandy‘s 

illusion: 

Though numerous actors have since played the part, Brando remains 
forever etched in memory, the embodiment of American malehood, and 
Kowalski is probably the most famous male figure in modern drama. 

Doubtless at this moment Brando‘s Korean counterpart is playing the role 
in whatever passes at the Seoul Repertory Company for a torn t-shirt.188 

 
However, there exists incorporated evidence that counters the canonized reading 

of Stanley. In contrast to this uber-masculine reading of Brando‘s Stanley, some 

read his performance as suggesting gay or bisexual undertones. Rumors that 

Brando was bisexual were circulating at the time.189 When Williams wrote about 
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the ambiguous sexuality of Brick, the male lead in Cat, he crafted the character 

based on Brando‘s ambiguous masculinity: ―I now believe that, in the deeper 

sense, not the literal sense, Brick is homosexual with a heterosexual adjustment: a 

thing I‘ve suspected of others, such as Brando, for instance.‖190 Eric Bentley also 

reads the ambiguous nature of Brando‘s sexuality as impacting the role: ―On the 

whole Marlon Brando‘s performance was just a tour de force: a rather feminine 

actor over-interpreting a masculine role.‖191 These counter-memories show that 

the interpretation of Brando‘s performance as the embodiment of American 

masculinity was not universal amongst 1950s audiences. Returning to 

incorporated memories may be the only way to disrupt the stabilized gender roles 

in Streetcar. 

When historians privilege inscribed memories over incorporated memory, 

narratives rely too much on critical opinion and lose the analysis of live 

embodiment—the very thing that separates a production of a play from its text, a 

novel, a film, or a television series. Connerton phrases this as:  

Whether they were writing about their own times, or about distant 
cultures, it is this political commitment of these major figures of the 

historical school which imparts to their work the sense that, in 
constructing a canon of historical research, they are both participating in 

the formation of a political identity and giving shape to the memory of a 
particular culture.192  
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If canonization domesticates minoritarian identities, then the historian must 

overemphasize incorporation to counterbalance inscription.  

When critics assume Brando‘s and Tandy‘s performances as ―correct‖ 

interpretations because of the production‘s immense success, they ignore the 

possibility that neither Brando nor Tandy was creating a definitive version of the 

character, if such a thing is even possible. In his Memoirs, Brando suggests that 

―Jessica and I were both miscast, and between us we threw the play out of 

balance.‖193 In addition, it seems plausible that audiences were misreading the 

play. In a letter to Kazan before rehearsals started, Williams tries to ―clarify‖ his 

characters: ―I think [Streetcar‘s] best quality is its authenticity or its fidelity to 

life. There are no ‗good‘ or ‗bad‘ people. Some are a little better or a little worse 

but all are activated more by misunderstanding than malice.‖194 Both sides of this 

canonized reading—the audience‘s collusion with Stanley to dominate Blanche 

and a generalized reading of Blanche as the victim of an oppressive society—do 

not connect with incorporated memories that suggest an understanding among 

theatrical practitioners that both the characters and the casting were atypical. 

What an inscribed history of Streetcar focused on canonical interpretations misses 

is the possibility that critics and audiences might have misread the anti-normative 

components of both the text and the production. Underneath the normative 

inscription, there is a final problem that stems from canonization: the need to 

determine authorial intention. 
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After integrating incorporated memories about dramatic form and 

character construction, this final production counter-history of Kazan‘s Cat 

focuses on the ability for counter-memories to destabilize authorial intention. 

Albert J. Devlin frames Kazan‘s Cat as successful because Williams was able to 

adapt his poetic style to theatrical conventions:  

Williams combined far-flung sources to realize the plantation household of 
the Pollitts, but pointed references to people and places in Clarksdale, 

Mississippi, and Williams‘s own familiarity with the region, suggest its 
formative role in Cat...This is a key distinction for Williams‘s attempt to 

write within the Broadway canons of domestic realism.195  
  

Undoubtedly, on the surface Cat appears to be Williams‘s most naturalistic play: it 

involves one location, continuous time, and the appearance of real characters 

participating in a realistic action.196 Devlin also asserts, as causation would 

suggest, that Williams returned to a more realistic dramatic form because he 

departed from realism too much with Camino Real, which directly preceded 

Cat.197 

To understand the need for a more thorough questioning of the historian‘s 

desire to determine authorial intention, I briefly turn to incorporated memories 
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from Camino Real as a study of how canonical inscription dominates 

incorporation. Even Lemuel Ayers‘ overly realistic set could not naturalize the 

abstract, symbolic poetry of Camino Real, which Williams wrote between 

Streetcar and Cat. After facing his most negative reviews at that point, Williams 

wrote letters to several critics asking for advice about how to proceed after 

Camino Real‘s failure. Walter Kerr‘s response confirms the realistic imperative 

implied by Devlin‘s causality and documents how Kerr attempts to steer Williams 

away from non-realism: 

What terrifies me about Camino Real is not what you want to say but the 

direction in which you, as an artist, are moving… What makes you an 
artist of the first rank is your intuitive grit for penetrating reality, without 

junking reality in the process: an intuitive artist starts with the 
recognizable surface of things and burrows in.198 
 

Kerr emphatically guides Williams in the direction of realism, where canonization 

would lead, while discouraging the more experimental nature of his previous 

works. Kerr attempts to signify this break through a convoluted argument that 

foregrounds realism as a mandatory signifier of success: 

Somehow or other the artist in our time feels that he cannot become more 
profound without first becoming more abstract—that deeper truths lie only 

in more rational, more circuitous methods. Of course we have to break 
with the monotonous and prosaic ―literal‖ realism of our stage; of course 

we have to find poetic means… But poetic means are not abstract means; 
breaking with ―literal‖ realism does not mean breaking with the realistic 
surface altogether.199 

 
Kerr‘s letter shows the resistance that Williams felt from critics in response to the 

overt non-realism of Camino. On the surface, this resistance would support a 

reading of Cat as intentionally realistic.  
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As a piece of incorporated memory, Kerr‘s letter signifies the biggest 

challenge regarding reading the stability of realism during this period. Realism 

was a political necessity for theatrical artists that could determine the fate of a 

production based on the critics‘ support. Kerr asserts, in opposition to the pre-

existing forms of expressionism and symbolism, the newly emerging forms of 

absurdism and epic theatre, and the later forms of post-modern drama that the 

dramatic poet must find poetic means to operate within surface reality. However, 

there exist incorporated memories that suggest that Cat was not always read as 

realistic by those involved in the production, and much can be gained by 

examining how the production destabilized the realistic imperative inscribed by 

Kerr and Devlin. 

Aside from the causal history that Devlin constructs, there is little 

incorporated evidence that suggests that Williams followed Kerr‘s advice. As he 

would with several other plays, Williams began with a short story, ―Three Players 

of a Summer Game,‖ which Margaret Bradham Thornton dates October 1, 1951 

in Williams‘s notebooks—before the failure of Camino Real.200 Rather than 

adapting his process to write within the canon of domestic drama, which seems an 

unlikely filter given the consistencies in process when comparing Williams‘s 

exploratory drafts, Williams was just continuing his brand of exploratory 

revisions to create androgynous dramatic form and characters.  

What seems more likely is that critics analyze Cat as Williams at his most 

realistic because of the production‘s immense commercial appeal. An inscribed 
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reading of Williams‘s ―Notes for the Designer‖ would imply Williams‘s intentions 

as author, in opposition to Devlin‘s and Kerr‘s realistic interpretation: 

The set should be far less realistic than I have so far implied in this 
description of it. I think the walls below the ceiling should dissolve 
mysteriously into air; the set should be roofed by the sky, stars and moon 

suggested by traces of milky pallor, as if they were observed through a 
telescope lens out of focus.201 

 
When Williams tries to describe his nonrealistic vision for Cat, he opposes the 

limitations of domestic realism; he does not manipulate his style to fit within the 

limitations of critics‘ and audiences‘ expectations.202 A traditional production 

history would argue for or against Williams‘s intention for Cat to be realistic or 

nonrealistic, depending on whether the historian believes Williams followed 

Kerr‘s advice. However, an incorporated reading of this memory in relation to the 

remaining incorporated memories in this chapter shows how multiple memories 

can combine to question the value of reducing all of the contradictory elements of 

a production to a single authoritative reading. 

Williams was not alone in perceiving Cat‘s androgynous form, even 

before its production. In these early years, Williams‘s first line of defense was 

Audrey Wood, who would tell him if and when a script was ready to be shown to 

directors. Her memories of the initial draft of Cat bring up two important ideas: 

In this version, if you had a scene between Brick and Maggie, the first 

scene would be written from Brick‘s point of view. Then you‘d turn a page 
and there would be the same scene from Maggie‘s point of view.203 
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Thus, the initial draft, which Wood read in Rome in 1954, would not have been 

realistic, but inspired by a conflict of subjectivities. Wood also notes in her initial 

critique that Williams needed to write a third act. In this early draft, Williams‘s 

play ended with the revelation of Big Daddy‘s cancer. Only based on Wood‘s 

advice did Williams begrudgingly write a third act.204 Wood‘s memories, which 

contradict Devlin‘s and Kerr‘s inscription of Cat, show how incorporated 

memories can upset authorial intention. 

Kazan was also questioning the boundaries of realism in his staging of 

Cat. Memories of the play that frame Kazan‘s production as entirely realistic have 

to ignore incorporated evidence. In her coverage of Kazan‘s Cat, Brenda Murphy 

emphasizes Kazan‘s decidedly nonrealistic interpretation: 

As Kazan noted in a later interview, the conventions of representational 
realism were so entrenched in the Broadway theatre of the fifties that 

foregrounding the production‘s theatricality to the extent of having the 
characters address the audience directly had been considered anathema for 
many years… Kazan‘s pride in this rejection of realistic convention and 

his continuing interest in subjectifying theatrical experience were evident 
in an interview he gave in the sixties.205 

 
Set firmly between Kazan‘s intentional non-realism and Williams‘s supposed 

realism, Mielziner designed the set keeping in mind the assumed contradictions in 

style: 

[Mielziner] devised a raked floor jutting out into the audience beyond the 

proscenium, which angled the set and freed it from the verticality of the 
proscenium. To complete the feeling, the floated ceiling overhead reversed 

the angle of the floor and took the eye to the rear of the stage…Jo 
designed nonexistent walls that were broken by strips of material hung to 
look like the columns of a Southern mansion. Behind them he placed a 
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drop onto which he projected jalousies, moonlight, fireworks, and a 
storm.206 

 
As Kazan more overtly acknowledged the subjectivity of Williams‘s characters, 

Mielziner designed his set to emphasize non-realism. These incorporated 

memories suggest that the original production of Cat was interpreted by theatrical 

practitioners who understood the production as not merely a questioning of 

realism, but a questioning of theatrical conventions that divide modern genre into 

a binary. 

Historians also invoke authorial intention when considering Cat as either 

homophobic or promoting a gay agenda. Foster Hirsch‘s homophobic inscription 

of Cat, published in 1979, suggests how assigning any authorial intention to 

Williams has the potential to reduce the text to an affirmation of canonical 

ideology:  

In its shifty and evasive treatment of Brick‘s possible homosexuality, Cat 
is clearly a pre-gay liberation play in which the possibility that a character 

might be ―that way‖ is enough to give him a nervous breakdown. The play 
offers a grim choice to the actual or potential homosexual: he can either 

kill himself or drink himself into a stupor.207  

 

In response to the critics‘ dismissal of Brick‘s homosexuality as inappropriate for 

a male lead, Michael Paller questions Williams‘s creation of Brick as a stand-in 

for Williams‘s gay identity, normalized because of Brick‘s heterosexual 

relationship with Maggie: 
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The problem Williams built into Cat with his failure to clarify the nature 
of Brick‘s sexuality and his feelings about it has provided critics with 

endless opportunities to engage in enthusiastic spadework, much of which 
has more to do with the political imperatives of their own time and place 

than with Williams or with Williams‘s concerns and experiences as a 
human being and an artist.208 
 

The reading of Cat as an exploration of gay identity has become more accepted as 

gay identity itself has become more accepted; what was deemed an abnormality or 

a disease at the time of Cat‘s writing has transitioned over time into an acceptable 

challenge facing contemporary male sexuality.209 

While scholars question Williams‘s ―intended‖ attitude towards 

homosexuality, the production was filled with artists who understood and 

sympathized with the societal oppression that homosexuals faced. In his memoir, 

Kazan cites an experience where he had sex with a woman while Williams had 

sex with a man in the same room.210 Ben Gazzara connects his portrayal of Brick 

with memories of his gay brother, who remained closeted until his sixties. 

Gazzara remembers: ―In those days you couldn‘t be open about homosexuality on 

Broadway. It would not sell. So Tennessee clouded the matter masterfully.‖211 
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Gazzara‘s memories confirm a reading of the play as manipulated for commercial 

success, but Williams was stretching the limitations of sexual embodiment, rather 

than adapting to conventions.212 Both Kazan‘s and Gazzara‘s memories about gay 

identity would be considered with suspicion in a production history not interested 

in incorporated memory. As incorporated memories, Kazan‘s and Gazzara‘s 

perspectives about homosexuality disrupt the canonized perspective, which 

imposes homophobic realism onto Cat as Williams‘s authorial intention. 

Incorporated memories also decenter the authorial ideologies underlying 

Cat‘s third act controversy. When Williams published Cat for the first time, he 

published two third acts. After the two different endings, Williams left the 

following in his note of explanation: 

The gist of [Kazan‘s] reservations can be listed as three points: one, he felt 
that Big Daddy was too vivid and important a character to disappear from 

the play except as an offstage cry after the second act curtain; two, he felt 
that the character of Brick should undergo some apparent mutation as a 
result of the virtual vivisection that he undergoes in this interview with his 

father in Act Two. Three, he felt that the character of Margaret, while he 
understood that I sympathized with her and liked her myself, should be, if 

possible, more clearly sympathetic to an audience.213 
 

Williams‘s ending, which lacks a change in Brick and leaves Big Daddy offstage, 

supports a more ambiguous gender identity, whereas the Broadway ending, 

written as a concession to Kazan‘s reservations, conforms more to 

heteronormative ideas of reconciliation and change. Williams would prefer the 
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more ambiguous ending until he revised the ending for the 1974 revival starring 

Elizabeth Ashley.214 

The critical inscription surrounding the third act controversy pits 

Williams‘s text against Kazan‘s direction, attempting to discover whose authorial 

meaning was more important. On December 30, 1954, Williams and Arthur Miller 

wrote a letter to Bert McCord of the New York Herald Tribune, taking offense at 

the following insinuation made by Eric Bentley regarding Elia Kazan‘s 

contributions to their texts: 

We are told that Mr. Kazan was virtually co-author of A Streetcar Named 

Desire and Death of a Salesman, even to the extent of changing the 
character of the leading persons; it is arguable that both plays would have 

failed without his changes.215 
 

Criticism that equates Kazan to coauthor of Williams‘s plays emerged from this 

rumor. In a response to a letter threatening a lawsuit, Bentley‘s ―apology‖ to Irene 

Selznick is to cite the definition of ―virtually‖ as meaning ―in effect, but not in 

fact.‖216 Kazan‘s response to Bentley‘s allegations is: 

This is nonsense. The question remains: Is directing a creative art or is it 
merely the technique of an interpreter?... Naturalism has been made 
irrelevant… Theatre as an event of the free fancy, one that involves its 

audience totally in a flight of the imagination, will exist and I believe 
become less ―realistic…217 
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The fuel that Bentley added to circulating questions of authorship at the time 

contributed to the strain on the working relationship between Williams and Kazan. 

Williams clearly perpetuated a narrative that Kazan forced him to concede to the 

changes; Kazan remembers asking Williams the week before Cat opened if he 

wanted to switch the ending back to his original.218 Kazan also notes that the 

Dramatists Guild would have gotten involved if Kazan had actually rewritten 

anything in Streetcar or Cat. 

But Kazan also makes clear in his memoirs that he understood Williams 

was writing these plays in a style different from Broadway conventions. As Kazan 

remembers his working relationship with Williams, he emphasizes an idealized 

connection: ―Our union, immediate on first encounter, was close but 

unarticulated; it endured for the rest of his life. How did it happen? Possibly 

because we were both freaks.‖219 When considering Williams‘s experiences as a 

homosexual, Kazan supposes how difficult this must have been during the societal 

oppression of the 1940s and 1950s: 

What a struggle it must have been for Tennessee to face his homosexuality 
in a society where it was thought shameful. There had to have been an 

early anguish in his way of life and a separation from the ―normal‖ society 
around him. There was no gay movement then, and his sexual orientation 

must have made him feel what I felt all through my teens, an outsider. Was 
that why we understood each other so well?220 
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The claims that Kazan normalized, edited, and fixed Williams‘s plays seem 

distant from Kazan‘s memories.221 In regard to authorial intention, the traditional 

production history would pit Williams‘s meaning as author against Kazan‘s 

meaning as director, assuming that either assuming that both could be reduced to 

a universally read inscription or by proposing a winner among two easily 

differentiated meanings. 

  Once more, incorporating practices suggests the futility of establishing 

normative concepts as idealistic goals for production histories. As the production 

was contributed to and read differently by minoritarian individuals, there can 

never be an inscription of the production that represents the multiplicity of 

interpretations that coexisted for any historical event. Canonical inscription can 

only lead to the stability of authorial intention by supposing a stable genre and 

characters. In contrast, incorporation, because it points to lived experience, avoids 

the pitfalls associated with reading a production as a mouthpiece for a single 

author‘s intention. 

While this debate remains a central concern for remembering Kazan‘s Cat, 

the conflict between playwright and director as the sole controller of meaning is 

notable here to identify how Bentley‘s criticism manipulates rather than alleviates 

the complex nature of Kazan and Williams‘s working relationship.222 When 
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historians draw either consciously or unconsciously from Bentley‘s suppositions, 

the official history becomes bogged down by questions of authorial intention, 

rather than admitting that the creation of a play requires both the author and the 

director to contribute meanings, alongside a host of actors, designers, and 

audience members. Incorporated memories allow space for the multiple 

perspectives of different kinds of theatrical participants to coexist, rather than 

normatively reducing a production to a single person‘s intended meaning. 

Incorporated memories from audience members also have the potential to 

destabilize authorial intention. For example, a letter written by John Myers, an art 

dealer and longtime companion of director Herbert Machiz, includes anti-

normative interpretations of the production.223 Writing personally to Williams, 

Myers initially connects the play to French poetry: 

This play reminded me of the 18th century French theatre. Just as I said to 
you that Camino seemed to me all of modern French poetry…so I think 
you returned to something like Racine in Cat. Does this seem farfetched? I 

don‘t think so.224 
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Then, Myers complicates his neoclassical reading by drawing connections to 

Greek drama: 

This classic atmosphere is of course heightened by the presence of Greek 
columns going across the back, and the classically tragic view of death as 
projected by the father‘s horror of death and his regret that he did not 

fulfill himself. The whole of the second act seemed Sophoclean—the 
father and son duel. 225  

 
At the same time, Myers critiques Mielziner‘s set and Kazan‘s direction as 

misreadings of the play: 

I would have preferred real doors and windows. The poetry is in the play. 
We need nothing more than a naturalistic set….The final scene (as staged 
not written) struck me as false. A broken hero cannot be mended so easily. 

If the truth has been inexorably told (as it is) throughout the play—how 
would this half dead young man suddenly make this gesture of love?226 

 
Myers jumps from Racine to Sophocles to naturalism, showing a facility with 

conflicting genres during a period that historians often read through the lens of 

modernistic singularity. As Myers does not hesitate to draw comparisons that 

conflate the binaries of poetry and realism as well as classical and modern 

perspectives, his reflection on the production, read as an incorporated memory, 

shows the importance of questioning authorial intention, as he makes connections 

of which Williams himself might not have been aware. 

As a piece of evidence that has survived in the archive, free from 

inscription, Myers‘s letter illustrates several important contributions to 

understanding how Cat was being read by someone not interested in promoting 

the play commercially. If inscription assumes that the text can be singular and the 

intentions of the author can be reduced to a single interpretation, then 
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incorporation deconstructs authorial intention and replaces it with the 

collaboration between multiple perspectives. Any reduction of the complexity of 

the reading of Cat, in terms of genre or sexuality, for the sake of a coherent 

history reduces Kazan‘s production via realistic distortions. What is clear is that 

both audiences and critics were confused about the genre and characters of Cat, 

and that confusion cannot be resolved by a production history that assesses 

evidence as inscription. 

In these production counter-histories of Dowling‘s Menagerie and Kazan‘s 

Streetcar and Cat, incorporating memories consistently disrupt stabilized genre, 

character decorum, and authorial intention. A focus on incorporating memories 

also distinguishes the stability of the Hollywood films in opposition to the 

comparative instability of the Broadway productions. As the larger coverage of 

the films is another narrative, I focus here only on the major differences in how 

the three original films misread, distort, and obscure oppressed identity. The 

commercial success of these Hollywood revisions reframes the nonconformist 

elements of Williams‘s texts into an easily consumable coherency. 

 The first film of Menagerie distorted many elements of Williams‘s text. As 

Williams was still experimenting with form and had little power to stand up for 

his narrative, it is unsurprising that Hollywood director Irving Rapper misread the 

text by inserting an ending where Laura ends up with another Gentleman Caller 

and, as Maurice Yacowar describes, ―alter[ing] the material to enhance Laura‘s 

normalcy.‖227 Additional scenes from the film include Laura at the Business 
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School, Amanda at the market, and Tom and Jim at the warehouse. Although 

Williams experimented with happier endings and multiple locations in his drafts, 

he abandoned these impulses in the published versions of the playtext. The 

expansion to multiple locations manipulates the characters‘ oppressed identity, 

which is shown by their isolation in the apartment, so that they fit more easily into 

normal society. By extending the story beyond the Wingfields‘ apartment, Rapper 

corrects the darker, unconventional elements of the play for Hollywood 

audiences. 

 The film version of Streetcar was also altered to match the expectations of 

Hollywood audiences.228 From the beginning, Kazan and Williams fought to save 

the essence of the play from censorship. Given the strictures imposed on films at 

the time, it is actually surprising how much sexuality remained. The censorship of 

the Streetcar film shows the distance between what was happening in American 

culture and how this culture was depicted in cinema. On screen, there had never 

been a bathroom; a rape; or a character like Blanche read in such a polarizing 

manner, as either a tragic heroine or a nymphomaniac prostitute. 

 The two major alterations to the film with a direct relationship to 

oppressed identity are the elimination of Allen Gray‘s homosexuality and the 

revisions of the ending. The censor Joseph Breen, working closely with the 

Catholic Legion of Decency, suggested a change in Gray‘s homosexuality because 

it is not relevant or central to the script. Thus, its deletion kept Gray‘s suicide 

informing Blanche‘s descent into madness, but completely eliminates the effect of 

the memory of Gray‘s gay identity on Blanche. The revision of the ending also 
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suggests the normalization of Williams‘s androgynous incorporation. As Kazan 

and Williams fought to keep the rape, Breen decided that Stanley needed to be 

punished, with Stella taking the baby away and vowing never to return. However, 

the crux of the play involves Blanche‘s banishment from the Kowalski household, 

and Stella deciding to believe Stanley‘s truth over Blanche‘s delusions. Williams 

includes a final moment in the published playscript where he makes Stella‘s 

decision, which is based predominantly on sexual desire, evident by Stanley 

fumbling at Stella‘s blouse.229 The Catholic Legion‘s desire to punish Stanley 

changed the impact to such an extent that it reaffirms Stanley as villain and 

Blanche as victim. 

Incorporated memories reveal the importance of these revisions in relation 

to oppressed identity. Kim Hunter, who played Stella in both the Broadway 

production and the film, remembers her reactions to these changes in a lecture for 

the New York Public Library in 1997:  

Unfortunately, certain compromises had to be made, changing the play to 

the film version, because of the times. And Tennessee and Gadge made 
two basic compromises, because the film wouldn‘t have been made if it 
hadn‘t. And it hurt both of them deeply. And actually if you don‘t know 

the play, when you see the film, you don‘t fully understand Blanche‘s deep 
sense of guilt when her young husband committed suicide because at that 

time, 1951, even the concept of homosexuality could not be touched on 
screen.230 
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Hunter‘s incorporated memories assert the strong reaction of the theatrical artists 

who were associated with the play in production to the normative revisions of the 

film: ―Williams left town immediately. Vivien said, ‗You mean I have to say you 

disgust me, because you‘re a poet.‘ It‘s crazy.‖231 To this memory, Hunter‘s 

audience at the lecture responded with laughter. During a question and answer 

session, Hunter also put forward her opinion that Stella‘s actions in the final scene 

of the film were untrue to her sense of the character: ―She wouldn‘t leave him. 

The relationship would not have been the same, but she would never leave 

him.‖232 An inscribed reading of these memories might assert that Hunter‘s words 

correlated to Williams‘s and/or Kazan‘s intentions, constructing a stable center 

which values these memories as the correct interpretations. But an incorporated 

reading of Hunter‘s memories focuses on the impact of normative censorship to 

normalize oppressed identity. 

 In a similar way, the changes to the end of Richard Brooks‘s film version 

of Cat distort incorporated memories from Kazan‘s production. In the third act, 

the action is relocated to the basement, with Big Daddy focused on his descent 

into cancer, which is explored by long conversations during which Brick comes to 

terms with losing his father. This makes narrative sense, in that it connects 

Williams‘s ending back to the important characters of Big Daddy and Brick, but it 

reduces the ambiguity of oppressed identity present in the play. In the final 

moments, Paul Newman‘s Brick sexually dominates Elizabeth Taylor‘s Maggie, 

asserting a return to stable gender roles. Both of the published endings are less 
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heteronormative than the film ending. In one, the pair begin to have sex, but with 

Maggie taking charge and Brick passively submitting. In the other, Brick and 

Maggie‘s final interaction is a confrontation of wills that is not resolved. 

 When R. B Palmer analyses Brooks‘s film version of Cat, he asserts that 

Brooks‘s revisions both stayed true to the intentions of the play and also corrected 

some of the flaws in Williams‘s text: ―Produced for mass audiences, the films 

presumably offer Williams‘s intentions only in a distorted or diluted form.‖233 I 

emphasize Palmer‘s assessment of the superiority of the film to the play because 

his language reveals the normative desire to reread the text through traditional 

gender roles: ―The play ends ambiguously, but on the verge of a supremely 

melodramatic resolution. Through Brick‘s apparent transformation, Cat comes 

close to celebrating the social importance of heterosexual coupling.‖234 Based on 

the memories surrounding the creation of Kazan‘s Cat and the ambiguity of 

sexuality in Williams‘s other works, it is difficult to accept a film version of Cat 

ending with a celebration of compulsory heterosexuality. Palmer also implies that 

the film fixes the ambiguity of the play: ―In the service of a quite conservative 

agenda, the ambiguities of Williams‘s original are in these ways simplified.‖235 

Perhaps Palmer‘s critique of Williams‘s confusing ambiguities is warranted, but 

incorporated memories from Kazan‘s production contradict the dominant 

inscription of Brooks‘s film. 
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 Audiences who trust the inscription of the films over the incorporation of 

the productions lose the potential of anti-normative questioning to recover 

oppressed identities. Williams had little control over the film versions of his plays 

after selling them to the studios for substantial sums of money. Once Hollywood 

controlled the stories, they were free to manipulate the outcomes. Beyond the 

distortions of the texts, the other distortion that happened—the more pernicious 

distortion—is the assumed realism of the films, because of the ability to locate the 

action within a real building, which used more realistic props and furniture than 

Dowling‘s and Kazan‘s productions. The conventional realism of the films 

dominates memories of the unconventional staging of the productions. 

Regardless of the critics‘ framing of the productions as exemplifying 

realism via the emergence of Method Acting, there is evidence that Williams, 

Dowling, Kazan, and Mielziner understood that these plays were not 

conventional, in contrast to the censorship of anti-normative elements during 

these film adaptations. Once the plays achieved commercial success, critics and 

scholars interested in framing both production and text as examples of canonical 

authority have either missed or ignored the incorporated memories that suggest 

the initial productions were explorations of oppressed identities. Incorporated 

memories recover how these productions provide strategies to destabilize societal 

oppression by questioning the stability of dramatic form, character construction, 

and authorial intention. Consequently, incorporation is the foundation of these 

production counter-histories—the first step in exploring how embodied memory 

counters the normative histories of canonized works. 
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Inscribed memories, designated by written texts, seem more stable 

because they appear more intentional; but incorporating practices, which point 

towards embodiment, appear unstable because they are, for the most part, 

unintentional. As Connerton points out, the distinction between incorporation and 

inscription is based on both perspective and interpretation: ―The two codes 

needed for speaking and then for reading combine together at a time when mental 

resources are still extremely malleable, so that the acts of reading and writing 

become an unconscious reflex.‖236 In many cases, the memories in a production 

history are all written down, but they are not necessarily all inscribed practices. 

For Connerton, this distinction depends on which mode of thinking dominates the 

memory:  

A hesitancy is bound to arise as soon as these distinctions have been made. 
For it is certainly the case that many practices of inscription contain an 

element of incorporation, and it may indeed be that no type of inscription 
is at all conceivable without such an irreducible incorporating aspect.237  
 

The difference between reading memories as either inscribed or incorporated 

requires both thoughtful selection of ephemeral moments and careful examination 

to counterbalance inscription, as shown in these three production counter-

histories.  

Returning to Diana Taylor‘s discussion of the importance of the repertoire 

reveals how the difficulties of a memory-based production history are worth the 

complication. Taylor‘s focus on performative memory reminds theater scholars 

that live memories are pieces of evidence just as important as inscribed critical 

opinion: 
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Embodied memory, because it is live, exceeds the archive‘s ability to 
capture it. But that does not mean that performance—as ritualized, 

formalized, or reiterative behavior—disappears. Performances also 
replicate themselves through their own structures and codes.238  

 
As Taylor theorizes, incorporated acts of embodiment transmit knowledge. Unless 

the historian accepts the incorporated along with the inscribed, the normative will 

always dominant the anti-normative memories of a production. Taylor believes 

that repertoire-based evidence is a style of knowledge central to performances 

studies: ―Performance studies then offers a way of rethinking the canon and 

critical methodologies.‖239 Drawing from Taylor‘s repertoire, these more 

ephemeral, incorporated memories counter canonized inscription. 

This kind of reading is important because it reveals the manipulation of 

evidence that occurs when a production history privileges convention over 

experimentation. By attempting to produce a full reconstruction of a production, a 

traditional production history values empirical reality over actuality—an 

extremely narrow framework for documenting the chaotic nature of creative 

processes. In contrast, a preponderance of evidence read as incorporating 

memories disrupts the stability of canonical inscription. Without a narrative 

interested in revealing this gap, readers a hundred years from now may assume 

that productions of Williams‘s early works were significantly more normative 

than they were. 

In contrast, a more anti-normative production history questions 

inscription, leading to a more honest understanding of how audiences read these 

productions as sites of multiple interpretations, many of which defied the 

                                                 
238

 Taylor, The Archive and the Repertoire, 21. 
239

 Ibid., 27. 



121 
 

 
 

conventions of the times. In some cases, anti-normative memories are merely 

dismissed as unstable pieces of evidence, but more often they are completely 

erased in favor of documenting normative reality. An emphasis on memories as 

constructions, explored more fully in the following chapter, further identifies 

when a production history inscribes hegemony rather than returning to 

incorporated moments of the production in order to document what actually 

happened. 
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Chapter Two 
 

Sites of Memory and the Foreign Premieres (1946-1956) 
 

 When Williams‘s mother, Edwina, remembers the French premiere of 

Streetcar in her memoir, she notes her shock at Jean Cocteau‘s reinterpretation of 

her son‘s text. She describes Cocteau‘s use of pantomimes, which took place 

behind a gauze curtain, that were suggestive of the racially charged atmosphere of 

New Orleans, including a topless ―Negro strip-teaser during the scene where 

Blanche is raped by Stanley.‖ 240 Like his mother, Williams also questioned 

Cocteau‘s production, but in a different sense. While expressing his dislike of 

Cocteau‘s strange choices, Williams felt that Cocteau relied too heavily on 

creating a realistic translation of American degeneracy.241 While Cocteau‘s 

production was not what Williams or his mother viewed as an ideal interpretation 

of Streetcar, these memories highlight the challenges of reading productions of 

Williams‘s canonical texts as examples of American nationalism. Too often, 

nationalism results in a simple comparison with an imagined original, whether the 

revival is American or foreign.  

Cocteau‘s emphasis of the racially diverse landscape of New Orleans 

serves as a counterbalance to the desire to search for a stabilized nationalism. To 
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Edwina, Cocteau‘s choices were bizarre; to Williams, they felt like stereotypes. 

For production histories, the need to determine the correct interpretation becomes 

convoluted, especially when over time multiple readings of every production 

develop. This is one of the benefits of contemporary reconsiderations of Williams: 

they can access multiple productions spanning over decades that create a space for 

questioning. There is always a new production that has a new meaning relevant to 

the new culture and/or period. When a production history implies, even indirectly, 

that a single production‘s interpretation is right or wrong—that it better follows 

Williams‘s intentions, which were too varied to get an accurate picture—the 

production history results in hegemonic canonization, placing a falsely imagined 

hegemonic Williams at the center as the sole origin of meaning. 

The problem of American nationalism affects both American and foreign 

productions. When Phillip Kolin examines the foreign productions of Streetcar, 

he frames the reinterpretations of the Italian, Swedish, and French premieres in 

opposition to his stable construction of Kazan‘s Streetcar: ―Not wanting to 

replicate the work of Kazan and Mielziner, these directors provided new, 

provocative ways of performing Williams‘s play, expanding the script by 

incorporating their own cultural symbols, values, anxieties, and idioms to 

production.‖242 From a historiographical point of view, this style of analysis 

makes sense. But it only works if the historian considers Kazan‘s production of 

Streetcar as a single site of meaning, read similarly by American audiences based 

almost entirely on the production‘s critical inscription. Similarly, one recent 

collection focuses entirely on the relationship between Tennessee Williams and 
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European productions. In his introduction, John Bak frames this relationship as 

reciprocal: 

By tracing this mutual exchange of values and aesthetics, Tennessee 
Williams and Europe: Intercultural Encounters, Transatlantic Exchanges 
hopes to open the debate on how Williams altered the face of American 

theater abroad and changed the way European art is fashioned and 
consumed today…Read collectively, the fifteen articles reveal a systematic 

pattern of artistic idolatry that shaped a playwright who later helped shape 
the political and artistic landscapes of not one but two continents.243 
 

Underneath this problem of nationalism is the assumption that Williams can only 

be correctly interpreted by Americans. This approach to production history 

implies that foreign productions always distort the meaning of an inscribed 

original. 

Following the integration of Connerton‘s incorporating practices to reduce 

the dominance of canonized readings of Menagerie, Streetcar, and Cat, I propose 

the next step in a production counter-history is a thoughtful (re)examination of 

foreign productions that does not automatically situate the Broadway premieres as 

sites of authoritarian meaning. To conduct this (re)examination, I adapt Pierre 

Nora‘s sites of memory to analyze counter-memories from three foreign 

premieres: Luchino Visconti‘s Italian Menagerie, Ingmar Bergman‘s Swedish 

Streetcar, and Peter Brook‘s French Cat. Rather than rely on nationalistic 

inscription, I opt to explore embodied moments from these productions as 

symbolic rather than realistic, making the historical form of these production 

counter-histories mirror Williams‘s androgynous form. This alternative, based on 

the adaptation of sites of memory, values the contributions of foreign productions 

of Williams without re-inscribing them back towards an American center, which 
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happens when the historian privileges unified nationalism over experimental 

form. 

To unpack the difficulties presented by American nationalism for foreign 

productions, I turn to Nora‘s sites of memory. Pierre Nora is French Jewish 

historian, whose celebrated concept lieux de mémoire [sites of memory] has 

become a phenomenon for historians interested in the role of memory. At its core, 

sites of memory is a sharp critique of the traditional practices of history. In the 

essays that he contributed to his seven volume series, Nora returns to the idea that 

symbolic interpretations create a better sense of what actually happened, whereas 

official histories are reductive and problematic. In his works, Nora also focuses on 

nationality as a problematic construction that molds behavior through revising the 

past.244 As a historian interested in how memory changes the goals of any 

narrative, Nora‘s theories offer contemporary scholars a means to critique and 

reject histories that attempt to tell a single story based on the solidification of 

nationalistic agendas. 

In his seven-volume collection, Pierre Nora (alongside numerous French 

historians) proposes sites of memory as a new kind of history, which escapes the 

challenges facing the construction of contemporary French nationality. In a much 

stronger fashion than Connerton, Nora suggests memory as the opposite of 

history—memory as a means of escaping the limitations imposed by 

nationalistically prescriptive histories: ―It was no longer enough to simply to 

select objects, instead those objects would have to be constructed: in each case 
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one would have to look beyond the historical reality to discover the symbolic 

reality and recover the memory that it sustained.‖245 Although many scholars 

emphasize location as an important component for the 

conceptualization/application of sites of memory, Nora, over the decade of editing 

the French and English collections, conceived of a broad definition of sites that 

included locations along with ―historical figures, monuments and buildings, 

literary and artistic objects, emblems, commemorations, and symbols.‖246 

Although he never directly applies this theory to theater, there are parallels 

between sites of memory as the imaginary construction of which Nora conceives 

and the creative elements of artistic invention involved in the production of a play.  

In the introduction to the English- language version, entitled Realms of 

Memory, which condenses the seven volumes to three, Nora elaborates on sites of 

memory as a form of ―symbolic history,‖ as a reaction against the empirical 

reality associated with traditional histories of France.247 Rather than writing 

history that fixates on reality, Nora focuses his editions of collective narratives on 

the interpretation of symbols. In this fashion, a history of memory does not focus 

on the documentation of real events, but instead contains a narrative about 

searching for how past events affect the present:  

In short, a history that is neither a resurrection nor a reconstitution nor a 

reconstruction nor even a representation but, in the strongest sense, a 
‗rememoriation‘—a history that is interested in memory not as 
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remembrance but as the overall structure of the past within the present: 
history of the second degree.248 

 
Building on the adaptation of Connerton‘s incorporating practices to recover 

embodied memories from Dowling‘s Menagerie and Kazan‘s Streetcar and Cat, 

these three production counter-histories of the foreign premieres foreground how 

Visconti, Bergman, and Brook construct nationality symbolically rather than 

realistically through the act of constructing a production. Yet the construction of 

nationality in these productions is much more complex than the reliance on a 

binary between the ―fake‖ America constructed onstage and the ―real‖ foreign 

nationality of theatrical practitioners, critics, and audiences. Although I maintain 

an emphasis on incorporating practices, I add Nora‘s reimagining of French 

history, which could be extremely valuable to revealing the potential of 

Williams‘s androgynous form to reimagine the construction of nationality both 

inside and outside of America. Consequently, directors such as Visconti, Bergman, 

and Brook must negotiate aesthetic approximations of nationality while 

interpreting these plays for foreign audiences. 

Because my examples in this chapter focus Nora‘s broad conception of 

symbolic history as a means of theorizing the construction of identity in the 

foreign premieres, I combine sites of memory with the theories of constructed 

nationality developed by Benedict Anderson in Imagined Communities. 

Anderson‘s definition of a nation ―is an imagined political community… because 

the member of even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-

members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the 
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image of their communion.‖249 Because of the invention of the novel and the 

newspaper, Anderson considers how new configurations of identity rely on the 

creation of an imagined cultural construct called a nation, and that the idea of 

nation is invented rather than inherited. 

To what Anderson identifies as a relationship between print culture and 

imagined identity, Nora adds a focus on memory as the unstated tool and cultural 

phenomenon through which Anderson‘s constructions function. Thus, history, 

whether concretized in the Eiffel Tower or imagined based on the cultural 

mythology of Joan of Arc, serves as a means of correcting and at times 

prescribing normative identity. Anderson‘s theory of the role of imagination in the 

construction of nationality not only emphasizes the resistance of these foreign 

productions to the distorted cultural memories emanating from the originals; his 

ideas also serve as a means of navigating the transnational nature of identity that 

any foreign production of an American classic faces. For a production counter-

history, the historian considers memories as imagined constructions that 

illuminate the production as an imagined construction as well. When I refer to 

reading a memory symbolically, I mean against a realistic construction of history. 

I perceive my adaptation of Nora‘s symbolic history as an umbrella term that 

points to the oxymoron of its title. In symbolic histories, memories act as symbols 

that distance memories as imagined constructions from reductive assumptions of 

historical reality. 
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In these production counter-histories, nationalism remains a question 

rather than the answer. When a traditional production history suggests that a better 

understanding of nationalism generates a correct reading of the production, 

evidence becomes skewed. In contrast, nationalism is always constructed in any 

production, whether or not the audience (and critics as the stand-ins for 

audiences) believes in the reality of that construction. The conflation of Nora and 

Anderson helps these production counter-histories by questioning the politics that 

reads productions as creating the possibility of stable nationality, rather than 

interpreting every production as failing to achieve this traditional goal of a 

production history. This failure creates a narrative where the exploration of fluid 

nationality mirrors the possibility of meanings, rather than replacing the 

articulation of a single nationality as the solution to the performative problem. In 

this sense, false means normatively distorted. 

In each of the production counter-histories of the foreign premieres, 

Nora‘s symbolic history foregrounds national identity as a construction. Reading 

Visconti‘s Menagerie as symbolic allows a questioning of the text‘s symbolic 

nature in its translation into production; reading Bergman‘s Streetcar as symbolic 

allows further questioning of design and acting choices as translations of the text; 

and reading Brook‘s Cat as symbolic allows further questioning the translation of 

constructed nationality. While perceiving a gap between history and memory, 

Nora believes his ―symbolic history [is] better suited than traditional history to the 

civic and intellectual needs of our time.‖ Moreover, the goal of Nora‘s collection 

of essays in Realms of Memory is ―to pass French identity through a prism, to 
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relate the symbolic whole to its symbolic fragments.‖250 Because these 

productions did not have to struggle against dominant memories of American 

realism, Visconti‘s Menagerie, Bergman‘s Streetcar, and Brook‘s Cat offer a 

chance to highlight the anti-normative elements of these productions symbolically 

to question nationality as a normative concept. 

 The benefits of Nora‘s symbolic approach are useful in reconsidering 

Luchino Visconti‘s Menagerie because of the significant bias that arises when 

critics and historians remember Visconti as part of the post-war neo-realism 

movement in Italy. However, the status of his films, especially La Terra Trema, 

Death in Venice, and Senso, as examples of neo-realism is highly contested. That 

film theorist Geoffrey Nowell-Smith finds it difficult to label any of Visconti‘s 

films as a good example of neo-realism shows just how slippery this 

categorization is.251 When Kolin covers the Italian premiere of Streetcar, he 

makes a case for Visconti‘s use of realism: ―As he did in his films, Visconti read 

Streetcar through a dark, neo-realistic prism.‖252 Kolin frames Visconti‘s use of 

realism when interpreting Streetcar using the concrete examples of Franco 

Zefferelli‘s realistic set; Visconti‘s choice to recreate a lifelike New Orleans; and 

the Italian critical reception, which favored Visconti‘s direction over Kazan‘s. 

Visconti‘s neo-realistic films suggest that his Streetcar was more realistic (and 

would have been interpreted by Italian audiences as more realistic) than Kazan‘s 
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due primarily to the differences between Zefferelli‘s detailed set and Mielziner‘s 

expressionistic set. 

But for Visconti‘s Menagerie, the stable ties to Visconti‘s supposed neo-

realism become less clear. At worst, realistic assumptions distort Visconti‘s 

directorial decisions; at best, they cloud and limit the possibilities of reading 

Visconti‘s directing as contributing to Williams‘s ambiguous dramatic form and 

characters. During this period, Visconti was directing plays of various genres, 

some of which could not be considered within the realm of European neo-realism, 

let alone American realism typified by the Group Theatre. At the same time, 

Visconti‘s interest in American realism is undeniable, as he directed Life with 

Father (1947) and Death of a Salesman (1951).253 However, he also directed Jean 

Anouilh‘s Eurydice (1947), As You Like It (1948), and Vittorio Alfieri‘s Oreste 

(1949), none of which adhered to the conventions of either European or American 

realism. For example, Visconti staged As You Like It as if it was a dream, with a 

set designed by surrealist painter Salvador Dali. Visconti accounts for the 

differences between his artistic desires and the assumptions of Italian critics: 

It is said that by staging Shakespeare‘s As You Like It, I have abandoned 
neo-realism. This impression arose from the style of the décor and of the 

acting, and because of my choice of Salvador Dali. I ask to be forgiven by 
those who like this imprecise terminology. Neo-realism was a point of 
departure; it is now beginning to become a label which somebody has 

stuck on us like a tattoo. And instead of meaning a method of identifying a 
certain moment, it becomes a limit, even a law. Do we already need 

limitations?254 
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In this passage, Visconti pushed against the limitations of realism before he staged 

Streetcar. Consequently, a symbolic history of Visconti‘s Menagerie which 

questions the supposed reality of his theatrical constructions illustrates Visconti‘s 

flexibility to navigate among dramatic genres as he adapted Williams‘s America 

for Italian audiences.255 

It is not surprising that after World War II the European theatrical 

practitioners explored in this chapter drew from Williams‘s constructed America 

to explore the constructed nature of their own nationalities.256 Nora acknowledges 

that contemporary societies question nationality as a means of uniting people: 

―The nation is no longer the unifying framework that defines the collective 

consciousness.‖257 Thus, nations attempt to construct both physical and ephemeral 

sites of memory to unify individuals with a common identity. Sites of memory 

serve as ―the ultimate embodiments of a commemorative consciousness that 

survives in a history which, having renounced memory, cries out for it.‖258 As a 

site of memory, Visconti‘s Menagerie needs a form of production history where 

the construction of nationality, drawing from incorporated memories, allows both 
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historian and reader to challenge assumptions about American and Italian 

dramatic forms. 

 Reading Visconti‘s Menagerie as an anti-nationalistic site of memory 

enables this production counter-history to question neo-realism as Visconti‘s only 

contribution to Italian drama and film. As Italian memories continually imagine 

the strength of Visconti‘s reading of Williams‘s fragile play, their critiques range 

from offhand nationalism to outright attacks on Williams. Alessandro Clericuzio, 

one of the few English sources to assess Visconti‘s Menagerie, sums up the 

critical reception as a misunderstanding: ―Few reviewers, at the time, recognized 

the innovative transcultural effort Visconti was making in his aesthetic activity. 

Most of them simply extolled his genius or blamed him for the same reason.‖259 

Although this assessment of the critical inscription may be true, Clericuzio also 

develops the hypothesis that Menagerie was an experiment which gave Visconti 

strategies that culminated in his realistic interpretation of Streetcar. Clericuzio 

also emphasizes the differences that Italian critics perceived between the Italian 

director and the American playwright: ―The play and its staging met with the 

provincialism of the Italian theater of the era, which led many to believe that 

Williams‘s play was flawed and to mistake its novelty for imperfection.‖260 With 

an attitude focused on critical success, Clericuzio implies that Visconti‘s 

Menagerie is a transcultural misreading by positioning realism as the goal of 

Visconti‘s productions of Williams. 
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 To counter a nationalistic reading of Visconti‘s Menagerie as realistic, a 

symbolic interpretation of the history creates a different narrative. Building on the 

incorporated memories of Dowling‘s Menagerie, a production counter-history of 

the Italian premiere confirms the challenges facing revival productions of 

Menagerie. Gerardo Guerrieri, who served as assistant director and helped with 

the translation, remembers how surprising both he and Visconti found Williams‘s 

text as a poetic example of post-war America: 

In the original text…I was touched by a voice that had a new grace and a 
new strength that I tried to capture. It was an unexpected text—the 
opposite of what we imagined should arrive from there. We never thought 

America the Winner would bring forth such a suffocated cry of 
unhappiness, of loneliness, of huge but unfulfilled desire.261 

 
Guerrieri‘s incorporated memory, read as an imagined construction, suggests a 

disconnect between Italian expectations of American drama and Williams‘s text. 

Read symbolically, Guerrieri‘s memory illustrates a confusion regarding 

preconceptions of nationality as concrete rather than fluid. Visconti‘s Menagerie 

is a site of memory that illustrates how this Italian interpretation of the American 

text operates as an imagined construction rather than a reality. 

What evidence exists that Visconti read Menagerie differently from 

Dowling? Visconti appreciated Williams‘s focus on memories. For an article in Il 

Dramma, Visconti defends the choice to stage American plays: 

About this play—he declares to Drama—[Williams] has been able to 

achieve memories on the stage. And the sad life of a middle-class 
American family. A lame daughter and a mother who does not want to 
recognize this problem and tries in every way to find an accommodation 

for her daughter. She expects that one day there may appear in their home, 
a young man who can marry the girl. He arrives, but is already engaged. 

That‘s all. The story is told by the brother who has a similar function as 
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the Stage Manager in Our Town. The moods are described on a white 
screen and underlined by music related to every memory.‖262  

 
Rather than dismiss Williams‘s use of memory in the text as ―pseudo-poetic,‖ 

which leads many historians and critics to justify Dowling‘s choices to erase the 

more unconventional elements of Williams‘s text, Visconti, in this incorporated 

memory, identifies memory as the point of Menagerie.263 Visconti‘s synopsis also 

shows how the plot translates for Italian audiences, while identifying the text‘s 

disconnection from institutionalized realism. Almost offhandedly, Visconti notes 

Williams‘s use of legends and music as a means of further emphasizing memory. 

When a historian decides what to document about Visconti‘s Menagerie, 

Nora‘s construction of the multiplicity of narrative seems an appropriate filter to 

refocus on the constructed nature of nationalism. Although Nora begins with a 

lengthy explication of the differences between history and memory, he then 

identifies the need to shift to a more integrated narrative. He considers sites of 

memory:  

hybrid places, mutants in a sense, compounded of life and death, of the 
temporal and the eternal. They are like Mobius strips, endless rounds of 
the collective and the individual, the prosaic and the sacred, the immutable 

and the fleeting.264 
  

Nora‘s description may sound tangential, but a production history, without the 

direct eyewitness testimony of the historian, can never be more than a conjecture 

about what happened ephemerally based on a reconsideration of the evidence that 

can be collected. As this evidence always includes multiple subjectivities, the 
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reduction to a single truth will always omit certain perspectives. In contrast to the 

persistent assertion that Nora‘s sites of memory entail the consideration of real, 

physical locations in relation to memory, Nora admits the porousness of this form 

of analysis: ―It is a hermetic excrescence upon the world, defined by its identity 

and summed up by its name but at the same time open to an infinite variety of 

possible other meanings.‖265 Although the evidence itself and the historian‘s 

conjecture concerning reconstruction cannot change, what can change is the 

historian‘s explicitness when describing the infinite meanings of a production by 

acknowledging the constructed narrative of any production history. 

When considering the critical reception of Visconti‘s Menagerie, the 

reviews can be viewed as incorporated, imagined constructions rather than as 

evidence of empirical reality. In L‟Unita, Guerrieri notes that ―three young 

unidentified men booed at the end of Menagerie… according to some, the attack 

was organized by a group of Italian authors.‖266 In Il Tempo, Silvio d‘Amico also 

focuses on the mixed reception amongst the audience:  

It is possible that such things do not please, at least at first glance—never 
to an audience of evil protesters, never to an audience of snobs, whence 

the vivid disagreements this Friday evening accompanied the ending of the 
performance at the Eliseo against the cordial applause of a majority.267  

 
Although it is clear that there was some sort of a conflict during the opening 

night, there is no direct evidence of the impact of nationality on this conflict other 

than the assumptions made by these critics. C. Veneziani goes slightly further in 

separating the American play from the Italian audience: 
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In America, the work was presented for two years, we are told. But they 
do not tell us if the interpretation was downright comical… No, really, it 

was not possible for me to enjoy the interpretation, and I am sorry. Tatiana 
Pavlova has overloaded her character, but has not reached that degree of 

humor that provokes prompt and general hilarity. Pleasantness and 
liveliness, yes; comedy, no. Rina Morelli gave an authentic sorrow to the 
maiden‘s lameness; above all, however, parodying a little of what we 

know that in America the public enjoys—others‘ infirmities—having the 
generous indulgence to laugh at murder victims.268 

 
Rather than assuming that any of these nationalistic responses to Visconti‘s 

Menagerie generate a stable conception of either American or Italian realities, a 

symbolic exploration of these memories suggests that nationality was a contested 

site of identity for Italian audiences struggling with preconceptions about the 

American text. 

 Another connection ignored in all of the English- language sources that 

document Visconti‘s Menagerie is that Visconti was, as Williams was at the time, 

openly homosexual to a small circle of friends, but closeted as an artist. In 

discussing Visconti‘s films, Geoffrey Nowell-Smith adds Visconti‘s sexual 

identity as an afterthought in his conclusions: 

Given the nature of the surrounding culture, it was distinctly courageous 
of Visconti himself, who was quite a private person, to decide to confront 

overtly homosexual themes and motifs in his later films, particularly since 
the way he did it was likely to lose him old friends in the official culture 

without picking up new ones in the emerging gay counter-culture.269 
 

There is no evidence that Visconti met Williams before the former‘s production of 

Streetcar, during which Williams attended rehearsals until he annoyed Visconti by 

laughing during the serious scenes. However, the deletion of Visconti‘s gay 

identity from the history of the Italian premiere of Menagerie seems an oversight; 
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an oversight justified by a lack of inscribed evidence, but an oversight 

nonetheless. That Visconti‘s gay identity impacted his ability to question dramatic 

form may seem to stretch the inscribed evidence. Nonetheless, the complete 

erasure of gay identity from both Williams‘s text and Visconti‘s production merits 

further examination, especially when considering the play‘s unconventional 

nature and the appropriateness of Visconti to read Tom‘s conflict as one with a 

heterosexual world as well as Laura‘s oppression as based on societal norms. Film 

historians have only recently begun to read Visconti‘s films as expressing queer 

identity; the immediate conclusion that Visconti was demonstrating realism in his 

Streetcar erases the potential for the expression of queer identity in Menagerie. 

Visconti‘s homosexuality is another imagined construction that can be added on 

top of constructed nationality. Although this reading would not have been readily 

apparent to all Italians, even in translation, the text contains coded gay identity 

that could have been explored in this production.  

Visconti‘s Menagerie also included conflicting dramatic styles, evident 

because of Visconti‘s leading actors. For the role of Amanda, Visconti convinced 

Russian émigré Tatiana Pavlova to return to the stage. Pavlova‘s very stylized 

performance contributed a presentational air. In contrast, Rina Morelli‘s Laura 

was read by some as naturalistic: 

Whereas Morelli‘s technique had the realistic imprint of the classic Italian 

tradition…Pavlova had all the frills and the heavy effects of a turn of the 
century show-stealer, coming as she was from the old Russian school of 
acting.270 
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However, this conflict in acting styles, like the conflict between Dowling and 

Taylor for the American premiere, is contested. One critic said that Morelli‘s 

performance brought out Laura‘s ―lyrical symbolism and unreal evasiveness,‖ 

filled with surreal elements, which contradicts the idea that Morelli‘s Laura was 

realistic.271 Reading these memories symbolically suggests that none of these 

interpretations of the acting styles points to a codified reality. Instead, they are all 

imagined constructions which underscore the androgynous form, where realism 

and non-realism cannot be separated into differentiated categories. 

Narratives that privilege memories from productions as incorporated, 

imagined constructions reveal distortions of memory as part of the history-making 

process. Nora‘s conceptualization of sites of memory depends on the power of 

imagined nationality to become a symbolic means of control:  

The symbolic and revelatory power of these models has made them basic 
building blocks of the national imagination, fundamental references that 
the collective ‗France‘ has elaborated for itself and that derive their energy 

precisely from the fact that they no longer exist as social and historical 
realities.272  

 
This becomes more apparent when Nora describes Ernest Lavisse‘s Histoire de 

France as a site of memory. Nora focuses his narrative on the ideological framing 

that Lavisse used to redefine the Republican agenda, which was captured in the 

historical text as a means of controlling nationalism. Nora‘s essay suggests that 

Lavisse‘s history is a site of memory because it concretely expresses nationality: 

Without Lavisse‘s French memory, without this great, unitary, teleological 
and chronological narrative, there could be no Realms of Memory, with its 

method of monographic decomposition. At the same time, however, it is 
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the method of lieux that has made it possible to unearth the Lavisse 
phenomenon, including both the objectification of that phenomenon and 

its ultimate embodiment as a lieu de mémoire.273  
 

Nora‘s exploration of the Lavisse phenomenon as the ultimate embodiment of a 

site of memory, when applied to Visconti‘s production, suggests the need to read 

the incorporated memories as imagined constructions to counter inscription. The 

few English- language sources that document Visconti‘s Menagerie encourage the 

bias of Italian critics by constructing a binary between the fake America on stage 

and the real Italy embodied by artists, critics, and audiences.  

 After World War II, Italian audiences were capable of reading American 

plays as both realistic and nonrealistic. Lander MacClintock frames this by 

associating realism with American plays: ―On the whole… the proportion of 

French [plays] declined and that of American increased, the great Italian public 

seeming to prefer the stern realism of the latter to the abstract intellectual sterility 

of the former.‖274 Yet MacClintock also notes that Williams‘s plays were preferred 

to Miller‘s, perhaps because of their sensationalism. Parallel to the transposition 

of American plays on the Italian stage, the Italian understanding of character and 

genre was as fluid as the critical inscription surrounding Dowling‘s production 

was, perhaps drawing from Luigi Pirandello‘s metatheatrical form.275 Reading 
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moments from Visconti‘s production as imagined constructions rather than 

realities connects the two nationalities: the imagined construction of American 

identity in the play in relation to, and not oppositional to, the theatrical 

practitioners‘ and the audiences‘ imagined construction of Italian identity. 

A brief comparison to the nationalistic associations with Arthur Miller 

suggests the impossibility of reading any play as a representation of the entirety of 

American identities that existed during that (or any) period. In her analysis of 

Visconti‘s Menagerie, Federica Mazzocchi integrates only a few incorporated 

moments of the production hidden amongst long explications of Williams‘s plot: 

Moving between past and present, the work spans the era of the post-Wall 

Street crash and the outbreak of World War II, describing the 
precariousness of an incapacitated family to daily, ruthless struggle for 
existence, as in the greatest American text from this period, Miller‘s Death 

of a Salesman of 1949. The lives of small people, lost in the masses, 
between the narcotics of modest amusements, the memory of the good 

times, the anguished premonition of tomorrow, it becomes the emblem of 
a far more extensive disorientation.276 

 

For Italians, the production of an American play becomes the meaning, the 

interpretation, of the text. However, Mazzocchi problematically conflates 

Menagerie to Miller‘s Salesman, without sensing the numerous differences 

between the playwrights.277 Understanding that Visconti‘s Menagerie embodied 

an imagined construction of American nationality for Italian audiences shows the 

importance of considering both theatrical form and nationality as equally 

constructed. 
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At the same time, there is evidence that Visconti did not depict the 

American family realistically. There was, of course, Mario Chiari‘s ―fixed‖ set, a 

typical living room with a focus on Laura‘s collection of animals. The 

photographs of the set, as documented in Visconti‘s Il Mio Teatro, edited by 

Caterina d‘Amico de Carvalho and Renzo Renzi, show the modest Wingfield 

apartment as a real setting with real furniture. 278 Yet Mazzocchi‘s memories of the 

production suggest that ―the realism of the scene fades and discolors in 

remembrance thanks to the particular quality of light and the use of tulle.‖279 

Mazzocchi also notes in a rather extensive footnote that Menagerie was Visconti‘s 

first use of tulle as a backdrop, a device that he would use again in his dreamlike 

As You Like It, A View from the Bridge, and Verdi‘s Macbeth to represent the 

interiority of the characters in opposition to the supposed exteriority of stage 

pictures associated with American realism.280 

In another footnote, Mazzocchi proposes the use of voice-overs rather than 

projections, a revision of Visconti‘s statement about the legends in his publicized 

interview. Short of finding an eyewitness who saw the production, whether 

Visconti used projections or voiceovers or even discussed Williams‘s legends with 

his actors at length will forever remain a mystery. However, Mazzocchi asserts 

that Visconti must have read the legends in the Italian translation: 

Footnote 55 – Less clear, however, the use of projections. By the erasures 

in Visconti‘s script, it does not seem that the director has gone along with 
the idea at the end of the text of using a screen…to project at the 
beginning of the scenes or in the course of them, titles, phrases, and 

symbolic images that comment on the stages of the story. It would seem, 
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however, there are certain notes in the script, which suggest that he on 
occasion made them act as voice-overs.281 

 
Based on Mazzocchi‘s assessment, at some point Visconti was planning to 

incorporate the legends into the production in some way. Rather than misreading 

American realism, perhaps Visconti perceived Williams‘s androgynous form (at 

least more clearly than Dowling did) and was able to embody memory in a 

fashion that appealed to Italian audiences.  

At the same time, each of these conflicting perspectives does not 

accurately reflect the whole of Visconti‘s production. Of course, each inscriber 

believes at some level in the truth of the inscription, but each of these inscriptions 

seeks to forget contrasting embodied memories of the production at the expense 

of documenting remembered meaning. This connection between the constructions 

of stable Italian identity in opposition to the production‘s enactment of a fake 

America needs Nora‘s symbolic form of analysis to accentuate the instability of 

both American and Italian identities. Reading incorporated memories of Visconti‘s 

Menagerie as imagined constructions rather than realities refocuses the narrative 

on questioning the normative concept of dramatic form, rather than trying to 

prove that memories can create a synthetically realistic (or nonrealistic) whole.  

 Nora‘s sites of memory allow the historian to read both the reality of the 

history and the illusion on the stage as the same process rather than as separate 

entities. In the introduction to the third volume, Nora creates a distinction between 

imposed and constructed symbols: ―By contrast, an entirely different method is 

applied to constructed symbols… Succinctly put, [this method] offers a possibility 
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of revelation.‖282 This difference, when applied to a production history, 

distinguishes between what the historian/critic imposes on the production and 

embodied moments from the production read as symbols constructed by theatrical 

practitioners. All theatrical productions are full of these constructed symbols, 

which only become stabilized as realities by dramatic critics and normative 

historians afterwards. Rather than ignore the many possible meanings of any 

symbol, Nora‘s narratives center on the juxtapositions of conflicting memories 

and deliver a more nuanced and more honest history. Reading Visconti‘s 

production as a symbolic counter-history sets the stage for a larger consideration 

of Bergman‘s use of symbols in the Swedish premiere of Streetcar, made more 

explicit in iconography from production photographs. 

Production histories cannot reconstruct a unified meaning for a production 

that demonstrates a mirrored relationship with a stable nationality. Kolin‘s 

narrative for this production rests on the inseparable/interrelated binaries: 

Kazan/Bergman and Realism/Symbolism. Kolin‘s emphasis on the historian‘s 

imperative to document reality only reinforces cultural memories that pit stably 

constructed nationalities against each other as controllers of meaning: 

Along with his keen interpretation of Williams‘s characters, Bergman was 
clearly in tune with Williams‘s intent when it came to staging Streetcar. 
However, Bergman transformed the idea behind the original American set 

for Streetcar into something more concrete yet more in keeping, in his 
view, with the representation of desire in Williams‘s play…Unlike Sir 

Laurence Olivier, who replicated the Broadway set in his London premiere 
of the play in 1948, Bergman boldly rejected the gossamer scrim—the see-
through walls—that Jo Mielziner created for the Broadway premiere of the 

play.283 
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If Bergman rejected the expressionism of Mielziner‘s set, did he then replace it 

with another ―symbolic sense of place‖284? Any positivist assessment of 

Bergman‘s Streetcar assumes that either Kazan or Bergman was misreading 

Williams‘s text. 

Reading Bergman‘s construction of New Orleans as a reality through 

which his actors created a verisimilar enactment of the American location only 

reaffirms the complexity of the dramatic form that emanates from the text itself. 

Kolin reads the images of Bergman‘s production as more realistic because of 

Strom‘s multi-level apartment building with the entire stage on a turn-table. Kolin 

also goes into the details of the naturalistic American location: ―A gartered 

Blanche stands in front of a dingy kitchen sink behind which are the staples of 

American life for Bergman—Kellogg‘s corn flakes, Hershey‘s chocolate, a 

fusebox, and a crank phone.‖285 Yet the presumption that Bergman‘s production 

was somehow emphasizing the reality of New Orleans contradicts several 

elements of the set. Outside the apartment was The Desire Theater, showing the 

film Night in Paradise. There was also an ―ominously symbolic‖ tree.286 Kolin‘s 

naturalistic assessment points to the difficulties of reading these production 

elements as realities. Read realistically, these pieces of evidence stabilize 

American nationality. Read symbolically, these elements illustrate the potential 

for meanings to travel between cultures. 

In contrast to Kolin‘s assessment, which rests on a formal explication of 

the production‘s critical inscription, Dirk Gindt‘s cultural history of Bergman‘s 
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Streetcar addresses some but not all of the challenges that nationalism presents 

when considering foreign productions beyond a simple comparison to Kazan‘s 

American, authoritative original.287 Gindt‘s cultural approach to Bergman‘s 

production adds a more balanced approach to the conflict of dramatic form:  

At first sight, it appeared as a product of realism, especially due to the 

set‘s faithfulness to detail and the almost photographic reproduction of 
reality. However, this realism was undermined by the theatrical effect of 
having a real car on stage, the symbolism of the movie theatre and the 

apple tree, the surrealist sound effects and, as we will see, the physical 
expressionism of [Anders] Ek‘s portrayal of Stanley.288 

 
Read as a site of memory, the tension between realism and 

symbolism/expressionism reveals the androgyny of Bergman‘s constructed 

America made for Swedish audiences. Gindt‘s cultural assessment of Bergman‘s 

Streetcar focuses on two socially relevant concepts that would have been apparent 

to Swedish audiences but were absent from Kolin‘s Americanized analysis: the 

enforced sterilization of women in Sweden in the 1930s and Anders Ek‘s Stanley 

as a substitute for black embodiment. Gindt reads these two moments of cultural 

history as part of the Sweden reception of the play that Kolin misses due to his 

focus on the construction of a fake America. However, these two incorporated 

moments from the production can be read as sites of memory, as imagined 

constructions, because they disrupt the American expectations regarding the 
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Swedish production, reliant on the inability of Americans to read Bergman‘s 

exploration of oppressed identity.  

However, when Gindt reads these historical pieces of evidence as realities, 

the historical reality overwhelms the instability of embodied dramatic form. Gindt 

frames the misogyny and racialization of Bergman‘s performance as a misreading 

of the text in opposition to Kazan‘s interpretation, which is assumed to be correct 

only because it was the first and it was American. Even though Gindt‘s focus on 

Swedish culture makes a more compelling case than Kolin‘s, both focus on the 

contrast with Kazan‘s production, a process which implies that Kazan‘s American 

reading was correct and thus Bergman‘s new reading must be wrong. While I 

prefer Gindt‘s interpretation to Kolin‘s, both are limited by the imagination of a 

stable form of nationality, which results in the need for one nationality to be more 

real than the other. 

Reading productions as realities limits the possibility of reading symbols 

that point toward constructed nationality. When Nora addresses the notion of 

generation as a site of memory, he notes the stark differences in current 

evaluations of memory and history:  

Pure memory is memory that thumbs its nose at history, that ignores lapses 
of time and chains of cause and effect, that forgets the prose of the 
quotidian and the obstacles to progress. It advances in ‗flashes,‘ powerful 

images, jumping from one stalwart mooring to the next. It abolishes time‘s 
duration leaving only an ahistorical present.289  

 
While the concept of an ahistorical production history may seem 

counterproductive, this questioning of temporality would urge an evaluation of 

ephemeral elements before their inscription. The step that Nora adds in this case 
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builds not only on the dialectic of memory/history but also on the evaluation of 

history beyond temporality:  

It is rather as a result of the simple yet subtle interplay of memory and 
history, of the eternally reemerging dialectic of a past that remains present, 
of actors who become their own witnesses, and of new witnesses in turn 

transformed into actors.290  
 

A production history focused not on the relegation of the past, on what happened, 

but more on the imagined construction of nationality involves an important 

temporal understanding of the past as present. A larger emphasis on imagined 

nationality would allow foreign productions to be read against realism as the 

standard for understanding the documentation of theatrical practice. 

Nationalistic discourses that assume productions of Williams‘s early texts 

can create a stable sense of nationality require a stably imagined American 

original. There is evidence suggesting that the set for Bergman‘s Streetcar, 

designed by Carl Johan Strom, was more realistic than Mielziner‘s in some ways, 

but also more symbolic than Mielziner‘s in others. These photographs, located in 

the Theatre Collections at the Gothenburg City Museum, include a two-level 

rotating set. Although a comparison with Mielziner‘s transparent scrims might 

lead the viewer of the photograph to assume Bergman‘s production was more 

realistic, the random tree and the emphasis on the cinema suggest that the space 

itself was full of symbolic visuals, not necessarily to create a realistic America, 

but to question the stereotypical construction of nationality.291 
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As these symbols can be interpreted in multiple ways in both cultures, a 

rehearsal of significant meanings clarifies that this form of symbolic reading 

pushes past singular nationality. However, nationality can include a consideration 

of multiple meanings rather than a reduction to a single intention based on 

probable historical context. In a production counter-history, this reduction is 

replaced by an emphasis on embodied possibilities. A symbolic history of 

Bergman‘s production, refocused on memory rather than reality, foregrounds this 

contradiction of the relationship between binaries of production and form. As a 

site of memory, photographs from the production illustrate the possibility that 

Bergman‘s Streetcar was both more realistic and more symbolic than Kazan‘s. 

With this style of reading, Kolin‘s and Gindt‘s own evidence can be used 

to question the goals of nationalistic methodologies. To support Bergman‘s 

reading of Stanley‘s body as racialized, I note that Ek‘s performance was 

accompanied by a review in the Goteborgs Handels- och Sjofartstidning, which 

depicts his body in animalistic poses; blurring the boundaries of gender and 

race.292 The way that Gindt suggests Swedish audiences were reading Ek‘s body 

as a stand-in for black identity echoes Cocteau‘s addition of topless black dancers 

for the French premiere of Streetcar.293 Read together, Bergman‘s and Cocteau‘s 

Streetcars suggest that European directors were more willing to read Stanley‘s 

black body than American ones. It would take until 1997 for George W. Crandell 

to suggest the acceptability of reading the ―racialized discourse‖ of Stanley: ―Of 
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Polish descent rather than African American, Stanley is nevertheless defined as 

the Other by means of an Africanist presence implicit in the racialized discourse 

spoken by Blanche and Stella when comparing Stanley to a beast.‖294 The 

coincidence of Bergman‘s and Cocteau‘s interest in Stanley‘s black body suggests 

a boundary that would take decades for American scholars to accept and that still 

presents challenges for American audiences.295 Bergman‘s meaning, almost 

concurrent with white supremacist readings of Kazan‘s production, would take 

decades to be incorporated in American productions. Only as a site of memory 

can the racial coding of Ek‘s body transcend white supremacist assumptions 

underlying an American reading of Stanley. 

In order to recover memories that disrupt the realism/symbolism binary, a 

symbolic production counter-history would also engage with Nora‘s concept of 

trace. Rather than consider a production history to be a set of true events, Nora 

suggests the need for the historian to understand that this memory is not an actual 

concrete reality that can be fully reconstructed, but a vanished site of memory 

from which the historian conjectures—deciding which pieces of evidence to 

prioritize and which to dismiss: ―It is no longer a more or less intentional record 

of actual memory but a deliberate and calculated compilation of vanished 
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memory.‖296 When the traditional form of production histories forces historians to 

attempt to reconstruct what happened, they disallow the historian from admitting 

the impossibility of doing so for certain aspects and perspectives of the 

performance.  

This admission of the impossibility of reconstruction changes the 

relationship between production and national identity. As productions always have 

the potential to foster multiple readings, the normative assessment must eliminate 

traces that do not support the officially constructed history. In both America and 

Sweden, what oppressed audience members saw—specifically gay, black, and 

female audiences—was not documented in the same way as straight, white, male 

interpretations were and thus cannot be reconstructed as fully. Nora addresses this 

directly: ―Given to us as radically other, the past is a world from which we are 

fundamentally cut off. We discover the truth about our memory when we discover 

how alienated from it we are.‖297 Rather than rely on the pastness of a reality, can 

the historian consider the event as the creation of an imagined present? In other 

words, what would happen if I, as a historian, emphasized the discontinuity 

between the pastness of the other historical narratives versus the present contained 

within the memories? The acknowledgement of temporality becomes more 

transparent by emphasizing these pieces of evidence as counter-memories—

memories that counter the stable construction of reality.  

Read as a symbolic history, Bergman‘s production becomes less about 

Bergman‘s reinterpretation of elements of Kazan‘s production and more about 
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Bergman‘s desire to destabilize norms of both genre and character. In an interview 

from 1986, Bergman characterizes his younger self as ―a problem boy, lazy, 

talented (rather) a dreamy bohemian at first satisfied with the school, but then 

angry, genial in the manner of Strindberg, soundly reactionary, an immature 

teenager wanting to impress his hatred… lacking poise and social adaptability, a 

cream puff: weltschmerz of a typically egocentric sort.‖298 In his own words, 

Bergman describes himself as a bohemian, outcast and ostracized, not unlike 

Williams or Kazan. As the play enacts a conflict between social outcasts, 

Bergman‘s Streetcar was a chance for him to construct this feeling dramatically, a 

notable aspect of his films.299  

Bergman‘s films confirm his ability to blend realism and non-realism 

through the use of dreamlike visuals.300 Reading Bergman‘s production as more 

realistic based on images of the set denies the symbolic elements on which this 

production relied. Bergman was always explicit about his interest in the mixture 

of forms, both for his films and his theatrical productions. In an interview 

conducted in 1968, Bergman discusses the challenges with form in his early films: 
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SB: The style [of your first four films] varies enormously. It changes all 
the time. 

IB: Yes, I even changed style within one and the same film. The same 
thing can be seen in the young directors of today. They‘re staggering 

about, can‘t find themselves. 
TM: Perhaps they‘re trying out different methods? 
IB: In my case I wasn‘t even trying them out. It was sheer necessity. I just 

grabbed helplessly at any form that might save me; because I hadn‘t any of 
my own.301 

 
Earlier in the same interview, Bergman attests that each play and film requires its 

own form: ―I refuse absolutely to adapt myself to a formula or a system.‖302 

Furthermore, Bergman absolutely rejected realistic acting, for both his films and 

his plays:  

LLM: You feel very strongly opposed to Stanislavski and his method, for 

example, don‘t you? 
IB: I don‘t care for Stanislavski. Stanislavski was very good for the 
Russian theater, but I think he has been completely misunderstood by Lee 

Strasberg and others… 
FJM: In the excessive psychological identification of the actor with this 

you mean? 
IB: Yes. Some sort of—some sort of masturbation. 303 
 

Bergman‘s Streetcar was more than just a rejection of the American Method 

Acting style; it was an imagined construction that negotiated reality and illusion 

to question how nationality impacts character. As a site of memory, Bergman‘s 

production defies the reduction of production analysis to the realistic imperative 

that would generate a unified nationality.  

This destabilization of nationality stems from Bergman‘s artistic endeavors 

and practices familiar to Swedish audiences. While American critics were reading 
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these plays realistically, the stable nationality surrounding imagined memories of 

both the Broadway premieres and the foreign productions does not automatically 

mean that foreign directors were limited in a similar way regarding their 

interpretations of Williams. There is much evidence to show that, if anything, 

foreign productions were mocking American stereotypes as nonrealistic. Reading 

the same elements symbolically—as imagined constructions—enforces a 

questioning of the binaries of reality/fantasy through transnational relationships. 

This becomes even more loaded, considering American realism as theatrical 

currency. The Method remains America‘s only global contribution to acting, so 

denying Williams‘s ambiguous form in favor of realism reduces the narrative to 

one where assumptions about realism overshadow anti-normative memories. 

What appear as two different forms of analysis can only be appreciated in tandem 

symbolically—the construction of nationality and the interpretation of dramatic 

form rest on each other in ways that a simple documentation of facts does not. 

More importantly, there is no direct evidence to suggest that Bergman 

necessarily read Streetcar as realistic or in relation to American Method Acting. 

Another tangential piece of evidence that suggests the possibility that Swedish 

audiences would have been open to reading Williams‘s androgynous form is the 

immediate connections that critics made to Strindberg. At the same time, the 

observed similarities between Strindberg and Williams are another site of 

memory, which places the Swedish Strindberg in opposition to the American 

Williams. As early as 1958, Richard Vowles was comparing Streetcar to Miss 

Julie: ―In both plays, an hysterical girl, the product of degenerate aristocracy, 
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descends to a devastating sexual encounter that results in her complete 

undoing…‖304 However, Vowles ends up pointing out more differences than 

similarities between the two plays, for example the many differences between 

Stanley and Jean as well as the differing moods of each text. Working through 

Williams‘s other plays, including Camino Real and Cat, Vowles determines that 

―In the last analysis, it is Williams‘s theatricality that puts him in the Strindberg 

tradition.‖305 While a Swedish production presents audiences familiar with 

Strindberg a chance to reaffirm their presupposed values, the dramatic forms of 

both Streetcar and Miss Julie cannot be reduced to realism/naturalism, as both 

anticipate later experiments with form by each playwright. 

Bergman‘s familiarity with Strindberg could easily have affected his 

conceptualization of Williams in production. Lise-Lone and Frederick Marker 

suggest that Bergman became very adept at balancing reality and dreams in his 

many productions of Strindberg:  

In none of Strindberg‘s later plays is there any hard and fast distinction 

between what is real and what is not—life, for Strindberg, is a dream, 
hence the dream (the play) is life itself—not a conceptual comment on the 
‗the dreamlike nature‘ of reality but a projected image of a psychic 

dynamism, an exteriorization of what it feels like to experience existence 
in this way.306  

 
Bergman‘s destabilization of genre, as it developed, would eventually result in an 

appreciation of reality and dreams, a stylized realism, remarkably similar to how 

contemporary theatre practitioners have begun to (re-)interpret Williams‘s sense 
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of location as not realistic but as more symbolic, more like Nora‘s sites of 

memory.307  

For a traditional production history, these symbolic additions would appear 

disconnected; but for a production counter-history, they refocus the narrative on 

temporal possibilities. This production counter-history of Bergman‘s Streetcar 

rereads evidence against stable ideas of location to consider how the role of 

historical realism implies that a production can create a unified nationality, even if 

the production was critiquing foreign or domestic nationality. The exoticism of 

the American Other diminishes any anti-normative impact reliant on Sweden‘s 

homophobic, racist, and misogynistic culture in comparison to America‘s also 

homophobic, racist, and misogynistic culture. In Bergman‘s Streetcar, both 

nationalities were imagined constructions, a theoretical process even more 

impactful when considering Peter Brook‘s French premiere of Cat. 

Nora‘s symbolic history assigns a production history of Brook‘s Cat a goal 

beyond the mere recitation of the few inscribed facts that remain. Rather than fill 

in the gaps, Nora suggests this shift to symbols because they are already a matter 

of interpretation where the historian can be more explicit about the use of 

imagination, instead of attempting to construct a concrete reality: ―Only certain 

works of history are lieux de mémoire, namely, those that reshape memory in 

some fundamental way or that epitomize a revision of memory for pedagogical 

purposes.‖308 Sites of memory engage with symbols to situate the process of 

remembering as a central component of the narrative. A production counter-
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history could integrate how historians use memory to read moments from the 

productions as symbols rather than as evidence of the documentation of 

undeniable facts: 

Many people feel that the resurrection of these symbols of division is 

fueling a crisis in a France that has begun to question its identity and 
ceased to recognize itself. By studying the logic of the historical 

construction and development of such symbols we hope to arrive at a more 
adequate understanding…The signs and markers may be partially 
obscured, yet we can still make out the unbroken path, the permanence of 

an identity even now in the throes of fundamental change.309 
 

Nora‘s symbolic history can be applied to Brook‘s Cat to emphasize how both the 

production and the history surrounding the production are imagined constructions 

that suggest imagined nationalities. The more the historian frames the constructed 

nature of the production, the more they have to control the narrative by 

identifying the ideologies that surround both the production and the historical 

narrative. 

The chief difficulty in attempting to reconstruct Brook‘s Cat is that there is 

not enough evidence to give the semblance of a realistic reconstruction. The 

evidence exists in a few French newspaper articles, a few scattered paragraphs in 

Brook‘s biographies and memoirs, some production photographs, and small 

snippets contained in a few letters between Peter Brook, Tennessee Williams, and 

Audrey Wood. To create a traditional production history, the evidence is so 

scant—so based on memory—that it seems that the narrative could only last a few 

paragraphs.310 However, the importance of Brook‘s production as a site of the 

                                                 
309

 Ibid., 23. 
310

 In Brook‘s biographies, the French premiere of Cat is often reduced to a few 

sentences. Trewin‘s biography includes one of the longest, which only lasts a paragraph. J.C. 

Trewin, Peter Brook: A Biography (London: Macdonald & Company, 1971), 98-99. 



158 
 

 
 

intercultural questioning of dramatic form requires the dismissal of the French 

critics‘ rejection of the production, supplemented by a larger consideration of the 

work that Brook would go on to do. Thus, my framing of Brook‘s production as a 

site of memory reveals how it was misread by French critics and anticipates 

Brook‘s theories of theatrical reality that would become more pronounced after he 

established the International Center of Theater Research. This anticipation, reliant 

on rereading memories to imagine the anti-nationalistic nature of Brook‘s Cat, 

counters the distortion that occurs in a production history based only on stable 

constructions of nationality. 

In his later works, Brook received much criticism for cultural 

appropriation, especially when he staged The Mahabharata.311 The critique of 

Brook‘s globalization has been well covered in articles that question the 

universalization inherent to Brook‘s later works. But long before the intercultural 

work of the 1970s, before his work with the Royal Shakespeare Company in the 

1960s, Peter Brook staged the French premiere of Cat at the Théâtre Antoine in 

1958. A chronological assessment of Brook disconnects the later intercultural 

experiments from his stagings before The Marat/Sade and his internationally 

acclaimed Midsummer Night‟s Dream.312 As late as The Shifting Point, Brook 

noted his problems with realistic conventions: 

So he [an audience member] will realize the distinction between the 

realistic play and the poetic one, between the naturalistic and the stylized 
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is artificial and very old-fashioned. He will see that the problem of the 
play that takes place in a living room or in a kitchen is no longer that it is 

too realistic but that it is not realistic at all… He will sense that the so-
called real dialogue and the so-called real acting do not actually capture 

that totality of information, visible and invisible, that corresponds to what 
he instinctively knows as reality… I think it is our responsibility toward 
the modern drama to see that the reality of everyday life will not speak for 

itself.313 
 

Although in this passage Brook considers the challenges that Shakespearean 

actors face when a production focuses on naturalistic staging, he could just as 

easily be talking about Williams. Reading Cat through Brook‘s reevaluation of 

Shakespeare is an important step to understanding Brook‘s directing style as tied 

to the dramatic form of Cat—an experimental approach that questions rather than 

confirms identity. Nevertheless, the limited coverage of Brook‘s Cat rarely 

includes more than a nationalistic assessment of the production, as it was rejected 

by French critics because it was an American text. 

 Peter Brook may seem like an unlikely choice, especially for a French 

premiere, as up to that point he had only staged plays in English. However, 

Williams was aware of Brook and appreciated his work. On December 1, 1956, 

Williams sent a letter asking that Brook perform the original ending, without the 

concessions he made for Kazan: 

I am fairly certain that the original will have a ring of absolute, hard truth 
which the other doesn‘t have, and that the French and London audiences 

will recognize it and value the play and Author more highly. I didn‘t even 
know I was making a compromise when I made it, I didn‘t realize it until I 

saw the thing on the stage, and in spite of its success, I never really 
enjoyed it.314 
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Williams encouraged Brook to ―try out‖ both endings, but made it very clear that 

he preferred the third act written before Kazan‘s advice. After seeing Brook‘s 

production, Williams sent a letter to Wood: 

Cat was also extremely well-done, especially by the young girl, Jeanne 

Moreau, who plays Maggie… Peter Brook did a great job of staging, but 
they did mess with the lines at the end in a way that sentimentalized it a 

bit, like Tea and Sympathy, which was not what I had in mind, never 
having seen or heard of that play when I wrote Cat.315 

 

Williams preferred Peter Hall‘s London premiere to Brook‘s production, as Hall 

used the original third act.316  

This conflict illustrates the difficulties concerning any new production of 

Cat—if the director follows Williams‘s original, the production loses the 

reappearance of Big Daddy; if the director keeps the Broadway third act, they go 

against Williams‘s ―intentions‖ and lose the important skepticism concerning the 

heterosexual reconciliation between Brick and Maggie. Most contemporary 

productions use the revisions from the Elizabeth Ashley revival, which keeps Big 

Daddy without imposing heterosexual stereotypes. Given the multiple versions of 

the third act that exist, any production will reduce the possible available meanings 

based on their choice of text. Consequently, Brook‘s Cat is considered normative 

because none of the sources mention any anti-normative bent. However, even the 

smallest consideration of Brook‘s Deadly Theater, which mirrors Williams‘s 

critique of kitchen-sink realism considerably, illustrates how Brook would never, 

not even during this early period, have produced a straight, realistic Cat.317 On the 
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surface, Brook‘s Cat is read in a very normal way, based on the assumptions of 

realism concurrent with Brook‘s early period. 

But the realistic imperative contributes to the re-inscription of stable 

nationality, reading concrete national identities onto Brook‘s Cat in the same 

manner that Nora questions the phenomenon of commemoration. During the 

period between the publication of the first and seventh volumes of the French 

version of Realms of Memory, Nora notes this shift: 

What is important here is not the runaway inflation of the phenomenon, 
but its internal transformation: the subversion and collapse of the classical 
model of national commemoration invented by the Revolution and 

consolidated by the triumphant Third Republic, and its replacement by a 
loosely organized system of disparate commemorative languages, which 

assume a different kind of relationship with the past: one that is more 
elective than imperative, and that is plastic, alive and subject to perpetual 
elaboration.318 

 

Nora acknowledges that the critique he offered in the first volume, where he 

proposed sites of memory as a form of symbolic history, has given way over time 

to the dominance of commemoration, where institutional historians ignore Nora‘s 

critique of such institutions. When considering imagined place in Brook‘s Cat, the 

evidence lacks the more substantial arguments surrounding Visconti‘s Streetcar 

and Bergman‘s Streetcar, namely a successful production based on an assumed 

realism of Williams‘s text improved by a foreign director. 

In contrast, Brook‘s Cat can be analyzed as a site of memory involving 

symbolic rather than realistic history, because there is no direct evidence of 
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nationalistic embodied memory; there is only a lack of evidence.319 For example, 

Edward Trostle Jones reduces Brook‘s Cat to the following: ―The French press 

panned both the play and the production, but some American and British visitors 

in the audience still consider Jeanne Moreau‘s Maggie possibly the definitive 

interpretation of the role.‖320 Jones supplies no footnotes, no pieces of evidence, 

nothing that identifies where this information originates. More importantly, Jones 

offers the following comparison: ―Brook‘s French production [of Miller‘s View 

from the Bridge] was enthusiastically received, as warm proportionately as the 

reception to Cat on a Hot Tin Roof had been cold, and Vu du Pont continued to 

run for three seasons.‖321 Jones‘s assessment contributes two assumptions about 

the history of Brook‘s Cat. First, the reader should not care about Brook‘s 

production of Cat, because it was panned by French critics who praised his later 

production of View from the Bridge. Secondly, Brook‘s Cat had little to do with 

his important productions, because Williams‘s works are ―realistic,‖ and Brook‘s 

contribution to theater is as a director who challenged the conventions of realism. 

Jones‘s short production history implies that Brook‘s Cat was misread by French 

critics because of an inherent bias against American realism during this period. 

On closer examination, the French critics appear more interested in 

critiquing Williams than in documenting Brook‘s production. Building on the 

negative critique of Cocteau‘s French premiere of Streetcar in 1949, the French 
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reviews of Cat, which generated only a handful of articles, document only the 

largely negative reactions of French critics.322 The reviews of Brook‘s production 

were just as prejudiced against American degeneracy, calling Cat a ―crude heavy 

drama of sexuality‖ and ―confused tragedy, gross and heated, and very noisy.‖323 

French critics during the 1940s and 1950s fixated on the degeneracy of the 

characters‘ sexuality without referencing the same characters‘ struggles with 

morality. A continued focus on the reality of history will only continue to endorse 

French critics‘ rejection of Brook‘s Cat as the predominate source to which 

historians look when assessing its relevance in comparison to more important 

productions such as Brook‘s Marat/Sade, Midsummer, The Mahabharata, etc.  

Jean-Jacques Gautier‘s review in Le Figaro emphasizes the differences 

between the construction of French nationality at the time and Brook‘s imagined 

construction of American nationality. Recalled by Richard Helfer and Glenn 

Loney in Peter Brook: Oxford to Orghast, Gautier‘s remarks end their short 

section on Brook‘s Cat:  

So this is what all America is running to see! A certain degree of 
bewilderment, disgust, and boredom almost prevents me from reacting…I 

can no longer remain silent: a frightful onslaught of lust amidst the yells, 
screams, howls, shrieks, moans and groans of an entire family freed, in the 

light of death, of a hundred thousand pains. This is one of the most ugly 
and tiresome scenes—for this display of filth is, nonetheless, dismally 
monotonous—that I have ever seen in the theatre.324 
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When Gautier considers Williams‘s text, it is degenerate; when he considers 

Brook‘s production, it is boring. The distance between Williams‘s brief 

description of Brook‘s ―great‖ staging and Gautier‘s description of boredom once 

more represents a divide, where the historian cannot trust either the theatrical 

practitioner or the dramatic critic. But what if the historian read these responses 

symbolically, looking for conflicts of meaning rather than an affirmation of an 

official agenda in documenting the production? Nora‘s symbolic history gives the 

historian an opportunity to see these discrepancies in a clearer light without being 

forced to resolve them into a single assessment of meaning—without reducing the 

questioning of nationalism in the production to the generation of a stably 

constructed nationality. 

Rather than attempt to demonstrate a reality that does not accurately 

reflect Brook‘s Cat as more than its rejection by French critics, can the historian 

create a new history which, through a refocus on memory, replaces the negative 

critical assessment by piecing together what Brook‘s production did? While the 

memories surrounding Brook‘s Cat can be read as either real or unreal, Brook was 

much more direct in his later works about using nonrealistic sets and costumes to 

reflect nonrealistic approaches to acting. Reading Brook‘s Cat as realism relies on 

the assumptions that during the early periods of their artistic careers, Williams 

wrote a realistic play and Brook staged a realistic production. 

As one of the few productions of Cat staged by a director who actively 

resisted the French, American, and English theatrical conventions of realism, is it 

better to read Brook‘s Cat as representative of anti-nationalistic embodiment? In 
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his memoirs, Brook recounts working with Jeanne Moreau: ―We hardly spoke in 

rehearsals but we understood each other through a gesture or a glance.‖325 He also 

remembers the difficult process of reworking the terrible translation by André 

Obey, who ―had no knowledge either of the play or of Tennessee Williams but had 

an inborn conviction that nothing Anglo-Saxon could have real literary merit.‖326 

In response to the French critical reception, he confirms Jones‘s assessment that 

his French Cat failed: 

Although the rehearsals for Cat were vivid and enjoyable, we still did not 
succeed in building a bridge that would allow the skeptical French entry 
into a script whose situation tore at the guts of a Broadway audience. 

During the premiere, when the heroine describes how her husband, 
desperate because of a sexual weakness on their wedding night, blew out 

his brains, I heard a voice behind me murmur, ―When that happens to me, 
a strong cup of coffee usually puts things right.‖ And I knew we had 
lost.327 

 
Although it would be foolish to trust Brook‘s memories alone, his thoughts offer a 

different sense of what he was trying to do. This meaning cannot be accessed by 

relying only on the production‘s dismissal by foreign critics. 

In addition, relying on the critical reviews alone creates further problems. 

For example, Dirk Gindt recovers the commercial nature of Brook‘s production as 

disconnected from the negative reactions of critics: ―The Paris production of Cat 

became a critically mixed though commercially successful enterprise.‖328 Even 

though Brook himself would label the production as a failure, Cat played to full 

houses for over six months. Gindt suggests that the negative press had the effect 
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of encouraging French audience members to see the shocking American 

production: 

This also meant that Cat was launched as a distinctly non-French cultural 
product and ensured that it retained its international qualities and allure—a 
more provocative move given the French reviewer‘s dislike of imported 

theatrical forms. The risk paid off and the reviews, predictably shocked by 
the themes of Cat and Moreau‘s sexy performance, led to word-of-mouth 

promotion that, coupled with large advertising posters (which also 
conspicuously displayed the name of the producer), ensured the 
commercial success of the production.329 

 
As Gindt employs this evidence to construct a history of the life of Scandinavian 

producer Lars Schmidt, he emphasizes the production‘s commercial success 

despite the negative critical reactions to highlight Schmidt‘s contributions to 

European productions of Williams. As the production was both a success and a 

failure, depending on which perspectives the historian values, the determination 

of singular nationalistic meaning as a stable entity can only simplify the complex 

construction of nationality involved in the production. 

Looking at Brook‘s production as an imagined construction changes the 

integration and analysis of evidence. For example, the critical prejudice could 

have been influenced by the French association of America with homosexuality, 

as a topic unspoken but very present in the playtext. In The Elastic Closet, Scott 

Gunther documents the treatment of French homosexuals, beginning with the 

1942 law that distinguished two ages of consent. For homosexuals, the age was 

raised to twenty-one; for heterosexuals, the age remained thirteen: ―The 

conservative discourse of Vichy and in particular, Vichy‘s promotion of traditional 

family and gender roles, suggests that homosexuality in general would have been 
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under attack, not just relations between adults and minors.‖330 As these laws 

would not be highly contested until the 1970s, Brook‘s Cat, which also did not 

predominantly focus on Brick‘s gay identity, could have been read by French 

audiences who considered Brick a victim of Skipper‘s degeneracy.  

 Regarding the creation of a ―realistic‖ Southern plantation, it seems highly 

unlikely that Brook explored the play as an examination of real characters in a 

real setting, a practice he resisted entirely when staging Shakespeare. After he 

established the International Center of Theater Research, he discussed 

experimentation as an important component of transgressing cultural boundaries: 

When forms become rigid, when a certain type of theater becomes settled 

and established, there has to be a reaction against it. And over the last 
thirty or forty years, all sorts of people, in different ways and at different 
times, have been reacting against the nineteenth-century theater.331 

 
For Brook, real theater is theater that admits its own illusion, rather than trying to 

create a real location containing real characters. Brook‘s reaction against 

convention, another connection between his theories in The Empty Space and 

Williams‘s plastic theater, frames Brook‘s production as nonrealistic form in a 

way that none of the existing evidence can.332 Reading the acting and designs as 

imagined constructions encourages an anti-nationalistic reading of Brook‘s Cat. 

Jeanne Moreau‘s Maggie defied a realistic conception of character, 

especially for a French actress trained in the stabilized decorum taught at the 
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Comédie Française. Brook did not coach her towards a realistic, conventional 

performance of the character according to English, French, or American norms. 

Robert Kemp in Le Monde focuses on Moreau‘s portrayal of Maggie as 

experimental and multiplicious:  

Here is a role in which Miss Moreau excels, she is a ravishing semi-nude, 

she cries out, weeps, begs, threatens, sometimes groveling prostrate, 
sometimes legs in the air… Miss Moreau has given of herself as she 
should, from the voice, from the arms, from the shoulders, and from the 

legs. She was gay, chatty, voluble, shrill, melodious, appetizing, irritating, 
pitiful.333 

 
Moreau‘s multiplicious Maggie ghosts Kazan‘s interpretation of Blanche as a 

different character in each scene. Although this memory of the embodied 

performance of Moreau‘s Maggie seems chaotic, it directly contradicts Gautier‘s 

assessment of the production as boring. 

 Brook designed the production‘s set himself. The photographs, posted 

recently on Getty Images, show slats of wood reminiscent of Mielziner‘s squiggly 

lines from the Streetcar set.334 The bed was placed in a prominent position, and 

the furniture for the most part seems functional rather than naturalistic. In some of 

the images, light is projected from behind the slats of wood, casting shadows on 

the bodies of the actors. Unlike a film version, the photographs capture static 

moments, and much of Brook‘s production style rests on movement. However, an 

adept lighting designer would have taken advantage of these sets, enhancing 

moments of the action onstage by adjusting the lights coming through the walls. 

                                                 
333

 Helfer and Loney, Peter Brook: Oxford to Orghast, 85. 
334

 Jack Garafalo, ―The Play La Chatte Sur Un Toit Brulant‖ by Peter Brook At Theater 

Antoine,‖ Getty Images, accessed December 10, 2017, http://www.gettyimages.com/detail/news -

photo/the-play-la-chatte-sur-un-toit-brulant-by-peter-brook-at-news-photo/166455690#the-play-

la-chatte-sur-un-toit-brulant-by-peter-brook-at-theater-18-picture-id166455690/. 



169 
 

 
 

There is a difference between reading production photographs as realistic proof 

versus reading them as symbolic representations of artistic practice. 

Even through this brief reconsideration, the seeds of Brook‘s future as a 

director can be seen in his staging of Menagerie, but only after considering the 

evidence symbolically—as imagined constructions—rather than realistically. A 

realistic reading codifies the moments of the production into a reality, which only 

exacerbates the oppositions among the ambiguous morality of the American text, 

the rebelliousness of a British director fighting both British and French 

conventions, and the French critics who could not read past national prejudices. 

For his later international projects, Brook knew the difficulties of creating a 

reality onstage that would operate outside of the audience‘s nationalistic context: 

In certain societies, most particularly in Africa, the poetic world—the 
supersensory world, the imaginary world—and the everyday world also 

intermingle all life long. What Western analytical minds call the 
―superstitious attitude‖ is nothing but a natural free passage between one 
sort of reality and another, which intermingle from birth to death, so that 

the two don‘t separate. The theater, always, in all its forms, has contained 
this double element.335 

 
Historians who divide Brook‘s career into periods have applied this statement to 

his later experimental work but not to his earlier, more realistic stagings. 

However, as a memory, Brook‘s ideas echo the understanding of Williams‘s 

androgynous form in production. Overcoming linear thinking about memory, 

moving towards a document that applies the future to the past and the past to the 

present: this is what the production counter-history can do, but only when the 

writer takes an interest in temporal affinities. 
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The assumption underlying singular readings of Williams‘s text or Brook‘s 

production as realistic is strengthened when historical narratives identify the 

reconstruction of reality as a singularly expressed entity as the goal of production 

analysis. Nora identified a similar problem when scholars took his questioning of 

realistic spaces as an overemphasis on the empirically realistic space, reading his 

theoretical term literally rather than figuratively. One of the most frustrating 

aspects of Nora‘s sites of memory is the readiness of other scholars to assume 

Nora‘s terminology without any consideration of his symbolic reading of history. 

In his introduction to Sites of Memory in American Literatures and Cultures, Udo 

J. Hebel fixates on Nora‘s theories as emphasizing embodied reality: 

Following Pierre Nora‘s ground-breaking theoretical work, recent studies 
focus on ‗sites of memory‘ in order to grasp the stimuli, processes, and 

products of recollective energy in specific spaces and at particular times… 
All of these sites, media and agents of memory operate with different 

representational strategies and diverse technologies which, in turn, impact 
on the very processes of remembering and their cultural negotiation. The 
commemorative work of various sites of recollection in changing 

historical contexts produces a heterogeneous archive of individual and 
collective, public and private memories.336  

  
The general applicability of the term sites of memory especially in opposition to 

Nora‘s more symbolic conceptualization relies on the assumption that by 

localization Nora means reality rather than construction. This is a process that 

Nora‘s symbolic history questions—the text as a reality confirms the production 

as a reality, which confirms the history as a reality. More often, in introductions 

scholars cite Nora‘s theory as evidence that locations create memories, but then 

chiefly disregard Nora‘s framework regarding the difference between an assumed 
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reality of the historical narrative and the symbolic interpretation of memories.337 

Based on this form of symbolic questioning that considers what are usually 

framed as realities as imagined constructions, the form of a production counter-

history encompasses the complexity of the culture as it existed in its reality. 

 Normative production histories contribute to nationalistic readings of 

productions of Williams‘s plays by emphasizing American realism as the correct 

reading of Cat. In a similar fashion to how Nora crafts his ―living portrait of 

French identity over time,‖ a thoughtful history of Tennessee Williams in 

performance rests on the historian‘s ability to move past the fiction that the 

original productions were correct interpretations, universally agreed upon by the 

creative artists involved.338 Instead, Nora‘s symbolic analysis of memories 

suggests how critical inscription overlooks incorporated memories that reveal the 

exploration of marginalized identity in opposition to a stably constructed 

nationality. If this tendency were mapped on a spectrum, how often would 

realistic productions result in a nationalistic analysis, and how would this contrast 

with how often nonrealistic productions face opposition from critics who value 

nationalistic readings of Williams‘s texts? 

 How shallow would the world be if there were only one interpretation of 

these plays? Shallowness produces a single version which confirms cultural 

norms rather than defying them. Literary studies of Williams have begun to 

approach the multiplicity of meanings, but production histories remain in a fixed 
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state because historians judge new interpretations against the imaginary cultural 

consumption of a stabilized original that never existed. The foreign premieres 

discussed in this chapter show that as soon as these texts began to circle the globe 

in performances, there were not only as many meanings as there were 

productions, but also as many meanings as there were audience members. Thus, 

Nora‘s new history, framed on a new assessment of national identity, adapts easily 

for these foreign premieres by questioning normative ideologies with the creation 

of a production history reliant on counter-memory. Nora addresses this paradox in 

his introduction to the third volume of his work:  

The vicissitudes of history have enlarged our sense of memory in such a 

way as to bring out new meanings in the selected works. It is this perpetual 
sedimentation of new meanings, this permanent metamorphosis, that turns 
a book already invested with a certain form of memory into a veritable lieu 

de mémoire.339 
 

This sedimentation of new meanings is not only an important step for this study 

but also creates a larger goal to frame the canon of Williams‘s productions as a 

site of memory rather than as a history of facts or a reconstruction of events. 

Furthermore, Nora‘s theories provide my analysis of the constructed nationality 

emerging from these productions with a fluidity that matches Williams‘s 

androgynous texts.  

Underlying the hegemonic impositions which distort the anti-normative 

elements from these productions, the mentality exists that identity has the 

potential to be stably constructed; that if the scholar finds the correct words there 

can be a clear articulation developed around the awareness that enforces a 

singular understanding of an unstable concept like nationality. However, thinking 
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about nationality as an imagined cultural creation necessitates a more complex 

reading of the stably constructed ideas of identity, culture, and memory. Although 

these terms appear to be separate entities in much normative scholarship, there is 

a relationship between the instability that I attribute to construction of memory, 

how memory can create an identity, and how identity can create culture. Starting 

with a stable culture not only imposes a stereotypical stability on identity but also 

denies that memories exist in an unstable form. In this sense, my focus on the 

instability of these memories encourages an unstable approach to nationality—an 

entirely different goal from the tradition production history that assumes a 

thorough reconstruction of the production has the potential to stably construct the 

nationalities involved in foreign productions of Williams. 

 In some ways, this memory-based reading of the foreign premieres 

parallels contemporary theories of semiotics, but this focus does not necessarily 

have to diverge much from merely recounting an honest history which engages 

with materials that have been overlooked because they fell outside the boundaries 

of nationalistic arguments. These production counter-histories of Visconti‘s 

Menagerie, Bergman‘s Streetcar, and Brook‘s Cat further uncover the problems of 

reading these plays as realistic constructions of nationality. Although the 

application of Nora‘s sites of memory to these productions resolves certain 

ideological challenges, this is only the next step in integrating memory to create 

anti-normative production histories. Nora concludes that ―Only in the eyes of 

memory do the concepts of cohesiveness, unity, and continuity retain their 

pertinence and legitimacy.‖340 At the same time, the differences that Nora asserts 
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between memory and history create a binary that easily disintegrates with 

thorough and thoughtful research. 

However, as the next chapter will show, detailed historiography alone 

cannot overcome the challenges that new productions face when they are 

overshadowed by a mythic original. One of the consistent challenges of the 

realistic bias of production histories is forgetting or ignoring the imaginary 

environment which surrounds the production process. The need to frame 

productions as imaginative processes reaffirms Anderson‘s correlation of the 

creation of national identity with capitalism, print culture, and language: ―What, 

in a positive sense, made the new communities imaginable was a half-fortuitous, 

but explosive, interaction between a system of production and productive 

relations (capitalism), a technology of communications (print), and the fatality of 

human linguistic diversity.‖341 After the constructed nature of nationality has been 

accepted, it follows that realistic interpretations of productions overstep the 

boundaries of existing evidence. A symbolic history that builds on incorporating 

practices read as imagined constructions navigates the balance between the real 

and the imagined, between history and memory—two dialectics that should not be 

reduced to the binary conflict between a real Stanley and a fake Blanche, or a fake 

America viewed by a real Italy, Sweden, or France. Instead, this process could be 

a network of symbols—the real and the imagined read in tandem—which 

functions along the lines of Maurice Halbwachs‘s theorization of collective 

memory. 
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The shift from Connerton through Nora to Halbwachs illustrates how these 

adapted theoretical concepts, rather than individually impacting the form of 

traditional production histories, can be combined and interact with one another. 

The further the distance from the mythic original, the more memory can reshape 

narratives to counter the consumed history which does not accurately reflect the 

multiple subjectivities involved in any production. In order to untie the knot of the 

intermingled history of the plays, the productions, and the films, memory allows 

me to be overtly critical of all of the evidence in transparent ways. What might 

seem an overambitious task—reading collective memory as a means of disrupting 

gendered interpretations of the revivals from the 1980s and 1990s—is the next 

necessary step in the journey towards producing a history of Williams that values 

memory rather than dismissing it. 
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Chapter Three: 
 

Collective Memory and Gendered Revivals (1974-1990) 
 

Claire Bloom‘s 1973 performance as Blanche marks a dominant shift in 

productions of Streetcar, as actresses began to foreground feminist interpretations 

of Williams‘s characters. In her memoir, Leaving a Doll‟s House, Bloom records 

the memory of a conversation she had with Williams during rehearsals about what 

happens to Blanche after the play is over: 

I asked Tennessee what happens to Blanche after she is led away from 
Stanley and Stella at the end of the play—I asked because I was curious, 
not because it necessarily makes any difference to the approach an actress 

takes in the part. He seemed surprised by the question—indeed, he said no 
other actress had ever asked him that—then gave us a wonderful 

postcurtain scenario depicting Blanche‘s phoenix- like ability to rise from 
the ashes. It made sense because Blanche has suffered losses and 
humiliations before the play begins, and still she clings to her illusions of 

love, gallantry, and vindication during its course.342 
 

Although it would be impossible to verify, Bloom‘s performance of Blanche‘s 

ending as phoenix-like likely marks the first time an actress performed the final 

scenes of this role with a sense of optimism, rather than as the tragic victim 

remembered from Tandy‘s Broadway and Leigh‘s film performances. Were it not 

for Bloom‘s memoir, this potential feminist reading of the ending would be lost to 

Bloom‘s and Williams‘s memories. Gore Vidal, who was at the same dinner with 

Williams and Bloom, remembers Williams‘s response to Bloom‘s question 

differently: ―She will enjoy her time in the bin. She will seduce one or two of the 

more young doctors. Then, she will be let free to run an attractive boutique in the 

French Quarter.‖343 The difference between Bloom‘s and Vidal‘s memories of this 
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conversation not only explicitly shows the difference between male and female 

readings of Blanche at the time, but also suggests the value of memory to consider 

the differences in subjective responses to Williams‘s narratives. While Vidal 

remembers this new ending as a continuation of Blanche‘s previous 

transgressions, Bloom‘s memories illustrate the potential for a shift away from 

ideological discourses of tragedy and oppression. As feminist discourse impacted 

readings of Williams‘s female characters, celebrity actresses, especially actresses 

as celebrated as Bloom, were forced to combat inscribed readings of Menagerie, 

Streetcar, and Cat where males dominated the tragic heroines. 

The emergence of feminism drastically altered the way that Williams‘s 

texts were interpreted in new productions. For these production counter-histories, 

feminism may seem to be an additional discourse that was added, separating 

actresses‘ choices from normative criticism. Yet the assumption that a feminist 

interpretation is a revision of the text is not only short-sighted but also relies on 

the subtle power of sexism to correct anti-normative thinking. However, 

collective memory eases the tension between gendered readings of Williams‘s 

texts. To the constructed nature of memory studies in the two production counter-

histories presented in this chapter, I add Maurice Halbwachs‘s theory of collective 

memory to unpack the conflict between sexist and feminist interpretations 

(denoted as male and female readings) of Williams that arose in revival 

productions in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s. 

Writing in the 1920s, Maurice Halbwachs was a French sociologist, 

interested in utilizing memory to create productive interventions with history. 
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Halbwachs‘s exploration of collective memory builds on the conceptualization of 

memory as a social construction that better reflects reality: ―In this definition, we 

find Halbwachs‘s distinction between history and memory. History is just a set of 

facts (sematic memory); whereas, memory (episodic memory) has a subjective 

dimension: it creates a sense of self that exists or persists through time, an 

identity.‖ 344 Halbwachs‘s sociological theorization of memory firmly places 

memory as an idea created by cultural norms established by groups. As the third 

step, the sociological components of collective memory pushes the production 

counter-history to the awareness of memory beyond the individual level, towards 

collective memories as grounded in differing cultural perspectives. 

Separating historical narratives from collective memory seems impossible 

and does not ultimately change my view that the current form of production 

histories relies on a method of research that values dominant inscription and 

devalues embodied memories of oppressed identities. Anti-feminist narratives 

which seek to invalidate Tandy‘s Amanda, Bloom‘s Blanche, and Turner‘s Maggie 

as acceptable interpretations of these roles manipulate Williams‘s androgynous 

form to authorize misogyny as the correct reading of Menagerie, Streetcar, and 

Cat. These performances of these actresses, in their attack on misogynist 

assumptions about these texts, confirm how collective memory can separate the 

sexist and feminist readings in order to see how these readings operate in 

relationship to each other. In a production counter-history, collective memory 

would not replace the historical narrative, but serve as a counterpoint by 
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developing an awareness of the multiple readings of a single production by 

different social groups to better depict the range of possible meanings.  

The paradoxical male and female readings of Williams, clearly shown in 

the difference between Bloom‘s and Vidal‘s memories, have created a conflict 

based on the gendered differences in cultural memories surrounding these texts. 

Perhaps the reader should trust Vidal, a close friend of Williams, to capture the 

words and sentiment in the new ending for Blanche.345 But, if we privilege 

Bloom‘s memory, which undoubtedly impacted her portrayal, does it matter if we 

lose Williams‘s exact words? Whether or not Williams ―intended‖ a feminist 

Blanche in his original text, Blanche was being read differently after the 1970s. In 

the following production counter-history, I explore how male readings devalue 

female readings by suggesting that they are revisions. 

Misogyny does not have to be intentional. Instead of thinking about 

misogyny as a stable reality, can it instead be framed as an insidious discourse 

that erases female empowerment while solidifying its own authority? Rather than 

labeling critics misogynist, I focus on the reading itself as misogynist and do so in 

an extreme fashion to better accentuate the stabilization of oppositional gendered 

readings during this period. While admitting that this conflict has always existed 

in Williams work, I call the misogynist readings false, because although misogyny 

inherently describes itself as the truth, feminism has the potential to proclaim its 
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own truth as parallel rather than asserting itself as another center (as least 

according to third-wave definitions). Regardless of the dialectical definitions of 

misogyny and feminism, collective memory allows both reading styles to coexist 

without the historian having to proclaim a single reading style as the correct 

interpretation of the text. 

In contrast to Bloom‘s feminist ―revision‖ of the character through this 

new ending, male critics were reluctant to admit the viability of a feminist reading 

that countered sexist memories of Streetcar. Benedict Nightingale in The New 

Statesmen puts forward the notion that Bloom‘s feminist performance is a 

reinterpretation: ―What Miss Bloom does is to distinguish the woman from the 

‗lady‘, the human being from the embryonic nymphomaniac and schizophrenic, 

persuading us that she‘s been devalued mainly by male misuse. Streetcar thus 

becomes, not just (just!) a blistering conflict between hideously incompatible 

people, but a play about sexism—and a very effective one.‖346 Also, Nightingale 

does not read or cannot see the happy ending for Blanche that Bloom and 

Williams discussed. By this point, discourse about feminism and patriarchy had 

become prevalent enough to be included in newspaper reviews. 

The problem of treating misogynist ideologies as the correct way to read 

Williams builds on the canonical and nationalist ideologies explored in the first 

two chapters—the value of emphasizing Connerton‘s incorporating practices at 

the expense of inscribed scholarship and the potential of Nora‘s symbolic history 

to rethink nationalism. The addition of feminist discourse raises additional 
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questions: Is this critique of gender roles an addition that had to wait until this 

period to be manifested in performances? Or is there a feminist undercurrent in 

these texts stemming from both Williams and the original practitioners that 

cultural memory has led critics to consistently ignore? I address these questions 

by considering an adaptation of Halbwachs‘s theory of collective memory to 

dissect the conflict between male and female readings of Williams as this conflict 

influenced the theatrical practitioners and critics in the creation and 

documentation of these productions. Collective memory offers a chance to 

examine the relationship between sexist and feminist readings without one 

discourse dominating the other. 

Suggesting that Williams was misogynist because he was male results in a 

very narrow definition of feminism that eradicates the possibility for the text to be 

interpreted as presenting androgynous characters. To better understand this debate, 

the historian can separate these viewpoints by admitting that both arose during the 

pseudo-realistic revivals of this period. After admitting that gendered readings 

were present, it becomes more important to consider both sides without offering 

one as the correct way to read Williams or the production. What if it is not the 

historian‘s job to proclaim a winner among interpretations? What if, when the 

historian reconstructs a production, they do not determine which single meaning 

was the most important? What if, instead, the historian uses memory to explore 

the conflict between multiple meanings as they coexisted? As culture is always 

fluid and ever-shifting, stabilizing a singular meaning from an inscribed text 



182 
 

 
 

seems a problematic way to document the multiplicity of subjectivities involved 

in the conflicting meanings generated from a single production.  

To explore the value of considering the addition of feminist interpretations 

of Williams using collective memory, I propose the two production counter-

histories that follow in this chapter: Jessica Tandy‘s portrayal of Amanda in 

Menagerie and Kathleen Turner‘s portrayal of Maggie in Cat. Building on the 

centrality of female actresses in Williams‘s plays, Bloom‘s Blanche, Tandy‘s 

Amanda, and Turner‘s Maggie share the burden of sexist cultural memories that 

limit Williams‘s female characters based on stereotypical gender assumptions.347 

After an examination of the historical concept of male/female styles of reading, I 

use Halbwachs‘s collective memory to unpack the relationship between gendered 

interpretations and Williams‘s androgynous form for Tandy‘s Amanda and then to 

question the stability of gendered readings for Turner‘s Maggie. 

In these production counter-histories, collective memory recovers the 

relationship between multiple social groups, making a reading of a single 

production that differs across social groups a possible goal for a production 

history. Whether it is a newspaper reviewer‘s intention or not, their words become 

a stable form of memory which limits the possibilities of interpretation unless the 

historian collects and compares these reviews, going beyond an evaluation of 
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which to accept and to which to reject. A collective-memory-based production 

counter-history admits these contradictions rather than reducing them to a singular 

narrative. For traditional production histories, newspaper reviews are simply the 

easiest and most accessible memories, giving the historian pieces of evidence to 

string together. Ideological problems arise when the historian paints too reductive 

a picture of the conflicting forces of interpretation as they existed for different 

social groups. Collective memory makes multiple subjectivities the point of the 

evaluation of incorporated memories read as imagined constructions, rather than 

an afterthought. 

In both examples, the integration of feminism reveals the importance of 

collective memory to showcase the acceptance of feminist readings by some and 

their rejection by others. This simultaneous rejection and acceptance of feminist 

interpretations of Williams makes it impossible for a production to produce a 

singular stance on gendered readings, when these two viewpoints always coexist 

simultaneously. Based on the canonical reading of Streetcar, it would be easy to 

equate Bloom‘s Blanche with inscribed memories of Tandy‘s Blanche as a 

helpless victim.348 Only after understanding the conflict between gendered 

readings faced by productions of this period using the lens of collective memory 

will I return to some final thoughts on Bloom‘s Blanche to suggest the value of 

this integration of collective memory as the third potential contribution of a 

production counter-history. 

 The history of gendered readings of Williams precedes these revivals, but 

also persists in contemporary productions. When bell hooks defines feminism in 
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Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center, she expresses the most general 

definition of feminism to ask questions about the relationship between gender and 

racial differences: ―Feminism is the struggle to end sexist oppression. Its aim is 

not to benefit solely any specific group of women, any particular race or class of 

women. It does not privilege women over men.‖349 hooks defines feminism 

simply to return the discussion to the root of the social problem—how sexual 

oppression affects all genders. Estelle B. Freedman echoes hooks‘ fear that a 

reactionary reading of feminism creates cultural misunderstandings: 

No matter how insightful its politics, feminism feels deeply threatening to 

many people, both women and men. By providing a powerful critique of 
the idea of a timeless social hierarchy, in which God or nature preordained 

women‘s dependence on men, feminism exposes the historical 
construction, and potential deconstruction, of categories such as gender, 
race, and sexuality. Fears that feminism will unleash changes in familiar 

family, sexual, and racial relationships can produce antifeminist politics 
among those who wish to conserve older forms of social hierarchy.350 

 
As an attack on male-dominated power, feminism often becomes a loaded 

discourse, where meaning relies on which gender has the power to authorize 

meaning. Careful attention to the fragile politics underlying feminist ―revisions‖ 

of Williams requires thinking through not only the exploration of gender in these 

texts, but also how critics and historians inscribe gendered readings. 

When theatre scholars such as Jill Dolan and Sue-Ellen Case examine the 

relationship between feminism and performance, they both argue that male 

readings dominate theatrical constructions of gender. In The Feminist Spectator 
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as Critic, Jill Dolan begins with the bias toward linear rationality as one of the 

many masculine criteria that critics use to evaluate feminist performances:  

Most mainstream critics are powerful enough to influence a production‘s 
success or failure in a given venue, and their response molds and to a 
certain extent predetermines the response of potential spectators for the 

play reviewed. Because it is such an important factor in the collective 
audience‘s interpretation of a play‘s meaning, mainstream criticism both 

shapes and reflects the ideological workings of the dominant culture 
whose concerns it represents.351 
 

The dominance of readings which support normative hegemony makes it more 

difficult for female playwrights such as Masha Norman to succeed when they 

critique straight white male characters and practices.352 This echoes the second-

wave feminist desire to create a clearly defined gender binary. During this period, 

critics implied a stable difference in Williams‘s characters that resulted in two 

distinct gendered readings. 

 Cultural memory creates and stabilized gendered readings. Based on the 

critics‘ reluctance to support performances that question and in some cases attack 

straight, white male viewpoints, Sue-Ellen Case argues for a new poetics: ―This 

new poetics would deconstruct male-centric systems of representation and 

perception of women and posit women in the position of the subject.‖353 Case 

builds this case in opposition to characters written by men, including Williams‘s 

Amanda and Blanche: 
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From Antigone to Blanche DuBois, the female actor works on the passive, 
broken sexual development of her characters, which isolates them from 

the social community rather than integrating them into it. From a feminist 
perspective the Method techniques for building these characters lead the 

female actor into inaccurate analyses of female sexuality.354 
 

Yet Case‘s reading that denies Williams‘s characters the ability to be active 

subjects does not come from the text alone. Case states that the female characters‘ 

passivity stems from both acting technique and the dominance of misogynist 

cultural memories that remember Amanda as a villain, Blanche as a victim, and 

Maggie as a slut. In her introduction to the revised publication, Case notes the 

problem with gendered readings:  

While I realize that the voice I employ in this text reifies many of the 

values of the patriarchy, it seemed precipitous to me to use this 
opportunity to argue my own beliefs…The book was written in 1985, 
when the feminist movement was only twenty years old and feminist 

theatre practice younger still.355 
 

In both practice and scholarship, gendered readings were stably constructed so 

that male readings positioned Williams‘s female characters (and all female 

characters) as passive. 

However, Bloom‘s Blanche, Tandy‘s Amanda and Turner‘s Maggie 

indicate interpretations of Williams‘s female character as active and defiant in the 

face of the constraints of male-dominated realism. What if these actresses‘ 

critiques of Williams‘s heroines do not subvert the texts, but instead subverts the 

misogynist meaning calcified in cultural memory? When actresses rethink these 

roles by making the female characters more active, critics respond that feminist 

readings contradict Williams‘s imaginary intentions. But what if female 
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dominance, as read predominantly in recent literary studies of Williams, has the 

potential to destroy and ultimately subvert the cultural memories of Brando 

dominating Tandy‘s Blanche?356  

As the third potential contribution of a production counter-history, 

collective memory adds the additional component of the simultaneous existence 

of conflicting readings. Just as all of Williams‘s plays can be read as sites of 

collective memory, all production histories are inherently sites of collective 

memory. This double assumption, based not on empirical reality but rather built 

on incorporating practices read as imagined constructions, connects Maurice 

Halbwachs‘s theories of collective memory to the documentation/reconstruction 

of the ephemeral nature of these revivals. The integration of collective memory 

emphasizes both the possibility and the eventuality of multiple and contradictory 

readings of a production as they coexisted. Collective memory not only 

accentuates the differences between male and female readings as they coexisted in 

this historical moment, but develops an awareness of the limitations of gendered 

readings as a normative means of assessment. 

Halbwachs developed his theories of collective memory in opposition to 

his mentor Bergson‘s exploration of memory as individualized. Halbwachs 

defines collective memory by using tentative questioning to consider the 

possibility—not the fact—that collective memory shapes individual memory. He 
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suggests the integration of Durkheim‘s collectively based sociology to propose the 

difference between external and internal forms of memory: ―Our memories 

remain collective, however, and are recalled to us through others even though 

only we were participants in the events or saw the things concerned.‖357 As a 

sociological process, Halbwachs asserts that collective memory relies on how 

social groups affect the memory of individual members. These social groups can 

be defined according to race, class, sexuality, profession, nationality, and gender. 

Drawing from his own experiences, he considers the possibility of 

collective memory based on sociological theories; the only reason to rule this 

theory out is that it is impossible to verify or prove scientifically. However, 

culture, which is based on the collection of multiple subjectivities, provides much 

evidence of the existence that collective memory corrects and at times replaces 

individualized memories. Collective memory serves as a metaphor that 

reconceptualizes how individuals construct memories as based on social 

frameworks, not on individual perceptions alone or as mandated by reality-driven 

consensus. As Halbwachs questions how collective memory functions as a social 

construct, he stresses how groups affect the ways that an individual remembers:  

In each of these moments I cannot say that I was alone, that I reflected 
alone, because I had put myself in thought into this or that group, 
composed of myself and the architect (or, beyond him, the group for 

which he was merely the interpreter), the painter (or his group), the land 
surveyor who had designed the layout of the city or the novelist.358  

 
By considering memory as constructed based on these different groups, 

Halbwachs changed how sociologists understood the construction of memory, 
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which was previously considered a more individual process.359 Rather than 

consider the larger picture of how the memories of various participants in a 

theatrical production conflict and disagree, the historian who seeks to reconstruct 

a production generally privileges individual memories at the expense of a 

collective understanding of how every individual, in some respect, understands 

their memories based on different social groups. In contrast, a production history 

based on collective memory would document conflicts among social groups as an 

inherent part of the narrative. 

Building on Bloom‘s ―revision‖ of the ending of Streetcar, the integration 

of collective memory in production counter-histories of John Dexter‘s Menagerie 

and Howard Davies‘s Cat illustrate the subtext of the male/female reading binary. 

Using collective memory allows for a better perception of the conflict between 

sexism and feminism as controlled by critics that oppose feminist audiences—

audiences willing to read these texts as part of the struggle to end sexist 

oppression. In normative assessment, where historians select a single meaning as 

the winner, the dominant narrative always overwhelms the potential for anti-

normative readings. Labeling these actresses‘ performances as feminist revisions 

denies that the text itself includes feminist discourse. 

The notable thing about Dexter‘s Menagerie is the assumed ―rightness‖ of 

Jessica Tandy in the role of Amanda before she played it, followed by the general 

notion that the production should have been better than its reality. Jessica Tandy‘s 
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performance of Amanda in Menagerie, directed by John Dexter in 1983, was the 

first Broadway revival of a Williams play after his death.360 In the Wall Street 

Journal, Edwin Wilson uses this assumption as the opening of his review: 

It sounded like an ideal production: a major revival of Tennessee 

Williams‘s Menagerie starring Jessica Tandy. Mr. Williams died nine 
months ago, and what better way to pay tribute to him than a top-flight 

production of his first successful play? And what better person to play the 
heroine Amanda than the actress who created the role of Blanche DuBois 
in the original production of another Williams classic, Streetcar? The 

theater, however, is perverse.361 
 

The general assumption that Tandy would create the perfect Amanda was made 

more complex by critics who could not agree on how to approach, evaluate, and 

document the production. Wilson goes on to blame Dexter for ―miscalculations,‖ 

showing in very clear terms how every production of Menagerie faces a 

comparison to assumptions stemming from cultural memories that affirm 

Dowling‘s (and thus Laurette Taylor‘s) correct choices. Collective memories 

unpack why Dexter‘s production failed to live up to Dowling‘s production—

especially when cultural memories contradict Williams‘s androgynous form by 

revising his artistic practices after his death. 

 In America, critics remember Dexter most notably for his 1973 production 

of Equus and his 1988 production of M. Butterfly.362 Not only did these 

productions win Tony Awards, but both shirked the tenets of realism, drawing 

from the increased lack of unity of time and place in Peter Shaffer‘s and David 
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Henry Hwang‘s texts. In his memoirs, The Honourable Beast, Dexter makes no 

mention of Menagerie, but his thoughts on the development of Equus suggest the 

importance of nonrealistic dramatic form to his directing style: 

When the first draft came, the play was very much concerned with the 

event of the blinding of the horses and explaining it, and the character of 
the analyst had just started to emerge… At that time it was constructed 

much more naturalistically. I said, ―When you‘re reconstructing it, would 
you think more loosely in time? To make the chain of events clear, you‘ve 
got to be able to cut across time illogically.‖363 

 
After the impact of Equus, Dexter would have been expected to stage Menagerie 

as a nonrealistic theatrical experience. However, his attempt to question the 

inscription of the dominant male reading of Williams as realism through Tandy‘s 

performance and Ming Cho Lee‘s set resulted in a failure that reaffirmed the 

relationship between misogyny and realism as interrelated canonical 

interpretations of Menagerie.364 

Adapting the concept of collective memory into a reading of Dexter‘s 

production of Menagerie recovers a more measured approach to evaluating the 

relationship between dramatic form and gendered readings. Critics diminish 

Tandy‘s performance and Dexter‘s production because they cannot be both 

realistic and nonrealistic simultaneously. Williams‘s androgynous dramatic form 

presents considerable difficulties to reviewers who trust the stability of inscribed 

cultural memories to separate the realist and non-realist elements of the 

production. However, collective memory clarifies the agendas motivating 
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competing social groups—reduced here for clarity to those who read the text as 

misogynist reality and those who read the text as feminist memory. 

As Halbwachs questions the individual‘s ability to create memories 

without a social framework, he implies the need for a larger understanding of the 

invisible relationships between the individual and conflicting social groups:  

Often we deem ourselves the originators of thoughts and ideas, feelings 
and passions, actually inspired by some group. Our agreement with those 

about us is so complete that we vibrate in unison, ignorant of the real 
source of the vibrations. How often do we present, as deeply held 

convictions, thoughts borrowed from a newspaper, book or 
conversation?365 
 

The collective groups that Halbwachs envisions would add a component of 

transparency to a production counter-history. Suddenly, the task of the historian is 

not to reconstruct what really happened, but to question where memories originate 

from and uncover the motives behind the creation of these memories based on 

conflicting social groups. Highlighting the conflict underscores that Tandy‘s 

Amanda was not a single interpretation, but that sexist and feminist social groups 

would have read this performance differently. 

The critics‘ penchant for relying on an imagined realistic tradition as the 

correct reading of Menagerie stabilizes male readings as more authoritative than 

feminist explorations of the text. In Women‟s Wear Daily, Howard Kissel begins 

by blaming Dexter for trying to create too realistic a depiction of the Wingfield 

family as indicative of the Great Depression: ―It may have been Dexter‘s conceit 

that he was showing us the reality that memory has hazed over, but in doing so he 
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has robbed the play of both its complexity and much of its poetry.‖366 By the end 

of the review, only a few paragraphs later, he states that the hardness of Tandy‘s 

voice contributed to the falseness of her performance: ―But one can‘t help 

wondering how she might handle the role in a less Brechtian production.‖367 

Kissel implies a return to the balance of realism and memory remembered by 

reviews of the original. At the same time, his thoughts confirm how a realistic 

performance is at odds with the dreamlike elements of the text, but Brechtian is a 

loaded phrase which reveals the confusion surrounding Williams‘s androgynous 

form. Brechtian, in the way that Kissel uses it might mean constructed, but that 

would contradict Kissel‘s critique of the realistic elements as working against the 

purpose of the play.368 Kissel views Dexter‘s production as simultaneously too 

realistic and not realistic enough. Dramatic criticism should be more than just a 

recapitulation of norms, revealed by reading new productions based on how well 

they align with these norms. 

The most controversial element of Dexter‘s production was his decision to 

include Williams‘s legends, which appeared as handwritten words above the 

screen, described by Richard Hummler in Variety:369 
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In an apparent retrieval of a device that was wisely discarded during the 
original production's Chicago tryout, the scenes are heralded by 

handwritten titles projected on a screen, which adds nothing and further 
distances the audience.370 

 
In contrast to the general skepticism surrounding the projected words, the same 

reviewer claims immediately afterwards: ―The Paul Bowles incidental music has 

the proper sense of remembered emotion.‖371 By remembering Dowling‘s choices 

as correct, Hummler assumes that Dexter‘s deviations from Dowling were 

missteps. 

 Furthermore, the assumptions regarding what Williams intended create a 

male reading that places male characters (in this case, Tom) at the center of the 

text. However, the connection between sexist power and dramatic realism require 

a reader (and an audience) interested in heteronormative readings. In Time, 

Richard Corliss describes the text of the play as ―lazy‖ and anti-naturalistic:  

For the next 35 years, directors took their cue from Williams‘ own lazy 
flights of self-destruction, from his wispy-wise, Percy Dovetonsils voice, 

and launched productions of his plays on gossamer wings toward the aerie 
of poetic eccentricity. In the Williams otherworld, one tiptoed through 

cobwebs, was blinded by moonbeams.372  
 

Corliss uses language as poetic as that in Williams‘s text, requiring a great deal of 

conjecture on the reader‘s part to understand Corliss‘s critique of Williams‘s 

sentimentality. While Dexter was not attempting to recreate Dowling‘s production 

nor to discover Williams‘s intentions, he had to struggle against cultural 

misconceptions about this text. Male readings of Menagerie have the potential to 
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emphasize a realistic American South that oppresses Amanda and Laura, making 

it difficult for actresses to succeed in these androgynous roles. 

Both Dolan and Case confirm the difference between male and female 

readings that emerged during the 1980s. Case connects realism with male, sexist 

dominance in theater history as means of making males the subject of narratives, a 

practice which others female subjectivities:  

Realism, in its focus on the domestic sphere and the family unit, reifies the 
male as sexual subject and the female as the sexual ‗Other.‘ The portrayal 

of female characters within the family unit—with their confinement to the 
domestic setting, their dependence on the husband, their often defeatist, 
determinist view of the opportunities for change—makes realism a 

―prisonhouse of art‖ for women, both in their representation on stage and 
in the female actor‘s preparation and production of such roles.373 

 
Case argues that female theatrical practitioners face oppression because of the 

bias towards stories that place males at the center of dramatic form. Dolan agrees 

that the reluctance of male critics to acknowledge feminist performances rests on 

the conventions of realism: 

To escape the constraints of the realist form, feminist performance 

theorists propose new contents should be developed in new narrative 
structures, more radical representational forms, and subcultural production 
contexts. Because conventional realism dominated Broadway and regional 

theatre production at the time, popular and mainstream theater were 
dismissed with a quick slash of the feminist theoretical pen.374 

 
Read together, Dolan and Case malign the conventions of realism as a misogynist 

dramatic form which places male protagonists at the center and creates passive 

female characters.  

At first glance, it might appear that the focus of these reviews does not 

concern feminism at all—that the conflict in Dexter‘s Menagerie concerns the 
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appropriateness of reading the text and production as either embodiments of or 

reactions against realism. Refocusing on Tandy‘s performance reveals how the 

reactions to nonrealistic conventions also devalue feminist interpretations of 

Williams‘s androgynous characters. In this sense, feminism allows the possibility 

of making Amanda into a strong, powerful character rather than the oppressed 

tragic figure incorrectly remembered from Taylor‘s portrayal. Douglas Watt, in 

The Daily News, praises Tandy‘s Amanda in counterpoint to her Blanche: 

―Magically and enchantingly, the Mother is transfigured to become, uncannily and 

with the years swept away, the reflected image of Blanche DuBois, the part Tandy 

created in Tennessee Williams‘ Streetcar in a performance yet to be equaled.‖375 If 

only Watt was more familiar with the oppression that Tandy faced at the hands of 

critics who preferred Brando. Walter Kerr, having seen Tandy‘s Blanche, is 

perhaps the critic with the most authority to judge Tandy‘s Amanda. His review 

focuses on the disconnection between the imagined Amanda in his head and his 

memories of Tandy‘s Blanche:  

If there is anyone now working in our theater who seems to have positive 
genius for flushing out an inspired slant that can turn the most trivial role 

triumphant… it is Jessica Tandy. All the more startling, then, that she 
seems to have found none for prattling, motherly, daydreaming Amanda 

Wingfield.376  
 

Tandy‘s Amanda does not live up to Kerr‘s imagined idea for the character, which 

also implies that Tandy does not live up to the idea in the collective consciousness 

of those who remember Tandy‘s Blanche. In addition, Kerr‘s labeling Amanda‘s 
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role as ―trivial‖ supports Case‘s expectation of the mandatory passivity of 

Williams‘s female characters.  

 To further unpack the challenge that normative critics face when accepting 

a feminist reading of a Williams character, it is important to consider the different 

waves of feminism and how different feminisms change the inscription of 

gendered characters. Dolan separates the multiple feminisms into three groupings 

which correspond to the three generally accepted waves of feminism. She labels 

the first wave as ―liberal feminism,‖ connected to the emergence of feminist 

discourse surrounding women‘s suffrage. The second wave she considers as 

―cultural/radical feminism,‖ which emerged during the 1960s-1980s and focused 

on emphasizing stably constructed gender differences. She defines the third wave 

as ―materialist feminism,‖ drawing from recent feminist theatre which explores 

postmodern deconstructions of gender. While admitting her own bias towards 

materialist feminism as she depicts it, she promotes the deconstruction of stable 

gender categories as the path to replacing the authority of white male spectators: 

―[Materialist feminism] seeks to reverse the gender hierarchy by theorizing 

female values as superior to male values. The oppression wrought by gender 

polarization constructed through dominant theories of sexual difference remains 

peculiarly unattacked in cultural feminist thought.‖377 Understanding the politics 

behind these three waves separates the problematic nature of critical reviews that 

adhere to the notion of gender difference from artistic choices intended to 

deconstruct traditional gender roles. 
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When critics judge Tandy‘s Amanda through the lens of second-wave 

feminist gender difference, they miss a more nuanced reading of Tandy‘s Amanda 

through the lens of third-wave feminist deconstruction. As critics document 

Tandy, misogynist memories infiltrate their evaluations, connecting the confusion 

with dramatic form with misogynist reactions to Tandy‘s portrayal of Amanda and 

using reality to deny female characters authenticity. Victor Gluck in Wisdom‟s 

Child comments on Tandy‘s misreading as too believable: ―Miss Tandy, one of 

our premiere actresses, has chosen to make Amanda irascible and peremptory, a 

perfectly believable character. Unfortunately these choices make Amanda 

unsympathetic and remote.‖378 Jack Kroll in Newsweek supports the idea that 

Tandy made Amanda too real, in opposition to the madness remembered from 

Taylor‘s iconic performance. 

Laurette Taylor‘s legendary Amanda in the original 1944 production 
seems to have had an ecstatic intensity that was almost a kind of madness. 
Tandy lacks that transcendent desperation; her Amanda is as real as the 

faded cotillion dress she puts on to recapture her lost romantic girlhood. 
Alternately hostile and tender toward her blighted children, Tandy shows 

us an Amanda whose love has become lethal through her balked passion 
for life.379 

 

Gluck and Kroll, each in their own way, focus on Tandy‘s supposed realistic 

treatment of the character as a means of dismissing the idea that Amanda is a 

―real‖ character, predicting that audiences would prefer more of a caricature and 

less of a real person. But what if Tandy‘s Amanda is too real for misogynist 

realism, which denies females active subjectivity? By virtue of her 

multidimensionality, Tandy‘s Amanda seems fake in the world of male realism, 
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where only Tom can be the center of the story. Because of her celebrity, critics 

place Tandy‘s Amanda as the center of this production, which automatically 

counters male readings of Menagerie. 

The critics‘ inability to question the misogyny that underlies their negative 

reactions to this production results in a chain of memory where Dexter‘s 

production was both too realistic and too experimental. Brendan Gill in The New 

Yorker connects Tandy‘s Amanda to Lady Macbeth:  

Miss Tandy‘s bustling and aggressive Amanda would feel a sisterly 
affection for Lady Macbeth, with whom she shares such qualities as 
courage, zest for life, and a talent for duplicity. (Observing Amanda, we 

perceive how lucky it was that Lady Macbeth had no children, and how 
unlucky Macbeth was not to have outwitted his wife‘s ambitions for him, 

as Mr. Wingfield did in his own case, by simply running away.)380 
 

Although Gill‘s hypothesis contains a seed of flattery, his misogynist conflation of 

Amanda with Lady Macbeth implies that Mr. Wingfield was smart for running 

away from Tandy‘s Machiavellian Amanda. Menagerie‘s androgynous form 

exacerbates the challenges of reading feminism and/or sexism as the singularly 

appropriate interpretation of Menagerie. To understand the conflicts underlying 

the production choices, collective memory provides an opportunity to look at 

male and female readings as they coexisted and intermingled with realistic and 

nonrealistic assessments of the production without presenting one as the correct 

reading of the text itself. 

In this instance, trying to judge which critic has the most authority reduces 

a production history to a series of personal opinions that value normative evidence 

to dictate how a production was read by its many audience members. Halbwachs 
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asserts that individuals remember based on their connection to a group, creating a 

more complicated but more accurate manner of reconstructing and assembling 

memories into a production history: 

While the collective memory endures and draws strength from its base in 

a coherent body of people, it is individuals as group members who 
remember. While these remembrances are mutually supportive of each 

other and common to all, individual members still vary in the intensity 
with which they experience them.381  
 

What infiltrates the narrative of a traditional production history is not so much an 

accurate description of what happened on stage, but a filtering of critical 

opinion—an attempt to remember the new interpretation via the dominant cultural 

memories surrounding the original production. Once again, the historian has to 

search for embodied memories of anti-normative production moments to 

overcome inscription and to assess feminist readings not as newly crafted 

additions, but as always present in the text. 

To uncover this conflict, incorporated memories read as imagined 

constructions recover Tandy‘s Amanda. In her dissertation, in which she evaluates 

four Broadway productions of Menagerie, Jane O‘Neill includes interviews with 

Jessica Tandy and designer Ming Cho Lee which provide additional information 

to counter the misogynist memories of Dexter‘s Menagerie. O‘Neill takes the 

critics‘ readings at face value without questioning the motivations behind the 

critics‘ reading of Dexter‘s production against false authoritarian memories. The 

phrasing ―some critics did not find this [Tandy‘s] interpretation true to Williams‘ 

intention‖ foregrounds how O‘Neill‘s conventional analysis only reinforces the 
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erasure of any production element that does not reduce Williams to an easily 

understandable, realistic text.382 

While supporting an inscribed reading of the reviews, O‘Neill also 

includes a personal interview with Tandy that reveals an additional challenge that 

Dexter‘s production faced. Dexter initially chose to perform the reading edition, 

based on the assumption that Williams had the reading edition published as the 

version closer to his intentions as a playwright.383 However, through the course of 

rehearsals, Dexter started to interpret Williams‘s androgynous form as a flaw that 

he tried to correct by integrating moments from the acting edition to ―improve‖ 

the reading edition. Tandy remembers this process: ―We ended up trying to work 

with an amalgam of two scripts. It was extremely confusing. During rehearsals, 

we [the actors] lost it. We lost the flow. And as a result, the performance was a 

failure.‖384 This chain of memory not only recovers an embodied memory not 

known and not considered in the critical reception, but also shows the value of 

having an actress speak for herself about the confusing process that theatrical 

practitioners face with Williams‘s always multiple and contradictory drafts. 

Confusion about whether Menagerie is more about reality or illusion makes it 

difficult for actors to make choices that do not adhere to the distortions of cultural 

memories. Dowling‘s Menagerie definitely impacted the differences between the 

acting and reading editions, especially the obvious difference that the acting 

version is more realistic with more clearly defined characters, and the reading 
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version is less realistic with more androgynous characters. Collective memory 

allows both versions to coexist without designating one the better version. 

The same problem is revealed by a close analysis of O‘Neill‘s interview 

with Ming Cho Lee. Lee, who started on Broadway as an assistant for Jo 

Mielziner, is well known for his nonrealistic sets, which included the Broadway 

productions of Mother Courage, The Shadow Box and For Colored Girls Who 

Have Considered Suicide when the Rainbow is Enuf. By the time he designed for 

Dexter, Lee was fully aware that his sets were too experimental for popular 

Broadway audiences: ―When Dexter asked him to design Lee said, ‗You‘d better 

be careful because every time I hit Broadway it‘s a flop.‖385 Arnold Aronson, in 

his short section on Lee‘s design for Menagerie, includes Lee‘s experimental 

vision for the space:  

Lee thought that Tom‘s monologues existed in a kind of limbo, and when 
he enters the scene it becomes more real, so instead of fragmentary 
pockets of reality, Lee designed a shabby apartment as an essentially 

naturalistic unit- though one without walls—enveloped in a surround of 
sky and clouds. It almost looked as if two different sets had been 

accidentally combined.386 
 
Aronson‘s coverage of the event, drawing from interviews with Lee, includes 

speculations that critics rejected Lee‘s design because it was not realistic. 

In contrast, O‘Neill‘s interview with Lee points to the collective mentality 

that indicates the power of embodied memories as an antidote to reductive 

criticism:  

Instead of dealing with the past, we thought perhaps we should deal with 

the present. And the present is limbo in this play. So we decided to have 
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scrim panels with paintings of clouds, representing limbo, and a realistic 
apartment within the clouds… I decided to take all the flooring out of the 

stage so the apartment would be floating in space. The actors would enter 
through traps.387 

  
Rather than commit to this bold choice, Dexter decided to keep the floor, another 

shift that reveals, along with the inclusion of elements from the acting edition, 

that Dexter ultimately favored realistic impulses over the nonrealistic directing 

style he used in earlier and later productions.388 By trying to connect these 

interviews with a conventional summation of critical reviews, O‘Neill overlooks 

how these personal interviews can recover the oppressed identity overshadowed 

by normative scholarship. In this sense, a collective-memory-based production 

counter-history enables a narrative that foregrounds embodied evidence to disrupt 

the reductive assumptions of hegemony. Favoring journalistic reviews over 

embodiment results in proclaiming Tandy‘s Amanda as a failure, rather than 

identifying her as disrupting the traditional image of Amanda (and Menagerie as a 

whole).  

Cultural memories of a dominated Blanche present another challenge for a 

feminist reading of Tandy‘s Amanda. In another interview with Samuel Freedman, 

Tandy expressed the similarities between Blanche and Amanda:  

I think if Blanche and Amanda have anything in common—and they are 
both three-dimensional, no, 20-dimensional—what they have in common 

is their absolute determination to survive in the face of all odds. The guts. 
The Guts. It reminds me of Beckett.389 
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As a snippet of incorporated memory, Tandy equates Williams to Beckett, which 

none of the critics reviewing Dexter‘s Menagerie did. Tandy also remembers 

seeing Taylor‘s performance: ―I can still see her. I can still remember her. Her 

performance was warm and fully-rounded and uncompromising. She didn‘t gloss 

over the uncomfortable aspects of Amanda.‖390 Before she approached the role, 

Tandy understood not only the intricacies of working on a challenging Williams 

character, but also the difference between her own memories of Taylor‘s 

performance and the distorted memories of critics. Taken as a whole, these 

memories document Tandy‘s Amanda, not as the oppressive villain in a Tom-

centric narrative, but as the embodiment of female empowerment that transcends 

the realistic stereotypes based on critics who remember the character as literally 

representing Williams‘s real, nagging mother. By making choices, actresses must 

choose to perform Williams‘s female characters according to stereotypes or 

counter to them, but critics‘ preconceptions ridicule whichever choice the actress 

makes.  

To disrupt these preconceptions, Tandy‘s interviews provide incorporated 

memories that document her interpretation of Amanda not as a production history 

would—by seeking to integrate her thoughts on her performance alongside the 

critical inscription—but as disruptions to critical reviews. In the same interview, 

Tandy comments on how things have changed since Williams died: ―The moment 

he died… he suddenly became this great national treasure. Well, he always was a 

national treasure. But before he died, he couldn‘t get the time of day.‖ When she 

remembers Streetcar, she focuses on how the text was an unknown entity: 
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―Whether it would be a hit, no one knew. But there was no question we were 

tackling something of importance. It was innovative. It was new. It was exciting. 

And it was going to be a task, nothing simple about it.‖ Perhaps Tandy‘s Amanda 

was too real, but if it was, it was because she was working past the misogynist 

stereotypes ingrained in cultural memories of Taylor‘s performance. Could critics 

ever read Tandy‘s feminist contributions to Amanda without finding some flaw in 

trying to reinterpret what many assume to be a depiction of Williams‘s real, 

villainous mother? Tandy‘s memories, read as incorporated, imagined 

constructions, reveal the conflation of dramatic form and gender roles as a 

challenge that theatrical practitioners face. Without admitting feminist questioning 

as part of the collective memory, misogynist readings will continue to dominate 

Williams‘s texts as correct interpretations as long as the tropes of biography, 

tragedy, and realism support stereotypical and sentimentalized readings of 

Menagerie. 

To the normative historian, Tandy‘s memories would appear biased and 

anecdotal. But her thoughts supply the reasons why Dexter‘s production failed. 

There is no way for a single production of Menagerie to satisfy the various and 

contradictory memories which surround the original production. At the same time, 

Tandy‘s performance, which depicted Amanda as a real character, was misread by 

critics as defying Williams‘s supposed intention to villainize his real mother. In 

this manner, feminist and nonrealistic readings of the text collided in this 

production as the embodiment of androgynous form, which counters the 

normative distinguishing of the misogynist reading as correct and the feminist 



206 
 

 
 

reading as a revision. The concessions that Dexter made to reduce nonrealistic and 

thus feminist interpretations which value the female characters as active and equal 

to their male counterparts reveals the dominance of misogynist attitudes towards 

Williams. These dominant misogynist attitudes counter theatrical practitioners 

like Tandy when they choose to disregard memories corrected by normative, 

realistic, and misogynist distortions. 

Case and Dolan agree that feminist performances should not be judged 

based on misogynist criteria. Case states that female playwrights should employ a 

feminist poetics in attacks directed against institutionalized dramatic forms: 

―Rather, they would appear as tactics to be employed when they were useful in 

either dismantling the patriarchal structure or aiding in the cultural revolution. 

Theory would then be in the service of specific political maneuvers rather than 

rising to a transcendent position.‖391 Dolan makes this attack even more extreme: 

―Deconstructing the performance apparatus in postmodern terms is not politically 

progressive unless the gender assumptions that underlie representations are also 

denaturalized and changed.‖392 Historical readings that ignore the oppression 

these actresses faced in re-envisioning these roles in opposition to misogynist 

cultural memories also dismiss feminism as an acceptable interpretation of both 

text and production. Why is feminism an integral part of these texts? Because 

Williams is questioning gender norms, and this questioning leans more toward 

third-wave materialist feminism than second-wave cultural feminism. The 

differences between deconstructing gender and stably constructing gender 
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difference makes it difficult for critics to appreciate how these new productions 

do not diverge from the text, but rather access aspects of Menagerie overlooked 

by male readings.  

Collective memory separates male and female readings of Tandy‘s 

Amanda to show the limitations that sexist memories impose on feminist 

interpretations of Menagerie. In a fashion similar to how Nora separates history 

and memory, Halbwachs separates historical memory and collective memory:  

In other words, the individual participates in two types of memory, but 
adopts a quite different, even contrary, attitude as he participates in the one 
or the other. On the one hand, he places his own remembrances within the 

framework of his personality, his own personal life; he considers those 
aspects that interest him by virtue of distinguishing himself from others. 

On the other hand, he is able to act merely as a group member, helping to 
evoke and maintain impersonal remembrances of interest to the group.393 
 

Historical memory imposes preconceived notions, whereas collective memory can 

include evidence that rejects coherence as the goal of historical narratives. People 

participate in collective memory on a daily basis, framing events that happened 

directly to them based on the social groups to which they imagine they belong. 

Rather than erase history from the analysis of a production, history and memory 

could provide a balance that counters the coherence of history with the instability 

of memory. As Dolan and Case suggest, historical narratives erase feminist 

discourse, which in this case results in reading Tandy‘s feminist performance and 

Lee‘s nonrealistic design as failures because these choices do not conform to the 

realist and thus misogynist expectations for Menagerie. Collective memory offers 

a potential solution for historians interested in interrogating the process of 

remembering from multiple contrasting perspectives. 
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Shifting from the reactions to Tandy‘s androgynous revision of Amanda to 

Turner‘s dominant interpretation of Maggie, it becomes clearer that feminism 

means different things to different social groups. A chain of collective memory 

uncovers how feminism was used to address a positive reading of Menagerie in 

which nonrealistic dramatic form allows feminine characters to transcend societal 

oppression through the use of illusion. Actresses faced oppression from normative 

critics as they attempted to rethink narratives that expect Blanche, Amanda, and 

Maggie to submit to their male counterparts. The oppression surrounding Bloom‘s 

optimistic reading of Blanche and Tandy‘s anti-stereotypical construction of 

Amanda becomes even more important to acknowledge in Kathleen Turner‘s 

portrayal of Maggie in Howard Davies‘s Cat. 

In some ways, Turner‘s celebrity outshines Davies‘s direction. Turner‘s 

fame as a sex symbol, beginning with the film Body Heat, added new dimensions 

to the role of Maggie, upending preconceptions that Cat demonstrates realistic, 

stabilized gender roles. In opposition to Paul Newman‘s Brick dominating 

Elizabeth Taylor‘s Maggie on the silver screen, Turner‘s performance reversed 

these roles in ways that made critics uncomfortable.394 Davies, who directed for 

The Old Vic and the Royal Shakespeare Company, was most likely chosen 

because of his celebrated production of Les Liaisons Dangereuses in 1987. He 

would later go on to direct other Broadway revivals: My Fair Lady, The Iceman 
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Cometh, Private Lives, and Moon for the Misbegotten, all of which favored 

realistic dramatic form, drawing from the conventions of American realism.395 

As outsiders reading Williams‘s America as an imagined construction, 

Davies‘s Cat, like Dexter‘s Menagerie, was directly impacted by the director‘s 

English nationality. Clive Barnes, in the New York Post, questions why three of 

the four Broadway revivals of Williams chose British directors, picked for their 

adroit productions of European plays in New York. Barnes suggests that the 

disconnection from American male-centric realism must be one of the reasons that 

Europeans stage Williams differently:  

In America we all pay lip service to Williams—and for that matter Arthur 

Miller—but it seems to be in Britain that they cut through past traditions 
and preconceptions and treat both Williams and Miller as living classics. 
There is surely a lesson for us here.396  

 
As they staged Menagerie and Cat, Dexter and Davies faced an undercurrent of 

nationalist prejudice, but they also allowed their actresses to rethink the biases 

that frame Williams in terms of both European and American misogyny. 

In light of this outsider perspective, which will continue as Williams‘s 

plays circulate globally, Barnes compares Davies‘s more impactful cast in the 

London version, which was staged two years earlier than the Broadway 

production, to their American counterparts: ―The British cast gave Davies‘s 

concept a marvelous sense of Greek tragedy—these people were as haunted as the 

House of Atreus, and the past, with all its mendacities, hung dankly in the 
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thunderous heat.‖397 Barnes also remembers the third act controversy, siding with 

Williams‘s art over Kazan‘s sleaze: ―The celebrated director Elia Kazan had what 

many now think was an almost perverse skill in exploiting Williams‘ talent at the 

expense of his genius.‖398 As noted in the previous chapter, the politics 

surrounding Williams as an American commodity clouds the reviewer‘s ability to 

capture Davies‘s production historically. In his short article, Barnes relates these 

various notions, identifying what they have in common showing the solidified 

connections between canonization, nationalism, and misogyny. Barnes also firmly 

asserts the inappropriateness of the casting choice of Turner, whose feminist 

reading of Maggie conflicts with the more passive cultural memories of Elizabeth 

Taylor‘s Maggie, without questioning the distortion of these memories by 

canonical, nationalist, and misogynist impositions. 

When critics evaluate Turner‘s Maggie, the binary nature of male and 

female readings becomes blurred. Rex Reed, in The New York Observer, suggests 

what he sees as a disparity between Turner‘s dominant Maggie and Williams‘s 

intentions: ―Miss Turner is every inch a star, but she sees Maggie as a modern 

woman in control of everything. Tennessee Williams was writing about women as 

victims. I don‘t think feminism was his forte.‖399 Reed attempts to discount 

Turner‘s strong Maggie as a misreading of Williams because of the imagined 

tradition that separates Williams from feminism. In a fashion similar to the 

foreign premieres, Reed authoritatively proclaims Turner‘s interpretation to be a 

misreading without referencing the multiple ways that Maggie had been shaped 
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by Barbara Bel Geddes, Elizabeth Taylor, and Elizabeth Ashley, each of whom 

added different perspectives. In this case, Reed‘s reduction attempts to separate 

Williams from feminism. Erika Milvy notices that the final moment seems 

drastically different from the film: ―But this production presents what amounts to 

a rape of sorts—Maggie, who has locked the door, locked up the liquor and tossed 

the crutch out the window, is in control of her dazed and defeated husband.‖400 

Only with a thorough consideration of the conflicting male and female readings 

exacerbated by the third act controversy can this moment be considered as a 

revision or as a return.401 Given how much gender roles have changed over time, 

is it possible that Williams was writing dominant female characters during a 

period where they were staged incorrectly as victims? 

The historically based tradition of reading Williams as either entirely 

misogynist or feminist confirms the dominance of male readings as the correct 

interpretation, which devalues the female empowerment consistently read by 

theatrical practitioners. In trying to disregard the impact of the film‘s ending, 

Davies either incorrectly interprets the play or adds meaning. Why should 

Davies‘s (or Turner‘s) interpretation be considered a misreading, while both 

Kazan‘s and Brooks‘s versions are privileged and reduced to a singular site of 

meaning, even though they contradict each other? Collective memory 
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disentangles the coexisting narratives of male and female readings of Davies‘s 

Cat to appreciate how stably constructed gender difference positions male 

readings as a dominant center. 

The rejection of Turner‘s more dominant interpretation of Maggie 

illustrates the power that male readings of Cat have accumulated over time. 

Halbwachs suggests that real, lived time differs from how time is remembered, 

because as time becomes socially remembered, it is less real: ―The group does not 

readily give up its normal time; social life does not abandon its temporal 

framework but accompanies such alterations.‖ 402 As time shifts from a real 

experience to a social memory, it changes form; collectivity changes the reality of 

the memory as a temporal event. As Halbwachs considers the impact of the 

collective transformation of time, he begins to separate temporality from the past 

to the present:  

In reality, the thoughts and events of individual consciousnesses can be 

compared and relocated within a common time because inner duration 
dissolves into various currents whose source is the group. The individual 

consciousness is only a passageway for these currents, a point of 
intersection for collective times.403  
 

By framing time as a constructed memory, Halbwachs‘s theory underscores the 

futility of critics‘ attempts to separate a new production‘s meaning from a 

stabilized version of a past production, no matter how embedded this production 

might be in the collective consciousness. When critics of Turner‘s Maggie 

privilege misogynist readings, they deny the possibility that female readings of 

previous productions have always existed. 
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As normative critics compare Turner‘s feminist Maggie to stabilized 

memories of a sexist Cat from the 1950s, it is important to acknowledge the role 

of imagination in this process. Halbwachs suggests that space also impacts how 

an individual remembers: ―The group‘s image of its external milieu and its stable 

relationships with this environment becomes paramount in the idea it forms of 

itself, permeating every element of its consciousness, moderating and governing 

its evolution.‖404 These simple ideas become incredibly complex when he starts to 

take into account the many different laws of nature that impact how an individual 

remembers spatially:  

But people, be they in a crowd or scattered about in mutual avoidance of 

one another, are caught up in the current of the street and resemble so 
many material particles, which, packed together or in movement, obey 
laws of inert nature. Their apparent insensitivity is wrongly condemned by 

us as something like nature‘s indifference, for even as it insults us, it 
momentarily calms and steadies us.405  

 
A reliance on space impacts how we remember; for more than just the notion that 

the memories of a performance inhabit an imagined space (as considered in the 

last chapter), but also that arranging these memories spatially in a production 

history organizes the impact of conflicting memories on readers.  

Remembering collectively requires an awareness of both temporal and 

spatial dimensions. Using collective memory, a production counter-history of 

Turner‘s performance questions whether female dominance was originally present 

or added as an afterthought—as a distortion or as an appropriate response, given 

changing gender roles. The binary created when critics assert the notion of stably 

constructed gender difference based on second-wave feminism only confirms 
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male readings as a center, which devalues, suppresses, and discounts female 

readings. Is it possible for a contemporary production to avoid the integration of 

feminism while still having female actresses performing what they see as the truth 

of characters like Amanda, Blanche, and Maggie?  

As the inscribed evidence of the original showed in my first chapter, the 

assumption that Williams wrote a realistic play about real characters in real 

situations relies on cultural memories that assert the normative distortions of 

characters in the film over anti-normative memories from Kazan‘s production. 

Few of the critics reporting on Davies‘s Cat admit how circulating cultural 

memories distort the past to favor normative assessment of the film version. For 

example, Liz Smith does not agree that Williams‘s play is the poetic masterpiece 

of genius that others assume: ―But this play IS bizarre, half of its characters are 

caricatures, so I think any failure associated with this production has to do with 

this dichotomy and the fact that Cat probably can‘t be given such an earthbound 

setting.‖406 Smith notices the stark difference between the cartoonish characters 

and William Dudley‘s naturalistic set.407 Depending on which critic the historian 

relies, their criteria for evaluating the production depend on which collective 

memories they trust: those that remember Williams in light of the assumed 

naturalism of Kazan or those that remember Williams experimentally. If some of 

the critics misread Cat by denying the opposing collective memory, then why rely 
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on preconceived expectations rather than performative experience to evaluate the 

production? 

When a historian values the misogynist distortions, they also erase 

incorporated memories that privilege marginalized identities. Julius Novick in the 

New York Observer was one of the few critics who appreciated all of the 

performances in Davies‘s Cat in their own right:  

Their long agon [between Turner‘s Maggie and Daniel Hugh Kelly as 
Brick]… has something mythological about it that would have pleased the 

author. But there is nothing slow or overly stately in this staging by 
Howard Davies, who is well aware of the element of comedy in the play—
and this too would have pleased the author.408  

 

Novick follows this by connecting Williams to Chekhov and Ibsen, tying the 

dramatic form once more to a supposed realism that might not exist for any of 

these playwrights and citing that the real issue with the play is Williams‘s 

confusing text: ―As you might expect from an attempt by a homosexual writer to 

face the issue of homosexuality in a play written for a general audience in 1955, 

the ‗truth‘ about Brick and Skipper is ambiguous and convoluted, even downright 

fuzzy.‖409 Of course, what the critics either do not realize or want to admit is that 

the confusion in Williams‘s text may be one of the reasons for its frequent 

revivals. If so, critics who want clarity from a performance—clarity in terms of 

the director‘s and/or the actor‘s choices—are missing a central component of the 

text. A focus on memory does not entail a complete elimination of newspaper 

evidence, but rather a refocus on how the historian reads conflicting evidence 
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according to the temporal and spatial distortions of collective memory to 

document and then imagine conflicting social groups more accurately. 

To further confuse a unified reading of Davies‘s production, Turner‘s 

celebrity directly affected the documentation of memories based not only on her 

Hollywood appeal but also her personal life. At the same time, the words from the 

actors‘ mouths reveal their interpretations more clearly than the critics‘ reactions, 

because actors focus on what they are doing in a particular ephemeral moment 

rather than assuming a need to revive aspects that worked well in previous 

productions. In an interview with Bruce Weber, Turner states some important 

ideas about the changes she made to her Maggie that continued into 

performances: 

There are new ideas every night…For example, in the famous exchange 
with Big Mama (Polly Holliday), when she says, ―Do you make my son 

happy in bed?‖ I used to play it very defensively: ―Why don't you ask if he 
makes me happy? It works both ways.‖ Then last night, it came out kind 
of sadly: ―It works both ways,‖ missing the lovemaking and wanting it. It 

came out softer and lower. I liked it more.410 
 

This interview happened before the Broadway opening in Philadelphia. Before the 

New York reviews, Turner was still changing her performance. 

―I feel badly about Wilmington now,‖ Ms. Turner says. ―Maggie was so 

much angrier then, so much less . . . touchable. But that was my level of 
knowledge at the time. Maggie has a lot of anger in her—a lot of women 
do. But if I believe she really loves Brick, which I think I choose to 

believe—I'm not absolutely solemn on that yet—if it's really love, a real 
wanting, a true desire, it's much more interesting than just, ‗How can I 

make this man jump to my tune?‘‖411 
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As one of the few fleeting remnants of Turner‘s embodiment, Weber documents a 

strong counterpoint to the heavily commodified interpretations of Turner‘s 

performance, based more on her iconic film personae than incorporated memories 

of her performance. From her own perspective, Turner was approaching Maggie 

in a manner very different to how she approached her film roles. Based on the 

inscribed criticism, several reviewers could not look past Turner‘s film roles to 

evaluate her performance in isolation from her commercially constructed sex 

appeal. Only a historian interested in integrating these snippets of memory can 

perceive the imbalance between the dominance of stabilized misogyny and 

Turner‘s more fluid feminist interpretation. 

At the same time, these conflicts between readings of Turner‘s 

performance coexisted in their historical moment. After her Broadway run as 

Maggie, Turner reflected in several interviews about her new powerful take on the 

role: ―‗Weak can be interesting,‘ she says. ‗Stupid can be interesting. But I don't 

understand someone who doesn't seek to improve their situation. Tennessee 

Williams gave her lines like, ‗I'm determined to win.‘ Now that's a woman I can 

do!‘‖412 Turner‘s memories counter male readings which value the scenes 

between Brick and Big Daddy over Maggie:  

Cat on a Hot Tin Roof was a terrific experience. I think I now know 

everything there is to know about Maggie. In fact, I like her best of all 
Williams‘s characters. She's got the most spirit. Most of his other women 

are too readily conquered.413  
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That Maggie needs to be weak and vulnerable, echoing the victimized readings of 

Laura and Blanche, privileges Williams‘s male characters and denies his female 

characters their strength.414  

Did the critics‘ rejection of Turner‘s Maggie have any relation to the 

misogynist assumption that Williams crafted Maggie as a victim? Turner‘s power 

in the role was one of the main reasons that Maria St. Just, who claimed to be the 

model for Maggie and was made executrix of Williams‘s will, denied ABC the 

rights to Cat when they wanted to produce a television version starring Turner: 

And, as one of the richest widows in Britain, [St. Just‘s] judgment was 
never clouded by financial compromise. Despite Kathleen Turner's huge 

commercial stage success with Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, for example, Maria 
vetoed a film adaptation. ―What am I doing wrong?‖ gasped Turner in 
disbelief. With deadly simplicity, Maria replied: ―Try vulnerability.‖415  

 
Hidden behind the denial that a Hollywood star could be an acceptable choice for 

a serious Broadway production, the undercurrent of misogyny in the reaction to 

Turner‘s feminist Maggie reveals the double standard that actresses face. Turner‘s 

interviews illustrate her rejection of readings that frame Maggie as a victim. 

Critics who denigrate these changes do so to encourage audiences that accepted 

Turner‘s more dominant Maggie to search for a correct, authoritative 

interpretation of the character. 
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The antidote to this misogynist inscription of Turner‘s Maggie is a return 

to embodied evidence read through the lens of collective memory. When Gloria 

Feldt approached Turner to write a memoir, Turner agreed only on the condition 

that she would tape interviews, which Feldt would turn into the book. 

Consequently, Send Yourself Roses reads more like a collection of anecdotes and 

thus provides a framework which avoids the larger critical dismissal of Turner‘s 

celebrity as negatively impacting her performance: 

Playing Maggie in Cat was to be my big return to Broadway. We 
performed Cat out of town for a good three months before opening in New 
York; tried it out in Delaware, Boston, Philadelphia. We even went to 

Pittsburgh. God help me. I was in a high state of elation about being back 
onstage. At the same time, I was anxious about the New York opening. I 

was now known more as a movie actress than a stage actress. I knew full 
well that the critics and some theater insiders would be looking to shoot 
me down because of that.416 

 
The short section on Cat documents Turner‘s reactions to the resistance based on 

her becoming a film star, framing the narrative of Turner‘s performance in Cat as 

a success based on her own criteria. 

What is more notable is the other event that was happening in Turner‘s life 

at the time. Her first husband, Jay Weiss, owned a building that had been bombed, 

resulting in the deaths of 87 people.417 Turner remembers this event as impacting 

her ability to continue performances of Cat throughout the widely publicized 

scandal. Right after the news broke in the newspapers, Turner remembers Charles 

Durning, who played Big Daddy, assuring her in her dressing room. Turner 

reports that he said:  
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I‘m going to be right behind you offstage. When you open that door, if you 
get any shit from those people out there, if they boo you, if they do 

anything, I‘m walking out right behind you and telling them what‘s 
what.418 

 
Instead of the hostile reaction from the newspapers, Turner remembers the support 

the Broadway community gave her on the night: ―I could see the audience begin 

to stand. I heard them start to applaud, softly at first, and then more vigorously. 

The whole audience stood for me. Because I was there. And because I was there 

for Jay too.‖419 Because Turner cannot read her own performance objectively, 

these memories would not fit into the traditional goals for production histories. At 

the same time, Turner documents the consistent resistance she felt in newspapers 

compared to the acceptance she felt from the Broadway community, evident from 

both her Tony nomination for that performance and being asked to host the Tony 

Awards that June.420 

In contrast, interviews with Charles Durning focus more on his value as an 

actor, rather than serving as blanket celebrations of his sex appeal. Interviews 

with Durning present him as down-to-earth, in contrast to the reverence or 

denigration in press for Turner. When asked about Big Daddy, Durning talks 

about the multiplicity of the role:  

―He is domineering, lustful, a boor, uneducated, obstinate, greedy and 
mean-spirited,‖ Mr. Durning says. ―But on the other hand he is highly 

moral, highly tolerant, and he loves the land and a particular son. He is 
obsessed. He hates lying, with a passion. He is a mixture of savage wit and 

mean-spirited cruelty. He is petulant and petty, and at the same time he 
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would do anything to save his son Brick, to get at the root of what his son 
is about.‖421  

 
Rather than placing these comments in a context of sexual objectification, as 

several reporters do with similar statements of Turner‘s, interviews with Durning 

focus on the new aspects he adds to the role: 

In portraying Big Daddy, Mr. Durning says, he goes for simplicity. ―I've 
gone through the idea of playing roles for shtick,‖ he says, ―and playing 
the character around the shtick. But the simpler you are, the clearer it is to 

the audience. And the clearer it is to the audience, the clearer it is to 
you.‖422 

 
Durning‘s memories show how sexism impacts the documentation of production 

memories. Collective memory could help contemporary scholars look past the 

double standards to identify what is being remembered and why.  

The difference in reviews‘ treatment of male and female actors on 

Broadway clearly suggests the conflict between misogynist assumptions and 

feminist interpretations. When critics label Turner‘s performance as feminist, this 

distinction becomes period-inappropriate and thus not part of the realist, 

nationalist, and misogynist inscription of Cat. In contrast, Durning is remembered 

specifically for what he added to the role. His additions, because they focus on the 

dominance of Williams‘s supposed portrait of his father, are accepted as new and 

novel. A collective-memory-based production history more effectively deals with 

the multiplicity of the embodiment of gender roles in this production, which 

cannot be reduced to a single perspective that posits straight white male 
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viewpoints as defeating Turner‘s feminist revisions. Without thinking about 

conflicting social groups through collective memory, it would be easy to side with 

one group and dismiss the other entirely, based on which reading the historian 

judges to be more valid.  

Rather than declare a winner, collective memory implicitly documents the 

interaction between feminist and misogynist readings of the same production. By 

the 1990s, a feminist reading of Williams was becoming more acceptable in both 

literary studies and production choices. As the temporal and spatial relationship 

between memories in a production history impacts how these memories are read, 

collective memory shows how contemporary scholars can revisit multiple 

interpretations without skewing the history in either ideological direction. 

 Collective memory allows the historian to step back and evaluate 

coexisting viewpoints without identifying a winner. Halbwachs views collective 

memory as a force that can impose mandated meaning:  

But it is impossible that the stability of individuals and the permanence of 

their reciprocal attitudes would not be expressed in a material form nor 
take shape in space. At all times each party must know where to find the 
other as well as the boundaries of their powers with regard to the other.423  

 
Thus, by the arrangement of evidence in a production history, memories begin to 

take shape in a form more stable than the utter chaos that exists within any 

cultural moment. Some are privileged, others rejected. Halbwachs links the 

necessity of reading memories in light of social groups to how stability shapes the 

values of a society:  

Although everything is continually changing, society must persuade its 

members that it is not changing, at least in certain aspects over a given 
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period… Members re-establish the world of values, for which these places 
serve as a continuous framework, by resituating themselves, in fact or in 

thought, at the locations.424 
 

In any production history, the narrative reshapes and informs the historian‘s use of 

memories, but when a production counter-history acknowledges the temporal and 

spatial influence on evidence, it is possible to be more transparent about the 

different forms of cultural memory that remain. 

A narrative of feminist oppression became the explanation of Streetcar 

long after Williams wrote the script, as many critics and academics framed the 

crises of masculinity as a backlash against emerging feminism.425 In these 

productions, the critics dismiss the form and character construction in light of 

second-wave feminism that stably constructs gender difference. But they miss the 

potential for productions to embody third-wave feminism, a connection between 

third-wave feminism and collective memory that foregrounds the constructed 

nature of gender stemming from Williams‘s androgynous form.426 Pushing back 
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against singular interpretations also means pushing past singular conceptions of 

dramatic form and gender construction.  

Although I admit that misogynistic readings of Williams existed, my goal 

here is to question the dominance of that misogyny as the correct way to interpret 

Williams in contrast to the supposed integration of feminism. In some ways, this 

mirrors my earlier exploration of the potential for nonrealistic memories to 

subvert the dominance of realistic interpretations of Williams . Of course, the 

productions were being read according to realistic conventions. Of course, these 

productions were being inscribed based on misogynist perspectives of the time. 

However, that does not mean that an accurate reading of these productions 

necessitate a misogynist or realist interpretation. Instead, there is much evidence 

to suggest that the opposite is true. Rather than show the truth of my oppositional 

reading, I use these narratives (building on their name production counter-

histories) to propose a relationship between the normative and anti-normative 

readings as they coexisted. In so doing, I reaffirm the need for historical narratives 

which underscore possibility rather than posit the search for unilateral reductive 

truths as the only rewarding goal of a production history. What can be gained by 

seeking to relate the misogynist and feminist interpretations of these plays as so 

tightly interwoven that they cannot be separated, rather than seeking to disprove 

the misogynist interpretation by showing the dominance of the feminist one? 

In Dexter‘s Menagerie and Davies‘ Cat, the stably imagined relationship 

between misogyny and realism limits the productions‘ potential to embody the 

anti-normative elements of the text. When a production stages Williams in a 
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realistic dramatic form, it emphasizes gender difference through stability of 

identity; the realer the environment, the realer and thus more stable the characters. 

Interpreting Williams according to realism is not necessarily negative, until critics 

assume that realism is the only correct way to read Williams‘s early texts. In this 

sense, questioning realistic dramatic form differs from saying that it is wrong. 

What is wrong is the value placed on realism, when it codifies misogynist 

interpretations of Williams, strengthened by the authority of canonized and 

nationalist discourse. A production counter-history based on collective memory 

allows the historian to look at the conflict between the gendered readings of these 

texts in production, to explore how sexist and feminist interpretations existed 

simultaneously, and to document both, rather than ignoring or devaluing one at 

the expense of the other. 

Returning to Bloom‘s revisions of Blanche after exploring Tandy‘s 

Amanda and Turner‘s Maggie clearly indicates that these interpretations are not 

anomalies. Instead, they show the growing acceptability of female actresses‘ 

reading of these characters in light of androgynous form and character 

construction. To fully appreciate Bloom‘s Blanche as impacted by feminism, it is 

also important to note that British critics and audiences would remember Bloom 

for her reinterpretation of Nora in A Doll‟s House. Bloom remembers how she 

integrated her personal experiences as woman into Ibsen‘s heroine who leaves her 

husband and children: ―I wouldn‘t say I learned anything from playing Nora; 

rather, I assimilated all my experience as a woman and brought it together as an 
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actress.‖427 Memories surrounding Bloom‘s performance of Nora changed the 

possibilities for Nora as the embodiment of feminism: ―The play was taken up by 

the women‘s movement—and by women, apart from any movement—and the 

theatre was full each night with a tremendously receptive audience.‖428 Bloom 

remembers her Nora because of the impact of her performance on feminist 

audiences at the time and her perception of the acceptance of a feminist Nora by 

audiences of both genders. Taken together, Bloom‘s portrayals of Nora and 

Blanche suggest the growing empowerment of actresses during this period to 

shape and rethink canonized meaning. 

Bloom‘s performances as Nora and Blanche also show how actresses were 

directly attacking misogyny through performance.429 Bloom suggests that Edwin 

Sherin did not direct her at all as Blanche, which may have contributed to the 

overwhelming critical and commercial success of the production.430 Focusing on 

the sexism Bloom faced from her theatrical collaborators through collective 

memory, the historian can begin to unpack the hidden relationship between 

misogynist interpretations of Blanche and inscribed realistic dramatic form. In 

order to understand the misogyny that Bloom faced in her feminist interpretation 
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of Blanche, it is important to understand the male/female binary of readings of 

this production while allowing the potential for embodiment to decenter that 

binary.  

In a production history, collective memory has the potential to document 

the conflict between opposing perspectives. The conflict between historically 

grounded male and female readings mirrors the stable gender difference 

associated with second-wave feminism, which both Dolan and Case consider as 

part of their arguments. Dolan pushes this notion to the extreme idea that realism 

as a male-centric dramatic form codifies dominant ideologies: ―The transcendent 

post of illusionist theatre makes the society it reflects appear to be incapable of 

change. Realism naturalizes social relations imposed by dominant ideology and 

mystifies its own authorship.‖431 If realism mystifies its own authorship, then it 

would be impossible to separate male domination from realistic dramatic form. 

Emphasizing reality in the dramatic form in turn emphasizes difference in the 

construction of gender in the characters and denies the possibility that these 

characters offer strategies to overcome oppression through the use of illusion. 

Collective memory makes it easier to grasp the gendered perspectives underlying 

reviews and interviews from these productions without dismissing one at the 

expense of the other. 

The potential of androgynous form is lost in practice when the gender 

binary becomes as stable as it was during the period of these revivals. The impact 

of memory theories on the hegemonic discourses of canonization, nationalism, 

and misogyny promote a re-centering of marginalized identities in productions as 
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essential to analyze production memories without re-inscribing normative 

distortions. But the positing of multiple subjectivities requires another significant 

change to the goals of a traditional production history that dominates the 

oppressed identities so valuable to viewing anti-normative interpretations of 

Williams‘s most produced texts. Without thinking through a range of meanings, 

the historian invariably re-inscribes the dominant reading at the expense of 

marginalized readings, which becomes even more problematic when the text itself 

explores the domination of marginalized subjectivities. Building on these 

adaptations of incorporating practices, sites of memory, and collective memory, 

strategic forgetting is the final step in generating a production counter-history. 

Forgetting is a natural counterbalance to the phenomenon of ghosting as the 

culmination of the hegemonic discourses of canonization, nationalism, and 

misogyny. 
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Chapter Four: 
 

Strategic Forgetting and Contemporary Productions (2008-2013) 
 

In the previous three chapters, I have explored how the filter of cultural 

memories recovers anti-normative production elements in nine selected 

productions, grouped loosely into period-based categories that question the 

usefulness of the ideologies of canonization, nationalism, and misogyny. More 

than just changing the history, normatively distorted memories create a serious 

challenge for contemporary productions. However, if Williams‘s texts have 

always been unconventional (the potential for which I have explored in the three 

previous chapters), the phenomenon of ghosting separates conventional from 

radical interpretations, when all productions can be read as radical. 

One of the clearest examples of the problem with labeling some 

productions conventional and others radical is the parody Belle Reprieve, created 

and performed by Split Britches in 1991. In Kolin‘s fourth chapter, subtitled 

―Expanding and radicalizing the Streetcar script,‖ he immediately frames this 

production as a distortion of Williams‘s text: ―Unquestionably, the most radical 

response to the Streetcar script is Belle Reprieve, a queer/camp production.‖432 By 

emphasizing Belle Reprieve as radical, Kolin frames this adaptation as a 

misreading of the conventionalized gender and sexuality of the original, 

designated chiefly by the humor of the adaptation: ―…it is through senselessness 

that Belle Reprieve succeeded in radicalizing Williams‘s play.‖433 Written and 

performed by queer performers Bette Bourne, Precious Pearl, Peggy Shaw, and 
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Lois Weaver, Belle Reprieve emphasized the ambiguous gender politics of the 

characters. But what is the value of labeling this interpretation as radical, in 

comparison to the assumed normativity of Streetcar as both text and production? 

To consider Belle Reprieve as a radical distortion of already distorted 

cultural memories is dangerous because this contrast normalizes the original text 

(inscribed by Kazan‘s film and Leigh‘s Blanche) as a site of stabilized 

heterosexual gender roles. This assumed stability of gender roles in Streetcar 

leads Deborah R. Geis to describe Belle Reprieve in terms of recycling:  

What is striking to me is not simply how often Williams‘s play (and the 

subsequent Elia Kazan film) of A Streetcar Named Desire has been 
recycled, so that it has taken on the status of a cultural artifact, but also 

how deeply these re-citings of Williams‘s text are caught up in issues of 
gender and sexuality, as well as issues of performance and the 
performative.434  

 
The terms recycle and re-citings imply that the original was not as focused on 

issues of gender and sexuality. At the same time, the embodiment of queer 

identity is more transparent in Belle Reprieve, which uses the casting of a drag 

queen as Blanche and a butch lesbian as Stanley to overtly and literally 

incorporate (i.e. make corporeal) the queer coding of Streetcar in ways that 

Williams‘s text represents in a much more covert and metaphorical fashion.435 

Geis‘s argument that Belle Reprieve is a recycled text separates the 

original production and film from the potential of radical gender and sexuality. 
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After considering the magnitude of canonical, nationalistic, and misogynist 

distortions that have built up over decades of hegemonic inscription, does this 

parody radicalize a normative text? Or is it better to view contemporary 

interpretations of Williams‘s texts as appropriate responses to the normalization 

fueled by hegemonic corrections? After over 60 years of normative inscription, 

strategic forgetting seems the only process able to evaluate contemporary 

productions of Williams without feeding into authoritarian ideologies that assume 

an adherence to the text‘s domestication as the measure of any new production‘s 

success.  

When historians inscribe the gender confusion of Belle Reprieve as 

conflicting with the falsely remembered gender stability attributed to cultural 

memories of Kazan‘s production and film, they rely on theories that posit 

theatrical memory as palimpsestic, similar to the search for authenticity that 

Marvin Carlson describes as ghosting. In The Haunted Stage, Carlson proposes 

ghosting as a natural phenomenon by describing theatre as a memory machine 

which has no specific origin, but always refers to an imaginary original. To frame 

ghosting as an inherent part of playwriting, Carlson explores the intertextual 

dynamic of dramatic narrative, which results in ―the recycling of specific 

narratives and the recycling of specific characters.‖436 As Williams clearly reused 

symbols, plot devices, and character types, the chain of memories emerging from 

Menagerie, Streetcar, and Cat definitely build on one another in this fashion. 

Carlson also connects ghosting to dramatic recycling as an important component 
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of many different kinds of performances: ―One of the most important effects of 

drama‘s recycling of material is that it encourages audiences to compare varying 

versions of the same story, leading them to pay closer attention to how the story is 

told and less to the story itself.‖437 Belle Reprieve ghosts Streetcar, making 

Williams‘s text a site of authoritarian meaning and the queer interpretations of 

Split Britches radical. 

As discussed in the previous chapters, the field of memory studies offers a 

method of resisting the (inevitable) hegemonic inscription that new productions of 

Williams‘s texts face. Revival productions, especially for plays as popular as 

Williams‘s blockbusters, consistently compete with conflicting memories. In 

Memory, History, Forgetting, Paul Ricoeur questions the dialectical relationships 

among the three title concepts. To reframe Carlson‘s notion of ghosting, Ricoeur‘s 

skepticism towards the negative aspects of forgetting is the final step that would 

make the form of a traditional production history significantly more transparent. 

Theatrical ghosting significantly impacts choices that contemporary theatrical 

practitioners make when staging a new production of a Williams ―classic.‖ The 

three final production-counter histories presented in this chapter employ Ricoeur‘s 

recovery of forgetting to escape the problematic nature of ghosting that impacts 

the role of memories in John Tiffany‘s queer Menagerie, Lee Breuer‘s global 

Streetcar, and Debbie Allen‘s color-coded Cat. 

Paul Ricoeur was a French philosopher who started his writings on 

philosophical anthropology after World War II. Ricoeur‘s main contribution to 

memory studies is his last work Memory, History, Forgetting, published in 2004, 
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which consists of revised lectures about recognition: ―Ricoeur‘s argument there 

starts from the surprising fact that there has been no recognized theory of 

recognition similar to what exists for theories of knowledge.‖438 In this 

culmination of his speculative research, Ricoeur considers the different types of 

knowledge that his three title concepts generate. By triangulating the relationship 

between memory, history, and forgetting, Ricoeur explores the reciprocal 

importance of these concepts explored as philosophical entities, rather than social 

realities. I turn to Ricoeur‘s philosophical approach to forgetting as the final step 

of the production counter-history to highlight the importance of reflection, rather 

than the search for actuality, to counter hegemonic narratives. 

Strategic forgetting is a potential antidote to the predominance of 

ghosting, especially when scholars and practitioners rely on distorted cultural 

memories to assess new interpretations. To be clear, strategic forgetting, as I 

envision it, is not about the manipulation of a historical event based on temporal 

revision, but more about how historical narratives construct identity, specifically 

oppressed identity, in the 1940s and 1950s, when the vocabulary was more 

homophobic, racist, and misogynist. Ricoeur revitalizes forgetting as a practice 

which could limit the erasures of manipulated memory by changing how 

historical narratives construct identity:  

The strategies of forgetting are directly grafted upon this work of 

configuration: one can always recount differently, by eliminating, by 
shifting the emphasis, by recasting the protagonists of the action in a 
different light along with the outlines of the action. For anyone who has 

crossed through all of the layers of configuration and of narrative 
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reconfiguration from the constitution of personal identity up to that of the 
identities of the communities that structure our ties of belonging, the prime 

danger, at the end of this path, lies in the handling of authorized, imposed, 
celebrated, commemorated history—of official history.439  

 
Ricoeur contextualizes forgetting as the best way to recover identity from the 

dangers of normative histories. Hanging over the heads of every new production 

is the ghost of a false Williams, inscribed by patriarchal nationalism, at odds with 

the experimental nature of the texts. 

Although adding contemporary vocabulary to a text may seem to disrupt 

the historical event, anti-normative memories place these texts outside of the 

traditional limitations of historical narratives. Must the historical narrative include 

the alienated, submissive, and closeted construction of identity? Or can the 

historian keep the history, but change that construction? Strategic forgetting can 

be employed to ease the problems that ghosting an authoritarian tradition of the 

original production creates. To do so, these production counter-histories privilege 

anti-normative, embodied, symbolic, and collective memories to eliminate 

distorted cultural memories that dictate conventionalized dramatic form and 

characters as the correct way to interpret Williams‘s early texts. 

When thinking about cultural memory and how it changes over time, 

sometimes forgetting is as important as remembering. Ricoeur explores these two 

concepts not as conflicting opposites, but as naturally dependent on each other: 

―Forgetting then designates the unperceived character of the perseverance of 

memories, their removal from the vigilance of consciousness.‖440 Forgetting 
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senses the instability of memory in contrast to the fixed stability of historical 

facts. Forgetting also allows for narratives of recovery and reconciliation in 

opposition to the documentation of mainstream views from the period. Memories, 

whether true or false, persist over time; forgetting offers a chance to reframe a 

past dominated by texts selected by scholars that correct the instability of 

minoritarian memories. Without rebelling against the form of traditional 

production histories—without forgetting the hegemonic ideologies—

reconstructions of productions, which are always ephemeral, rely on the reduction 

and elimination of oppressed meanings.  

In this chapter, I craft three production counter-histories which benefit 

from various uses of forgetting to assess anti-normative productions not linked to 

the realistic image of Williams manipulated by ghosting. Each of these 

productions, through various kinds of forgetting, opens up spaces to consider the 

future of productions of Williams‘s texts, not as the return to authorial intention, 

but as exploring new boundaries of these texts‘ potential for new audiences. By 

forgetting the inscribed meaning of the original productions, which does not 

accurately document the critique of cultural norms central to these texts, these 

counter-histories forge new directions in thinking about the possibilities of 

interpretation rather than letting conventions of dramatic realism limit acceptable 

artistic embodiments. 

I perceive this strategy of forgetting not as the ―right‖ way to read these 

productions, but as an impulse that is continuing to grow as recent productions 

engage with the impossibility of ghosting, especially the impossibility of the 
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remembered performances of Laurette Taylor, Marlon Brando, and Elizabeth 

Taylor. This process of forgetting begins with the separation of the hegemonic 

inscription of the original productions and what Ricoeur calls ―pure‖ memory, 

memory that signifies the lived experience: ―a pure memory as a virtual stage of 

the representation of the past, prior to its becoming an image in the mixed form of 

a memory-image.‖441 Ricoeur employs forgetting to separate the ―pure‖ memory, 

which maintains its embodiment, from its inscription as a ―memory- image.‖ 

Strategic forgetting builds on an awareness of incorporating practices, symbolic 

history, and collective memory. This final step also reveals the historical 

periodization necessary for unconventional productions, which are not revisions 

of more stable originals, but affirm how every production of these texts, including 

the originals, includes some anti-normative elements.  

In order to employ strategic forgetting, scholars, critics, and audiences 

must be aware of the distortions of cultural memory. Throughout this chapter, the 

duality between Ricoeur‘s forgetting and Carlson‘s ghosting illustrates the 

effectiveness of this strategy for new productions that attempt to escape the 

manipulated politics embedded in cultural memories. By reinterpreting forgetting, 

Ricoeur questions the validity of forgetting as the enemy of memory/history. 

Ricoeur‘s hermeneutics of forgetting expands the form of a production counter-

history to counter the dangers of Carlson‘s ghosting as a practice that negatively 

impacts decisions made for revival productions based on distorted cultural 

memories. 
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My analysis in this chapter focuses on reading past the criticism to 

remember moments from the production during which the director, designers, and 

actors contributed new meanings. This is possible not only because of more 

thorough documentation of the productions—filmed versions located in archives, 

more interviews with theatrical practitioners, and photographs—but also because 

the production reviews were written recently. In recent reviews, it seems easier to 

discern when critics reference a moment from the production in opposition to an 

inscription of what previous productions meant. These three productions show 

how anti-normative interpretations of these texts are not anomalies, but viable 

interpretations that collectively suggest the appropriateness of staging Williams‘s 

texts as a queer dream, a global nightmare, or a post-racial fantasy. 

 On February 2, 2013, John Tiffany's revisionist staging of The Glass 

Menagerie, which eventually moved to Broadway, opened at the American 

Repertory Theater. A week later, Ed Siegel‘s review from the Boston National 

Public Radio website suggested some of the contrasts between what has come to 

be considered the traditional staging of Williams‘s first commercial play and 

Tiffany's supposed revisions. Siegel contrasts Tiffany‘s staging with Rob Orchard, 

who ―brought a very good Hartford Stage production to the Loeb. It was a find 

blend of representational and nonrepresentational, leaning more toward 

naturalism. In a way [Tiffany's production] is old school A.R.T., [American 

Repertory Theater] leaning more toward the theater of dreams, a school that 

doesn't ordinarily include Williams.‖442 Siegel‘s denial that Williams was writing 
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for a theater of dreams sets up the debate between the assumed ―traditional‖ 

naturalistic staging and Tiffany‘s revisionist dreamlike staging. As in the previous 

chapters, this ghosted assumption stems from distorted cultural memories that 

lead critics to believe Williams was writing for a naturalistic stage because of 

Menagerie‘s commercial appeal. 

However, Tiffany‘s approach counters the naturalist tradition. Working 

with his collaborators from the Tony-award-winning musical Once, Tiffany 

remembers the questioning of realism as central to both his staging of Menagerie 

and his directing style:  

―For me there is a real line between something being the worst thing in the 

world and the best thing in the world,‖ Mr. Tiffany said. ―But I'm doing it 
the only way I know how to—very spare, very pure, with none of the 
phony realism that I dislike in theater.‖ 443  

 
In the same interview, Tiffany‘s movement coach Stephen Hoggett refers to 

Williams‘s concept for a plastic theater as heavily impacting their artistic 

decisions:  

Mr. Hoggett said: ―John and I live by the maxim of plastic theater, even 
before we knew Tennessee had called it that. For me, in this case, it was 
about reading Menagerie and finding moments where we could expand 

from the script—be plastic—to create a physical world for the characters' 
emotions and tensions.‖444  

 
As I explored in the first chapter, Williams‘s plastic theatre is a reaction to a 

literary theatre, involving anti-normative embodiment to replace dramatic 

conventions. During this interview, Tiffany quickly segues to the impact of his 

own gay identity in relation to both Williams‘s text and his plastic staging:  
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While Mr. Tiffany has not suffered like the characters in the play, he said 
he could relate—as a gay man for instance—to their feelings of isolation 

and separation. ―We're all a little damaged; we all can be unicorns,‖ he 
said, referring to the glass figurine with which Laura identifies.445 

 
Although this might appear as a shift of topic, the juxtaposition of plastic staging 

with Tiffany‘s gay identity suggests that he, as Williams did, connects being an 

artist with being queer.446 

As part of a production counter-history, this correlation of gay identity to 

Williams‘s plastic theater could be considered a form of remembering. However, 

this remembering also requires a significant amount of intentional forgetting, 

perhaps as much forgetting as remembering. In interviews, Tiffany references the 

anti-naturalistic thoughts that Williams expressed in his Production Notes for 

Menagerie:  

He begs us, as theater makers, not to go down the path of naturalism, not 

to have a real Frigidaire [refrigerator] and real ice cubes tinkling in a 
glass… For Tennessee, that wasn't where theater was at its best. He said 
it's a place of the imagination, where poetry, not just poetry of words, but 

poetry of gesture, poetry of design, poetry of lighting, poetry of acting, all 
comes together and meets above and between the audience and actors. 

And I really, really was taken by that.447  
 

By strategically forgetting the naturalist tradition, Tiffany‘s choices seem less like 

revisions and more like a return to the experimental plastic drama that Williams 

proposed, but for which American commercial stages were not yet prepared. In 

the previous chapters, I have stressed nonrealistic readings of Dowling‘s, 

Visconti‘s, and Dexter‘s productions, fully aware that there were also realistic 
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elements in each staging. Tiffany‘s ―revisions,‖ which favor nonrealistic elements, 

build on the anti-naturalistic thoughts encoded in Williams‘s Introduction to the 

Reading Edition, which most directors of Menagerie ―wisely omit.‖448 

What if Tiffany is not revising Menagerie, but intentionally forgetting the 

naturalistic tradition mandated by distorted cultural memories? When Siegel 

frames Tiffany‘s approach as a revision, this allows distortions of cultural memory 

to prescribe normative models for behavior. Jesse Green, in a top ten list of plays 

on Broadway in 2013, used the following blurb for Tiffany‘s production: 

Each generation should have its own unforgettable version of Amanda and 

Tom and Laura and Jim; director John Tiffany provided it for ours by 
scraping away the play's accumulated surface realism until he hit poetic 

bone. A perfectly daring cast led by Cherry Jones and Zachary Quinto 
knew how to go there with him—and bring it back alive.449 

 

The metaphor of scraping away the accumulated surface realism seems especially 

appropriate when considering the stakes involved in framing Menagerie through 

nostalgia for a period of American drama that was ideologically framed by the 

connections between realism, white supremacy, and male dominance. To some 

critics, Tiffany reverses the naturalistic tradition; to others, he returns to 

Williams‘s original intentions. Strategic forgetting foregrounds Tiffany‘s 

questioning of the solidity of the naturalist tradition without also having to 

imagine Williams‘s authorial intention. 

 From the opening moments, Tiffany defies the naturalist conventions 

associated with Siegel‘s imagined tradition. Zachary Quinto as Tom delivers the 

opening monologue in a sing-song drawl while Celia Keenan-Bolger as Laura 
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materializes out of the couch. Quinto‘s Tom begins by physically falling back, 

jumping backwards into the past of the text. Throughout Tiffany‘s staging, all of 

the actors use expressionistic gestures to remind the audience that they are not 

realistic characters in a realistic setting. The setting is dreamlike, stemming from 

Tom‘s memory, a set of hexagonal platforms hovering over a sea of black 

reflective ―goo.‖ Tom jumps in and out of each of the scenes, which are bridged 

by extended character-driven dances.450  

The movement sections, choreographed by Hoggett, also suggest 

forgetting the naturalist tradition by blending mime and abstract modern dance. In 

one where Laura and Amanda set the table, Tiffany follows Williams‘s advice not 

to use real dishes or silverware. Instead, Jones and Kennan-Bolger scrape the 

table with their arms, pushing against the tabletop to lift their legs behind them. At 

one point, Jones holds up one corner of the table, while pitching it towards 

Keenan-Bolger, who hovers over the goo. In the transition before the drunk scene, 

Keenan-Bolger waits for Tom. There are three distinct moments of waiting—

sitting at the table, sitting on the step between the platforms, and sitting on the 

floor in the living room—which highlight Laura‘s isolation. These transitional 

dances embody what happens between the scenes as an interconnected fantasy 

rather than an abrupt transition from one reality to the next. Each moment is a 

connection of the past to the present via memory. 
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But abstract, memory-based physicalizations do not happen only in the 

transitions. When Laura lies down on the couch during the dinner scene—a 

moment documented very clearly in photographs from Dowling‘s production—

Keenan-Bolger walks towards the goo and holds out her right arm behind her, 

stretching towards Jim seated at the table behind her. Tom‘s speeches also include 

emphasized moments of abstract physicality. He runs around the space after 

handing Jim a newspaper like a racehorse prancing around a track. Amanda‘s 

gestures are very pointed—she repeatedly hits the table and slaps her thighs—but 

when she appears dressed in her Southern Belle frock, her interactions with Jim 

are essentially a dance, where she leads him around the room, almost waltzing. 

Not only do these gestures defy the naturalism associated with every scene, but 

they enhance the embodied moments through memory. In comparison to a 

naturalist reading of Menagerie, the acting choices seem highly abstracted, 

heightened by these stylized gestures and also unique vocal choices, all of which 

connect Tiffany's staging to strategic forgetting. 

The same is true for the set and props. Half a moon rises out of the goo to 

draw attention to the reflective floor. Laura‘s menagerie is reduced to a single 

item, the unicorn, which eventually loses its horn. The portrait of the father, a 

stable prop in many other versions, is entirely imagined by the actors. Whenever 

the characters mention the father, they look at his imaginary smiling face in the 

audience, rather than following Williams‘s advice that the portrait should light up 

at certain moments. Although Tiffany ignores Williams‘s legends, his production 

fully embraces the feeling of Williams‘s plastic theatre. 
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Building on Williams‘s androgynous form, Tiffany also employs overtly 

queer elements that seem significantly more expressionistic than the naturalistic 

tradition. In a review for Theatre Journal, Kenneth Elliott views Tiffany‘s 

revisions as an affront to Williams himself: ―By imposing a dark, highly 

expressionistic vision through the design elements, staging, and characterization 

of Tom, [Tiffany] smothered the play's humor and humanity to create a nightmare 

rather than a memory.‖451 Elliot interprets the expressionistic elements of 

Tiffany‘s production, such as the choice not to have plates or to play Tom as an 

overtly gay man, as disruptions, suggesting that Tiffany's abstractions all but 

destroy the play.452 The moments with which Elliot takes issue are the queer 

moments. He grounds his argument by ghosting a straight Menagerie that did not 

originate from Williams. 

By queer, I am not referring only to the homosexual readings that Quinto, 

Jones, and Tiffany are keen to explore as openly out theatrical practitioners, but to 

the queer moments that are part of the production—the odd and unique choices 

that attack memories based on ghosting. The point of Tiffany‘s production is to 

push the boundaries of dramatic form and gender roles by being responsive to the 

relationship between queer form and identity. As cultural attitudes toward queer 

identity have shifted drastically since Williams wrote these plays, is it fair to 

judge a new production based on naturalistic criteria, especially when ghosting 
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has distorted cultural memories? Or should a contemporary production of 

Williams push the boundaries of these constructions? 

 Cherry Jones‘s portrayal of Amanda also drew from her personal 

experiences as a Southern lesbian. A close examination of the ghosted chain 

allows Jones‘s Amanda to not be the villainous harpy trying to correct her 

children‘s antisocial behavior, but a strange woman protecting her strange 

children from the oppressive world. In this sense, Jones‘s Amanda is not anti-

queer, but in some ways very pro-queer. In an interview with Alex Witchel for the 

New York Times, Jones addresses how her parents responded to her openness 

about her sexual identity:  

Initially, it was very, very difficult for her [Jones‘s mother]. But I know 
women my age who have gay children who also are having a hard time…. 

She became the guidance counselor for every parent of a gay child. They 
made silent pilgrimages to my mother, members of the community who 

had gay children…Daddy and I are very similar in certain ways. He was 
beloved in the community, but he was also considered by the men of the 
community to be effeminate…I think he probably was gay. …I know that 

they loved each other deeply and had a wonderful marriage. But in the 
town, there were whispers. That's how people can stir up trouble—let you 

know they know that your daddy is queer. ―Homo,‖ I think, was the term 
of the day in Paris [Tennessee] in the early '70s.453 

 

Jones‘s memories, which reveal her unique relationship with her parents, would 

suggest that Jones did not create the stereotypical conflict between a straight 

Amanda and a queer Tom. Yet is it narrow-minded to assume that two gay men 

and a lesbian might be better suited to access the queer sensibility that Williams 

embedded in the piece? Why would a production history not frame Tiffany‘s 
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production as a valuable interpretation, instead of a revision of authoritatively 

inscribed normative behavior?  

 Incorporated memories from Zachary Quinto also support a collective 

queer interpretation included in Tiffany‘s production. Known for his work in the 

American Horror Story series and the rebooted Star Trek franchise, Quinto was 

very vocal about conducting specific research about Williams‘s life and his sister 

Rose:  

Quinto read a lot of biographical material about Williams to prepare for 
the play, particularly about his complicated relationship with his mother 
and sister. ―Learning that dynamic and understanding that Tennessee spent 

his entire life both trying to capture something in his writing, but also 
trying to escape something in his writing, was something that informed me 

a great deal,‖ Quinto said.454 
 
In another interview, Quinto mentioned the artistic value of one of Rose‘s 

sketches for his process as an actor: 

On a wall in Zachary Quinto's dressing room is one of his most prized 
possessions right now: a picture that looks like a child's ink drawing. It's 

of a wolf, or maybe a big dog, looking over its shoulder. The lines are 
shaky and uncertain. There's something haunting about it, maybe even 

foreboding. It's dated Nov. 10, 1986. ―It helps me so much,‖ the actor 
says. It was drawn by Rose Williams, playwright Tennessee Williams's 
sister, who underwent a lobotomy as a young woman and was 

institutionalized for the rest of her life.455 
 

On their own, these pieces of evidence might suggest that Quinto was 

approaching the text from a biographical and thus realistic approach.  
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However, strategic forgetting connects Quinto‘s Tom with his openly gay 

identity. Concurrent with the success of Menagerie, Kathi Scrizzi, for the Cape 

Cod Times, notes Quinto‘s decision to come out: 

The next year, he made headlines by publicly acknowledging he is gay, 

following the suicide of gay teenager Jamey Rodemeyer. Quinto noted in a 
blog post: ―It became clear to me in an instant that living a gay life 

without publicly acknowledging it is simply not enough to make any 
significant contribution to the immense work that lies ahead on the road to 
complete equality…‖456 

 
Just as Jones‘s memories of her relationship with her parents manifested during an 

interview for Tiffany‘s production, reading Quinto‘s Tom queerly suggests that 

contemporary interpretations include both historical and contemporary 

perspectives about marginalized identities. By casting two actors who are so 

publicly open about their sexual identities, Tiffany‘s production employed queer 

bodies that disrupted the ghosted tradition. 

 For a queer interpretation to truly become accepted, a certain amount of 

forgetting of the prescribed historical narrative must be considered. Ricoeur notes 

that forgetting relies on a consideration of the balance between memory and 

history:  

Forgetting indeed remains the disturbing threat that lurks in the 

background of the phenomenology of memory and of the epistemology of 
history. Forgetting is, in this respect, the emblematic term for the historical 
condition taken as the theme of our third part, the emblem of the 

vulnerability of this condition.457 
 

                                                 
456

 Kathi Scrizzi, ―Actor Zachary Quinto guests at Williams festival gala,‖ Cape Cod 

Times, May 31, 2014, accessed October 11, 2017, 

http://twptown.org/assets/files/2014%20Articles/Actor%20Zachary%20Quinto%20gue 

sts%20at%20Williams%20festival%20gala%20_%20CapeCodTimes_Kathi%20Driscoll_5.31_14.

pdf. 
457

 Ricoeur, Memory, History, Forgetting, 412. 



247 
 

 
 

Rather than replace one false memory with another, a production counter-history 

captures the multiplicity of meanings without attempting to reconcile them, while 

admitting that there may be no direct origin at all. 

A queer interpretation of Menagerie requires the forgetting of decades of 

critical inscription which values a realistic depiction of a traditional American 

family rather than Williams‘s critique of normativity based on his firm 

questioning of objective reality. Ricoeur considers forgetting dangerous for the 

historian, even though forgetting is as natural a phenomenon as remembering:  

An ―unconscious‖ existence of memories must then be postulated, in a 

sense it is possible to attribute to this unconscious. It is this hypothesis of 
the preservation by the self, constitutive of duration as such, that I will 

attempt to extend to other phenomena of latency, to the point that this 
latency can be considered a positive figure of forgetting, which I call the 
reserve of forgetting.458 

 
If scholarship accepted the importance of advocating for a reserve of forgetting, 

applied strategically to understand how ideology controls the formation of cultural 

identities, historical narratives of Williams would be significantly more anti-

normative. Ricoeur proposes that a certain amount of this reserve of forgetting 

makes forgetting ―a clever strategy specific to itself.‖459 As a strategy to recover 

queer identity, forgetting emphasizes how Tiffany‘s Menagerie emerges from 

Williams‘s queer text, rather than focusing on how this production attacks the 

inscribed memories of straight interpretations of that text. 

As revisionist histories attempt to consider Williams‘s history and works 

anew, is it surprising that productions question and revise the biases of an 

imagined realistic performance tradition? Rather than ignoring pieces of evidence 
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from the long line of Menageries stretching back to Dowling‘s, strategic 

forgetting centers anti-normative impulses to reduce inscribed criticism and 

emphasize incorporated memories in Tiffany‘s production that embody Williams‘s 

plastic theatre. Only after this strategic forgetting can theatrical practitioners such 

as Tiffany and his collaborative team of designers and actors explore Williams‘s 

unabashedly queer characters without fear of the backlash of ghosted re-

inscription from straight critics and scholars. 

If genre is a mirror to reveal Williams‘s idiosyncratic construction of 

character, all of the nonrealistic elements in Tiffany‘s Menagerie emphasize rather 

than ignore Williams‘s plastic conception of a memory play. Tiffany‘s strategic 

forgetting allows him to distance the production from both ghosted conventional 

dramatic form and ghosted straight versions of the characters. Resisting the urge 

to frame Williams‘s text as real—with real characters in real locations performing 

real actions—requires strategic forgetting, forgetting the distortions of Dowling‘s 

Menagerie, the inscribed happy ending of the first film, and the autobiographical 

and naturalistic bent I explored in my first chapter. Tiffany‘s emphasis on memory 

reveals the interconnection between androgynous dramatic form and queer 

character construction. In order for Tiffany‘s production to overcome oppression, 

strategic forgetting requires productions of Williams to be reconnected to the 

exploratory imagination that is explicitly ignored in ghosted histories that 

predetermine a reality considerably more ambiguous in its performed state. 

 Although the struggle between realism and expressionism will continue to 

persist in performances of Menagerie, Tiffany‘s production sets a precedent for 
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overtly nonrealistic interpretations of Williams to garner the enthusiasm of critics 

and audiences. Tiffany's focus on Menagerie‘s expressionistic elements unlocks 

much of the text that a production focused on naturalism would ignore. For 

example, Tiffany‘s decision to reduce Laura‘s menagerie to the single unicorn 

reveals the importance to Tiffany‘s production of this symbol, of which he said 

―We‘re all a little damaged; we all can be unicorns.‖460 At first glance, the unicorn 

with the broken horn has the appearance of being normal—just a horse to those 

who are not looking for anything else—but this normativity is only an exterior 

appearance. Underneath its normal and naturalistic appearance is something 

deeper, something queerer waiting to be explored. 

Tiffany‘s production is able to do this because of the strategic forgetting 

that allows him to return to the expressionist plastic staging emerging from the 

text that is so ―wisely ignored‖ in realist productions of Menagerie. Williams‘s 

use of queer symbols can be a clue for theatrical practitioners interested in 

engaging with anti-normative identities, such as a queer reading of Laura, a 

racially-coded reading of Stanley, and a submissive reading of Brick. This 

forgetting separates inscribed from incorporated memories, reading the event as 

symbolic rather than realistic, and ignoring the second-wave feminist reading that 

emphasizes stable gender difference. As dramatic form affects the construction of 

character identity, realistic form will only create straight character identities that 

conform to societal expectations. Exploring the androgynous dramatic form of 

Menagerie, Tiffany‘s actors create much more unstable characters, who exhibit 
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queer identities that push back against the ghosted inscription of this text under 

the influence of normative cultural memories. 

Lee Breuer‘s production of Streetcar performed at the Comédie Française 

in Paris in 2011 serves as an another example of the complicated politics 

underlying Williams productions that eschew the realism now associated with 

Dowling‘s and Kazan‘s original productions and the subsequent films. Forgetting 

inscribed memories from Kazan‘s production is essential to distinguish Breuer‘s 

choices from ghosted memories of Kazan‘s production that have been filtered 

through canonization, American nationalism, and misogyny. Forgetting can have a 

positive impact on interpretation, as Ricoeur describes: ―In summary, forgetting 

has a positive meaning insofar as having-been prevails over being-no-longer in 

the meaning attached to the idea of the past. Having-been makes forgetting the 

immemorial resource offered to the work of remembering.‖461 While 

remembering emphasizes the pastness of memory, forgetting returns to the lived 

moment by making the past a present once more. For these productions, counter-

memories serve to distance the new productions from the ghosted memories of the 

old ones. 

I consider Breuer‘s Streetcar global because it involves the exploration of 

multiple cultures. The first culture is American, which originated in Williams‘s 

text and Breuer‘s directing style, indicative of the American avant-garde. The 

second culture is Japanese, contributed by Breuer‘s use of Japanese dramatic 

conventions and the integration of Eastern images in the set. The third culture is 

French, embodied by the French actors and audiences. Breuer wanted to explore 
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Streetcar beyond what has now become a canonized classic interpretation 

centered entirely on realism and/or localization, as seen here:  

BREUER: But the main point about Kazan and Williams for me is that 
I‘ve always thought that there was a conflict between Kazan‘s kind of 
cinematic realism and Williams‘s charged realism... I would say that every 

play has a first staging, and that staging, if the play lasts, becomes the 
classic interpretation. Then, later on, the play becomes open to new 

exploration.462 
 

Rather than constructing separate localized settings or characters, Breuer 

encouraged these three cultures to interact throughout the rehearsals and the 

performances. By forgetting the traditional localization of Streetcar‘s realistic 

New Orleans setting, Breuer interprets the text using the global relationships 

involved in his production. 

In this production counter-history of Breuer‘s Streetcar, strategic 

forgetting enables an exploration of the possibilities of globalization built on 

cultural exchange. Dan Rebellato in Theater and Globalization suggests that 

localization and globalization form a false binary.463 In contrast to his assessment 

that cosmopolitanism is a potential solution to globalization, I propose 

delocalization as a strategy, already implicit in Breuer‘s production, which makes 

the global relationship among the cultures more apparent. As a newly emerging 

thesis in the field of economics, Dale Southerton defines delocalization as ―the 

belief that there is an ongoing process whereby the process of making things local 
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is being reversed.‖464 In economics, delocalization is considered a negative, a 

―loss of local cultures (cultural delocalization) due to the advent of a homogenous 

global culture founded on ‗Westernized‘ or ‗Americanized‘ cultural values.‖465 

Applying these terms to theatre, I would define localized theater as implying a 

real location that contains real characters. In contrast, delocalized theatre would 

disconnect from a real location, emphasizing a more androgynous construction of 

setting and character. By pushing past the negative aspects associated with 

delocalization, I suggest that delocalization could be a positive and helpful tool to 

understand Breuer‘s directorial choices in the same way that Ricoeur seeks to 

redefine forgetting in a positive light. In this study, delocalization is akin to 

strategic forgetting, because both disconnect from the realistic traditions and seem 

negative without the performative exploration of their positive benefits as they 

counter historical authority. 

In order to reinterpret Streetcar for French audiences, Breuer built on his 

avant-garde style of interpreting canonical texts, similar to the way that 

contemporary directors stage Shakespeare and Chekhov.466 As a founding member 

of Mabou Mines, a company dedicated to developing American avant-garde 

performance, Breuer is a fascinating choice as director for the first American 

work to enter the repertoire of the Comédie Française.467 In his popular 
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adaptations of Sophocles‘ Oedipus at Colonus and Ibsen‘s A Doll House, Breuer 

rethought these canonical texts using contemporary contexts. In Gospel at 

Colonus, Breuer juxtaposed black Gospel music with the religious elements of the 

source material, drawing Christian parallels to Greek mythology by staging the 

performance as if it were a church service.468 In Dollhouse, the significant height 

differences between the male and female actors created a physical means of 

demonstrating the inequality between the male and female characters, exaggerated 

by having a three-foot Torvald dominate a much taller Nora.469 In both of these 

productions, Breuer interpreted the text in opposition to the assumed traditional 

contexts contemporary scholars associate with Sophocles and Ibsen. Thus, he 

used strategic forgetting to decenter these canonical texts—strategically forgetting 

American interpretations of classical drama rather than using forgetting to 

examine queer identity, as Tiffany did with Menagerie. 

With Colonus, Dollhouse, and Streetcar, Breuer‘s avant-garde approach 

freed these productions from re-inscribing hegemony by enabling a conversation 

among cultures. In a 1989 interview, Breuer discusses the mixture of dramatic 

conventions in terms of interculturalism, referencing the power dynamic between 

oppressive and oppressed cultures:  

Even though there is a thrust toward interrelationship of cultures, each 

culture is struggling at the same time, to keep its own sense while being 

                                                 
468
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usurped by larger and more powerful cultures...I also feel deeply involved 
with the side that says culture can be shared, without its power being taken 

away in the process of exchange.470  
 

Breuer relied on this exploratory approach to interculturalism as a process of 

exchange in staging Streetcar. Consequently, the counter-memories I read from 

Breuer‘s production reveal a more global consideration, encouraging discussion 

among different cultures that replaces conventional localized memories. 

Forgetting a realistic setting, which amounts to localization, is one of the most 

important shifts to consider Breuer‘s production without relying on ghosted 

distortions. 

Disrupting the assumed reality of Streetcar‟s setting in the Comédie 

Française production, Breuer collaborated with his designer, Basil Twist, to use 

Japanese dramatic forms to inspire the sets.471 Twist, who had previously worked 

with Breuer on the Japanese-inspired Red Beads, employed the conventions of 

Japanese Bunraku puppet theater to create a set of screens filled with 

expressionistic Eastern images.472 For example, in the moment when Blanche 

recounts the suicide of her gay husband, Allen Gray, Breuer and Twist place a 

                                                 
470

 Gabrielle Cody and Lee Breuer, ―Lee Breuer on Interculturalism,‖ Performing Arts 

Journal 11, No. 3 (1989): 62. 
471

 Breuer and Twist discuss the screens at length during the interview hosted at the 
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screen with a young Samurai behind her.473 As she remembers the moment when 

Gray killed himself, in Breuer‘s production the screen switches to reveal the 

Samurai killing himself with a sword. Japanese forms inspired not only the set, 

but also the costumes and props. For instance, Renato Bianchi‘s costumed 

Blanche in a colorful kimono to create an image opposite to Lucinda Ballard‘s 

Western pastel costumes for both Jessica Tandy on Broadway and Vivien Leigh in 

the film.474 The vibrant colors of Bianchi‘s designs disrupted the softer and starker 

tone of Ballard‘s designs, especially for audiences who had seen the black-and-

white film. In addition, the stagehands for the Comédie Française production, 

reminiscent of Japanese kurogo, moved stage platforms and handed props to the 

actors in full view of the audience, creating an even greater sense of the 

constructed nature of the performance.475 The addition of Japanese elements 

created visual oppositions to more localized interpretations of Streetcar‟s setting. 

When asked in an interview about the stylistic borrowings from Japanese 

theater, Breuer and Maude Mitchell, who served as the dramaturg, describe their 

reasons for forgetting Kazan‘s interpretation: 

BREUER: Well, of course we were not going to reproduce a New Orleans 
street and apartment. This was not a remake of Kazan. This is not what I 

do, in the first place, and it isn‘t what I was brought to Paris to do... As for 
the elements from Japanese theatre, [Williams] once told the Japanese 
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novelist Mishima that to understand the Japanese, you needed to be an 
inhabitant of the ―decadent South,‖ with ―that mixture of brutality and 

elegance.‖ 
 

MITCHELL: We hoped that the Japanese elements could suggest the 
culture of honor, violence, and tradition in the idea of the ―Old South.‖ 
And we were not going to try to make a Southern French version of 

Streetcar like Cocteau did.476 
 

Both Breuer and Mitchell frame the borrowings from Japanese theater as a means 

to better serve Williams‘s text without ghosting Kazan‘s production as an 

authoritative model.477 From the beginning of their process, they wanted to 

distance the Comédie Française production from Kazan‘s American realism by 

creating a global relationship between Eastern elements and the Western text. This 

distancing was so extreme that the Williams estate issued a cease-and-desist 

order: 

Sewannee‘s lawyers sent a cease-and-desist demand to the Comédie 

noting that the licensing contract requires Williams‘s play to be staged ―as 
written.‖ Eventually, Sewanee agreed to a compromise: The Comédie 
could complete the planned performances but the play could not be held 

over, revived, or toured.478 
 

Nevertheless, by strategically forgetting the relationship between Streetcar and a 

ghosted American South, Breuer‘s delocalization allows for a more global 

interpretation of the plot and characters. 

While the Japanese elements of the production emphasized honor, 

violence, and tradition, Twist‘s setting focused not on a real Japan, but a Japan 
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constructed almost entirely from a Western perspective.479 When Blanche 

describes Stanley as an animal to Stella, a screen with a large tiger appears, 

slowly opening to reveal Stanley overhearing their conversation. Twist‘s 

integration of Japanese visuals also hinted at Japonisme, the Japanese influence 

on French impressionistic artists such as Manet, Degas, Seurat, and Monet from 

exhibitions of Japanese prints in the nineteenth century.480 In sharp contrast to 

memories connected to American interpretations of Streetcar, Twist‘s setting 

concretely emphasized the exoticism of an imagined other, mirroring the 

oppressed identity of the characters—most notably, but not limited to, Blanche‘s 

victimization, Grey‘s homosexuality, and Stanley‘s struggles with class and 

masculinity. 

While Breuer and Twist‘s set evoked Japanese visuals, Breuer also guided 

the French actors away from both their classical training and any assumptions that 

Streetcar must be performed as American realism using Method Acting. Because 

Breuer faced a language barrier with the French actors, he used a stage manager 

and assistant director to translate his suggestions to the actors. This is not the first 

time Breuer has staged a play with foreign actors, having worked through 
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translators with ―Russian, Portuguese, German, Korean, and Chinese actors.‖481 In 

an interview, Breuer notes differences between French and American actors:  

The biggest difference between French-trained actors and American ones 
is that the French approach is formal, intellectual from the ‗outside,‘ rather 
than Stanislavskian…Their approach is through language and of course 

they are very highly trained in this.482 
 

The French actors‘ rejection of a Stanislavskian approach serves as another step 

towards forgetting the memories which ghost a realistic Method interpretation of 

Williams‘s texts.  

In order to free his actors from French conventions, Breuer worked with 

them using improvisation: ―Another key thing: we had to teach the actors to 

improvise. They were used to planning everything in advance, to a ‗T,‘ in 

rehearsals, and then executing it.‖ 483 As director, Breuer added a sense of 

collaboration to the production, an element to which the French actors were not 

accustomed.484 Throughout the process, Breuer continually relied on the input of 

the French actors and technicians, something ―virtually unheard of in France.‖485 
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This process made possible a conversation between Breuer‘s avant-garde 

American directing style and the style of the French performers at the Comédie 

Française. 

Breuer chose to distance his production from American realism based on 

his appreciation of surrealism and expressionism, not in opposition to reality, but 

as states of being equally important. For example, instead of having the characters 

sit around a realistic poker table, Breuer staged the actors facing the audience. 

With screens representative of playing cards behind them, the actors depicted the 

card game expressionistically, using nonverbal sounds as they mimed playing 

nonexistent cards around a nonexistent table. In this scene Breuer also added 

comic touches such as Mitch stepping through a chair, Stanley getting his finger 

caught in a bottle, and Pablo rolling joints. Interpreting the scene in opposition to 

Kazan‘s realism also highlighted Williams‘s use of poker terms in the text as 

metaphors for conflict.486 Breuer‘s staging of the poker scene did not focus on a 

realistic construction of a naturalistic place. As a counter-memory that 

implemented forgetting, Breuer‘s nonrealistic poker scene distanced his 

delocalized staging from Kazan‘s more localized, realistic version. Strategically 

forgetting Kazan‘s comparatively realistic poker table allowed Breuer to move 

past the realistic tradition associated with Americanized Williams productions. 

Breuer also conceived of another radical departure for the most iconic 

moment crystallized in cultural memories of the film—Stanley standing at the 

                                                 
486
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Williams, Streetcar, 488, 564. 



260 
 

 
 

bottom of a circular staircase yelling, ―Stella.‖ The memory of Brando‘s 

performance has become so popular that an annual Stella-screaming contest takes 

place in New Orleans, with the prize going to the participant who can best imitate 

the intensity of Brando‘s performance.487 To distance the visuals of this scene 

from any memories associated with the original, Breuer chose to place Stella 

floating on a wire over the stage in a billowing yellow dress. As she hovered over 

Stanley, who was kneeling on the ground—his nether-regions barely covered by a 

skimpy towel—Stella took Stanley in her arms. In a pose reminiscent of a Pieta, 

the pair then flew up into the catwalks for their sexual reconciliation.488 Mitchell 

suggests Breuer‘s new staging of this moment points to a more powerful Stella, in 

opposition to Kazan‘s reading of Stella as Stanley‘s ―narcotized‖ ―slave.‖489 By 

disregarding the American interpretation clouded by naturalism, Breuer‘s 

production forgets the ghosted memories of Brando‘s Stanley and Hunter‘s Stella. 

In essence, Breuer diffused the normative American memory associated with the 

localization of realistic New Orleans, using a more abstract physical embodiment 

that integrated the dramatic forms of several different cultures. 

Another key disruption in Breuer‘s production was Eric Ruf‘s portrayal of 

Stanley. In the search for a more androgynous model for contemporary 

masculinity, Breuer chose to pattern his Stanley after Heath Ledger‘s performance 
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of the Joker in Christopher Nolan‘s film The Dark Knight.490 In Breuer‘s 

production, before the rape scene, Stanley entered in a green wig stolen from a 

Mardi Gras parade, donned purple pajamas, and covered his face in shaving 

cream. Ruf‘s more psychopathic Stanley upsets the normative reading of 

Stanley‘s (Brando‘s) sanity in opposition to Blanche‘s (Tandy‘s) descent into 

madness. Although Breuer cites Ledger‘s sexual androgyny as the inspiration for 

this counter-memory, he admits that French audiences did not understand the 

reference, instead connecting this moment to Japanese Noh masks. This 

incorporated counter-memory reveals the complexity of the global elements, 

where Breuer‘s forgetting allowed French audiences to forget distorted American 

memories. Amid the Eastern images and adapted Japanese dramatic forms, the 

French actors did not rely on creating naturalistic characters inhabiting a real, 

localized setting. These disconnections from realism are global, because they 

cannot be read without a consideration of the relationships among the cultures 

involved. 

Moreover, Breuer‘s strategic forgetting of realism evoked non-normative 

gender commentary in direct contradiction to hegemonic cultural memories that 

suggest conventional gender roles in Streetcar. In addition to Ruf‘s more 

androgynous Stanley, Breuer explored a more overtly sexual relationship between 

Stella and Blanche by having the sisters touch each other sensually.491 After the 
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iconic ―Stella‖ screaming scene, Breuer interrupted the action with a drag 

performance by a Tunisian rock-and-roll musician named Red One, who 

performed a New Orleans-inspired song called ―Sticky Wicket,‖ written by John 

Margolis. Breuer states that this disruption indicated ―our Stanley‘s ‗Rough Trade‘ 

qualities, which the original Stanley, of course, does not suggest.‖492 Breuer‘s 

leather-clad Mitch, played by Gregory Gadebois, drove a motorcycle, 

representing the antithesis of Kazan‘s ―he-man Mama‘s boy‖ direction of Karl 

Malden.493 Breuer‘s interpretation of the characters relies predominantly on 

unconventional approaches to gender, achieved largely by exploring the 

ambiguity of sexual subcultures. When asked how audiences interpreted the 

contemporary commentary about gender, Breuer asserts that, traditionally, gay 

audiences root for Blanche while straight audiences root for Stanley.494 In 

considering these characters, Breuer encouraged a strategic forgetting of the 

iconic, comparatively more stable gender roles remembered from Kazan‘s film. 

This forgetting of realistic characters with stabilized gender roles 

stemmed, in part, from the global relationships explored in the rehearsal room. By 

calling into question the conventional gender roles of Kazan‘s Streetcar, Breuer 

guided his actors to reconsiderations of Williams‘s characters. In a similar way to 

the integration of Eastern dramatic forms into the androgynous setting, these 

counter-memories made Breuer‘s Streetcar a more global interpretation, revealing 
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perceptions of the American source material which were at odds with Kazan‘s 

more localized interpretation of the characters. By disconnecting from the 

censorship of Kazan‘s film, Breuer delocalized the performances of his French 

actors from both the conventions of American realistic acting and their training at 

the Comédie Française. Breuer filtered his staging through French perceptions of 

imagined Japanese forms, creating a style for which the goal was not authenticity 

in light of any stabilized tradition, realistic or otherwise. Instead, Breuer‘s 

production relied on cultural exchange, exploring the global relationship between 

the American source, Japanese dramatic forms, and French theatrical 

practitioners.  

Navigating the hegemonic ideologies inscribed within the setting and 

acting style(s) of Kazan‘s production, Breuer also traversed the resistance of 

French critics toward Williams as an American playwright. In contrast to the 

French critics‘ reluctance to appreciate Brook‘s Cat (see Chapter Two), Breuer‘s 

production generated a more global conversation, hinting at changing attitudes 

toward American theater, anti-normative sexuality, and gender fluidity in France 

over the past sixty years.495 At the end of a piece for the New York Times, Doreen 

Carvajal reduced the mixed reception by French critics to the following:  

Le Monde‟s review ran under the headline ―A Streetcar Stopped at the 

Boredom Station.‖ Le Figaro‟s critic called the production ―powerful, 
profound, grand, and unique.‖ The reviewer for Les Echos was more 

measured, observing that no one could have dreamed that one day 
Tennessee Williams would crash the house of Molière.496 
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The mixed response from critics underscores this shift to a more global 

conversation in comparison to the negative American stereotypes remembered 

from the French premieres. Breuer‘s production used counter-memories to create 

new associations that replaced the earlier reduction of Williams to the stereotype 

of American degeneracy. 

As theater historians document Breuer‘s production, the importance of 

counter-memories and strategic forgetting becomes more apparent. Marvin 

Carlson, responding to a variety of French productions during that season, crafts a 

laudatory response to Breuer‘s innovations. Carlson describes Breuer‘s use of 

forgetting: ―Many of the most famous moments of this familiar text are given 

startling and memorable, totally new configurations.‖497 Aware of the importance 

of circumventing Kazan‘s shadow, Carlson specifically references Breuer‘s use of 

Japanese tropes. Rather than feed into the stereotypes of American drama that 

connect Streetcar with realism, Carlson proposes the need for practitioners and 

scholars to be open to new meanings that do not re-inscribe traditional theatrical 

conventions. The reactions to Breuer‘s production show that foreign audiences do 

not enter exploratory productions that rethink Williams‘s questioning of American 

theatrical conventions with the same preconceptions as American audiences. 

Strategic forgetting, rather than ghosting, reflects Breuer‘s strategy to disrupt 

preconceptions about Streetcar. 

In a similar fashion, David Savran, in ―Tennessee Williams in France and 

Germany,‖ highlights Breuer‘s adaptation of elements from Japanese theatre as 

strategic forgetting:  
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Breuer‘s use of Japanese theatre has proven the most controversial feature 
of his Streetcar. Their application makes it clear that the play is not a 

naturalistic tragedy but a metatheatrical dream play about the staging of 
fantasy whose texture is repeatedly shattered by the force of memory and 

desire.498  
 

Although a metatheatrical dream play may seem at odds with Kazan‘s reading, 

Savran reconnects the visual elements from Breuer‘s production to the 

remembered original: ―Using the screens‘ capacity both to evoke movie screens 

and to cut the action in an almost cinematic way, Breuer pays homage to cinema 

and to Kazan without in any way reproducing Kazan‘s style.‖499 When Savran re-

inscribes Breuer‘s choices as an homage to Kazan, this inscription of the 

hegemonic memory could give authoritative power to the original at the expense 

of Breuer‘s rejection of Streetcar as institutionalized realism. However, both 

Carlson and Savran imply the need for scholars to frame Breuer‘s unconventional, 

idiosyncratic, and cosmopolitan production by pointing back to Kazan‘s realistic 

production as conventional because it is localized and realistic. 

Strategic forgetting delocalizes Breuer‘s setting in order to reconsider the 

text by exploring anti-normative form and character construction. While exploring 

strategic forgetting in relation to Williams‘s often ghosted texts, it is helpful to 

consider how Ricoeur proposes forgetting as a constructive act: ―The primary 

equivocalness of destructive forgetting and of founding forgetting remains 

fundamentally undecidable. In human experience, there is no superior point of 

view from which one could apprehend the common source of destroying and 
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constructing.‖500 If the normative historian links the process of forgetting with 

destruction, it is not surprising that historians prefer the safety of remembering to 

the instability of forgetting. However, forgetting might also be considered a 

creative act, which allows the active impulse of forgetting to avoid the creation of 

an authoritarian original implied by ghosting: 

As active, this forgetting entails the same sort of responsibility as that 
imputed to acts of negligence, omission, imprudence, lack of foresight, in 

all of the situations of inaction, in which it appears after-the-fact to an 
enlightened and honest consciousness that one should have and could have 

known, or at least have tried to know, that one should have and could have 
intervened.501 
 

Strategic forgetting creates a space to appreciate the global conversation 

contained within Breuer‘s Streetcar, but to do so, associations with realism and 

tragedy need disruptions that question the authoritarian impositions ghosted upon 

Streetcar.  

 After these applications of strategic forgetting to Tiffany‘s queer 

Menagerie and Breuer‘s global Streetcar, Debbie Allen‘s Cat serves as a third 

model in this final step in the creation of production counter-histories by 

considering the implications of racial casting for contemporary and future 

productions of Williams. Allen‘s all-black production of Cat shows how strategic 

forgetting can enable a discussion which does not automatically praise or 

condemn racially coded casting practices. Although Allen staged Cat more 

realistically than Tiffany or Breuer staged their productions, this production 

imagines a future where a black man can be the owner of a plantation, which 

counters the racial embodiment of previous productions of Cat where white actors 
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play the family and black actors play the servants. In contemporary commercial 

theater, the practice of racially coded casting either presents limitations for artists 

of color or results in the re-inscription of racial binaries integral to traditional 

production histories.502 Although racially coded casting can be positive or 

negative dependent on ideology, the ghost of white supremacy hovers over Allen‘s 

Cat. Strategic forgetting allows this production counter-history to alternately 

remember and forget the practice of racial casting to better understand this 

phenomenon from multiple perspectives, rather than being forced to assert a 

single ideological perspective as the ―right‖ way to read Allen‘s Cat. 

Strategic forgetting once more allows for questioning that destabilizes the 

search for racial truth as the goal of a production history. As these roles were not 

written for black actors, is interpreting the new meaning explored in Allen‘s 

production racist? Rather than reduce the text to a single authoritarian meaning, 

Allen‘s production embodies the multiple ways in which race can be read as both 

building on and countering the singular, dominant assessment of Cat remembered 

from Kazan‘s, Brook‘s, and Davies‘s productions. What becomes clear in the 

intersection of critical race and performance in Allen‘s Cat is the need for new 

methods of analysis that do not make generalizations about race as a cultural 

construction or dismiss race altogether. 
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As the phenomenon of racially coded casting is not likely to disappear, 

new forms of analysis which seek to understand the power dynamics in this 

process seem an important step when considering ways to disrupt white-centric 

critical inscription. At the same time, it seems impossible not to comment on 

racial casting as affecting the meaning of a production. In The Problem of the 

Color[blind], Brandi Wilkins Catanese makes a compelling argument against 

dismissing race as an important factor in black performance: ―For reasons both 

well intentioned and sinister, a significant number of Americans believe that a 

total ignorance of race is the obvious, and only, solution to the problems that an 

acute attention to race has brought to our society.‖503 In her exploration of black 

actors playing white characters, Faedra Chatard Carpenter states her goal to 

―explore how self-identified African American artists and individuals express the 

intricacies of their own racial and cultural identities through (in relation to, and 

often because of) the social scripts and common tropes associated with 

whiteness.‖504 Read together, Catanese and Carpenter suggest the need for new 

paradigms that expand the limitations that currently apply when historians and 

critics grapple with racially coded casting practices. As the final step in the 

creation of production counter-histories, strategic forgetting allows the historian 

to think through non-traditional casting practices by alternately remembering and 

forgetting the relationship between Allen‘s choices and racial embodiment. 
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As I suggested in my introduction, theories of black embodiment employ 

memory to recover oppressed identity. In Embodying Black Experience, Harvey 

Young explores black bodies as phenomena that require memory to unpack 

embodiment.505 To create the term phenomenal blackness, Young frames shared 

but not universal experiences: ―Critical memory assists the process of identifying 

similarities—shared experiences and attributes of being and becoming—among 

black folk not by presuming that black bodies have the same memories but by 

acknowledging that related histories create experiential overlap.‖506 Young also 

employs memory to suggest that historical narratives alone are not the best way to 

relate multiple subjectivities:  

Critical memory is the act of reflecting upon and sharing recollections of 
embodied black experience. It does not presume that black bodies have 

exactly the same memories, yet assists the process of identifying 
connections across black bodies and acknowledges that related histories of 

discrimination, violence, and migration result in similar experiences. 
Critical memory invites consideration of past practices that have affected 
the lives and shaped the experiences of black folk.507 

 
Critical memory is the implementation of a thoughtful analysis of memories to 

replace universalized experience. Young‘s phenomenal blackness affirms the 

connections between black embodiment and memory as a shared understanding of 

cultural oppression that counters ghosted difference as the only way to assess 

Allen‘s Cat. The connection between Young‘s critical memory and strategic 

forgetting refocuses on how individual perspectives contradict one another in the 
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process of questioning historical realities. In Allen‘s Cat, the black bodies of the 

actors force critics and audiences to remember and forget the racial meanings 

associated with embodied practices. 

Building on the theories of racial performances explored by Catanese, 

Carpenter, and Young, forgetting separates the ideological debate contained within 

the conventional criticism from the commercial achievement of Allen‘s Cat. In 

spite of lukewarm reviews, Allen‘s Cat achieved commercial success:  

Allen's production was a sensation. In a 20-week, sold-out run at the 
Broadhurst Theatre it grossed more than $14 million (£8,360,000), hitting 
a top ticket price of $220 (£130). For a straight play that is astounding. For 

a straight play with poor reviews, in an economic crisis, on a Broadway 
bedeviled by union and writers' strikes, it's downright bizarre.508  

 
More than just a financial success, Allen‘s Cat was marketed to appeal directly to 

black audiences: 

Debbie Allen's all-black "Cat" played to a 90% African-American 
audience the evening I saw it earlier this month. Critics and first-nighters 
probably saw this staging with a decidedly more mixed group of 

theatergoers, and it's possible they, in turn, experienced a very different 
night in the theater. …Black audiences have made this play their own.509 

 
The commercial success of Allen‘s Cat and black audiences‘ support of this 

production counter the hesitation expressed by critics who read the production as 

the misinterpretation of a white author for a black audience. 

Despite being produced by black theatrical practitioners for black 

audiences, there are also several reasons to discount the idea of race being the sole 

means of interpreting the production. When promoting this production, Allen 
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constantly tried to downplay the political implications of the racial casting. In one 

interview, Allen said, ―It‘s really not about race or ethnicity; it‘s about a dynasty.‖ 

510 In another, she connects the racial casting to Barack Obama‘s presidential 

campaign: 

―It's time for the world to change,‖ says Debbie Allen, director of the 

current Cat revival. ―Let's get over this whole race thing. The world today, 
with this presidential campaign and the Democratic nominee going to be 
either an African-American or a woman, it's time to move forward…I 

played (Charity in) Sweet Charity on Broadway, and nobody asked me 
about being black in that. And Anita in West Side Story, too.‖511 

 
All the way through the London production in 2009 (which retained Phylicia 

Rashad as Big Mama and James Earl Jones as Big Daddy, but recast Maggie and 

Brick), Allen continued to assert her belief that race was not important: 

―The fact that this cast is black is totally incidental to what we're doing,‖ 

Allen declares, ―which is discovering the heart and heartache and love and 
lies of families that we all know, and the system of mendacity that we all 

live in today.‖ Allen frowns and, with ineffable sweetness, says: ―I think 
you're overthinking things. Tennessee Williams belongs to all of us. If you 
can set Hamlet in Nazi Germany, I don't see the difference.‖512 

 
Allen‘s consistent separation of race from her production, especially building over 

the dismissal by Broadway critics and through the barrage of publicity for the 

London production, suggests her need to downplay race, to encourage all kinds of 

audiences to see the Broadway and West End productions. In these promotions, 

Allen urges audiences to forget the racial casting to better to appreciate the 

performance. 
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However, John Lahr, in his year-end wrap up of the 2011 season, begged 

―And no more infernal all-black productions of Tennessee Williams plays unless 

we can have their equal in folly: all-white productions of August Wilson.‖513 

Although interpretations of the tone of Lahr‘s article could range from humorous 

to cynical depending on the reader, the subtext promotes a white supremacist 

reading of Cat, reserving Williams as a white author who wrote white characters 

and therefore must be performed by white actors. However, Wilson himself, as 

perhaps the most well-known black American playwright, also denigrated racial 

casting practices:  

To mount an all-black production of a ‗Death of a Salesman‘ or any other 

play conceived for white actors… is to deny us our own humanity, our 
own history, and the need to make our own investigations from the 
cultural ground on which we stand as black Americans… It is an assault 

on our presence, and our difficult but honorable history in America; and it 
is an insult to our intelligence, our playwrights, and our many and varied 

contributions to the society and the world at large.514 
 

On both sides of this cultural question, the white critic and the black playwright 

urge producers and directors to avoid casting actors of color in ―white‖ 

productions. However, there is a conflict between a white critic joking about a 

black production as a gimmick, a black playwright calling for a space where black 

playwrights can produce works for black audiences without relying on white 

narratives, and a black director protesting that race was not a factor.  

 Strategic forgetting questions the embodiment of race, not as a given, but 

as an embodied, experiential phenomenon that can be read in multiple ways. In 
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Allen‘s Cat, the interpretation of the racial casting should rely on elements from 

the production—not the positive marketing strategies or the negative criticism, 

but what actually happened during embodied moments onstage. From these 

incorporated memories from the production of Allen‘s Cat itself, it is clear that 

inscribed criticism reduces this debate to tell only one side of a complex story. 

Instead of reading Allen‘s Cat as post-racial, embodied moments from the 

production appear intersectional, drawing from the work of Patricia Hill Collins: 

―Rather than examining gender, race, class, and nation as distinctive social 

hierarchies, intersectionality examines how they mutually construct one 

another.‖515 Strategically forgetting race by using intersectionality, which seems 

counterintuitive to the documentation of production memories, actually allows a 

fluidity to explore the impact of race in connection to other social groups such as 

gender, sexuality, and class. Notable from the stark difference between 

incorporated memories and inscribed criticism, Allen‘s Cat contains a multiplicity 

of meanings drawn from a more symbolic, more collective interpretation of 

memories of this production. 

How large of a factor was race in the production? In her review, Ara 

Grabaskas Beal makes a strong case for race not being an issue at all: 

―Nontraditional and colorblind casting are frequently used to comment on racial 

issues, and these practices are never apolitical; however, the generalized setting 

created by costumes and set choices removed the play from its more racially-
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charged original setting.‖516 She also ties James Earl Jones‘s portrayal of Big 

Daddy with what was then a landmark in politics: ―The contemporary style mixed 

with mid-1900s influences created a world where it was not unrealistic that Big 

Daddy, like Obama, could rise to a position of power.‖517 As she circumvents both 

Lahr and Wilson‘s racial challenges to racially coded casting, Beal makes a strong 

case for Allen‘s nebulous choices as enabling the audience to use their 

imaginations: ―By moving the production beyond a specific date in costume and 

set choices, the production team freed itself from having to address a clear 

political moment—the more general contemporary setting allowing for a more 

universal message.‖518 Beal‘s response seems not only a logical assessment of the 

production, but her inscription of the tone of racial neutrality lessens how other 

critics inscribe Allen‘s use of race as radical and subversive. 

In contrast to Beal‘s assessment, other critics relied on the question of 

racial embodiment to fuel their responses. Clive Barnes mentions that color-blind 

casting created a problem that Allen never addressed: ―Well, in fairness, while 

that works in Shakespeare, it can present difficulties in plays as time- and space-

specific as Cat, difficulties even an all-black cast can‘t quite surmount. No 

matter.‖519 Ben Brantley remarks how little impact the novelty of the all-black 

cast had on the text: ―By transporting the play from the 1950s and the age of Jim 

Crow to a later, unspecified decade, Ms. Allen wisely pushes past the issue of 
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race.‖520 Eric Grode goes so far as to emphasize how the all-black cast was not 

color-blind casting: ―This is color-coded casting, an acknowledgment and 

refutation, rather than a transcendence, of the historically limited opportunities of 

minority actors.‖521 Offset in the margins, John Heilpern mused: ―The idea of an 

all-black cast is obviously wrong—but what‘s weirdly wonderful is that it works.‖ 

Underneath the questioning and hedging of these critics, there is a dismissive and 

condescending subtext in these remarks. The disagreement in these sources 

reveals that no individual framework can encompass how different audience 

members‘ potentially differing reactions to the racial casting. To create a 

production history that asserts either a colorblind or a color-coded reading of 

Allen‘s Cat as the correct reading, the oppositional ideology has to be either 

ignored or refuted. 

These pieces of evidence also confirm Lahr‘s and Wilson‘s statements—an 

all-black cast of a white play is not a serious artistic choice. In their assessments 

which ranged from having no impact at all to distorting the text, the critics did not 

agree on the various ways that race did (or did not) impact the performance. 

Nevertheless, the critics continually remember the white race of the original 

actors as disconnected from the literal black embodiment. Unpacking this racial 

embodiment requires a tool such as strategic forgetting to allow for the possibility 

that race can be a force that affects the memories of certain individuals while not 

affecting those of others. The ability to contain both memory and forgetting may 
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seem an impossible task for a history, but the dialectical relationship between 

these practices undoubtedly arises when watching any performance. An extension 

of this practice to Allen‘s production places the denial of racial impact alongside 

the potential for racial meaning, without valuing one analysis of the racial 

embodiment as the correct reading. In this sense, black embodiment can both be 

integral and additive. In other words, race can affect certain memories while not 

affecting others, and it is possible for an individual audience member to interpret 

one moment from the production as color-conscious and another moment as 

colorblind. 

The potential of strategically forgetting race in order to recover both 

colorblind and color-conscious memories can only clarify the racial ideologies 

that impact the generation of these conflicting memories.522 For example, strategic 

forgetting clarifies the critics‘ collective attack on Debbie Allen as a director 

whose experiences as a choreographer and television director did not prepare her 

for directing her first Broadway production. Michael Feingold claimed ―Allen‘s 

uncertain visual sense has saddled her with an eccentric set and irritatingly self-

conscious, overcomplicated lighting.‖523 Joe Dziemianowicz noted several flaws: 

―The set has the neutered charm of a hotel suite. Allen does the production no 

favors by having a sax man blow a bluesy tune before each act (an idea better 

suited to a different Williams play) or by fiddling with the lights during key 
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monologues.‖524 Terry Teachout was perhaps the harshest on Allen and the design 

choices: 

It‘s easy to imagine how well such a concept might have worked had it 
been executed by a first-rate director. Instead, we get Debbie Allen, whose 
experience at the helm of various sitcoms and musical comedies did not 

prepare her for the challenge of making sense out of a grossly overwritten 
melodrama whose verbal extravagance approaches the operatic…Ray 

Klausen‘s dull set and Williams H. Grant III‘s crass lighting both are more 
like what you might expect to see at a second-tier regional theater rather 
than in a high-profile Broadway show.525 

 
As several critics rehearse the same critiques of Allen‘s production, it is difficult 

not to sense that there was some discrimination against Allen‘s abilities, based 

merely on her being a woman of color with no experience directing classical 

American theatre for the Broadway stage. The condescension towards Allen‘s 

abilities to stage a white male playwright‘s masterpiece, which parallels the 

condescension regarding the racial casting, only intensifies the confusion about 

the racial casting. 

In contrast, Linda Armstrong‘s review is sympathetic to the intersectional 

racism and misogyny Allen faced in the media, especially for a project that forced 

interviewers to ask questions about race. For the New York Amsterdam, Armstrong 

offers a very different and extremely positive review, geared directly towards 

black readers: ―What just makes this production so wonderful is that you have a 

cast of Black all-stars who just click on stage.‖526 When describing the actors, 

Armstrong uses the word ―perfect,‖ a definitive contrast for Giancarlo Esposito‘s 
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Gooper and Lisa Arindell Anderson‘s Mae, about whom David Hurst said, ―It‘s as 

if director Debbie Allen, told them to ‗make it bigger‘ in rehearsals. And they 

did.‖527 Armstrong also cites a sense of inclusiveness between black audiences 

and the production: ―It is just so important to show that our people can bring these 

classic works to life as vividly as any other actors can.‖528 In creating a 

homogenous black audience, Armstrong relies on the conceit of a unifying 

collective memory that African Americans share. As a black female critic for a 

newspaper aimed at black readers, Armstrong‘s review counters critics who 

devalue racial embodiment, but also contains an overly positive political ideology 

without really analyzing the production. The political ideologies in the criticism 

suggest that the racial casting was polarizing—either it affected the production or 

it did not. 

 Yet there were many moments that suggest the relationship between black 

embodiment and Williams‘s androgynous form. To set the mood, Allen had a jazz 

saxophonist walk across the set, a reinforcement that the jazz music so often used 

to score Williams‘s plays originates from black musicians. At the end of Act Two, 

Williams uses a folk song to underscore the climax of Big Daddy and Brick‘s 

scene of the revelation of truth. This moment, so often ignored or dismissed in 

other productions, becomes a key element of Allen‘s.529 An afterthought to a white 

production, Allen replaces the folk song with a spiritual, the soulful music 

interrupting the lines as Brick reveals the truth about his father‘s cancer. These 
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moments underscore the black embodiment to counter the normative inscription 

that places the black actors in opposition to the white characters.530 

 In these intersectional ways, Allen‘s casting choices reflect Williams‘s 

anti-normative dramatic form. The use of black actors also suggests the 

marginality of their bodies in comparison to the marginality of sexuality and 

gender experienced by Brick and Maggie. In the opening moment, with light 

shining through the back wall, Terence Howard was revealed taking a shower. 

Rather than leave the phone calls offstage, as Williams‘s text suggests, Allen had 

another transparent wall, stage left, through which Big Mama‘s and Gooper‘s 

phone calls could be seen, but which also served as a place to foreground the 

black servants. In several key moments—Maggie‘s description of her poor 

upbringing, Brick‘s memories of his friendship with Skipper, and Big Mama‘s 

fragmented poem in the third act—the lights would pinpoint a single character. By 

drawing attention to these moments, the spotlights accentuated the marginality 

felt by each of these characters. Strategic forgetting eases the tensions between 

interpreting the white authoritarian original as normative and the casting of black 

actors as anti-normative. 

Throughout, a mood of celebrity affected the performances, with 

audiences applauding Jones and Rashad‘s entrances as well as laughing at places 

that a white cast (and/or audience) might have deemed serious. For example, the 

response to the Preacher‘s exit seemed overemphasized, but elicited a strong 

response from the audience. The more Howard‘s Brick was dismissive of Rose‘s 
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Maggie, the funnier the audience during the filming thought it. When Howard 

said to one of the no-neck monster children ―I tried to kill your Aunt Maggie,‖ the 

response was laughter. In a similar fashion to Jones‘s mistreatment of Rashad‘s 

Big Mama, these moments of humor are not necessarily misreadings of the white 

play, but can be further examples of how the black cast included humorous 

responses that both emphasized Williams‘s critique of misogyny but also engaged 

with a black reading not meant for white audiences. 

But is the laughter of audiences of color inappropriate? In New York, 

Jeremy McCarter wrote that Allen‘s Cat proved that ―a trashy soap opera can also 

be a masterpiece of drama… The audience wants to laugh too much, seizes too 

gladly on the comic side of Williams‘s tragicomic vision.‖531 As it has been 

documented that Williams would often laugh at inappropriate moments of his 

play, who is McCarter to judge that the audience laughter was inappropriate or not 

intended by Williams? 532 Assessing the laughter as inappropriate relies on the 

false cultural memory that Williams‘s plays are serious, when they have always 

been humorous in production. Strategic forgetting privileges the acceptability of 

humor rather than buying into the tradition that Williams‘s early texts are 

tragedies. 

These performances, which relied on the incorporated difference between 

the black bodies of the actors and the ghosted white characters, further suggest the 

difference between Williams‘s period of American theater and contemporary 

identity politics. Although Jones‘s performance of Big Daddy relied on his iconic 
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way of speaking, his grandiose persona was often interrupted by humping the air, 

an embodied moment drawn from the text, which further accentuated Big Daddy 

as a backwater hick given the keys to the expensive kingdom. In contrast, 

Rashad‘s performance seemed almost mincing, but given a peculiar flair which 

made Big Mama much more than just the whining subject of Big Daddy‘s 

misogynist invective. One notable addition was the final moment before Big 

Daddy and Big Mama‘s exit, where Jones offers Rashad his hand, suggesting an 

offstage reconciliation. This final moment offers a hope of reconciliation before 

Big Daddy‘s death that is not present in the text.533 Without strategic forgetting, 

the meanings added by the black actors seem impositions on a white original, 

rather than just the commonplace reinterpretation that any actor employs for any 

revival production. In this sense, strategic forgetting allows the production history 

to vacillate between colorblind and color-conscious memories, without valuing 

one as the preferred way of reading Allen‘s Cat. 

While it is possible for a cultural identity such as race to affect meaning, it 

would be problematic to suggest that these meanings can be reduced to 

unilaterally read ideas that could be correlated to a specific identity. Susan 

Manning has done this kind of work on the coexistence of multiple audiences for 

dance in Modern Dance, Negro Dance: ―Spectators don‘t react in monolithic 

blocks. Spectator‘s multiple social identities inflect but do not determine their 

viewing.‖534 Throughout her exploration of modern dance, she situates African-
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American dance as an interrelated rather than separate framework: ―My decisions 

to deploy ‗modern dance‘ and ‗Negro dance‘ according to their historical usage 

underscores my intent to rethink standard narratives of American theater dance… 

Thus my argument reperiodizes the histories of the interrelated practices, and this 

reperiodization aligns the history of African-America concert dance with the 

history of (post)modern dance, histories that for the most part have been written 

separately.‖535 Building on the relationship between race and temporality, it might 

seem that the lumping of African-American audiences into a single perspective 

would be productive in concretizing the impact of Allen‘s production, because of 

an imaginarily shared experience that forces black Americans to remember their 

histories differently than white Americans. But this mentality, that stretches the 

collective to the universal, always dislocates the actual—distorts the multiple into 

a singular. Manning wisely avoids this reduction. If only more production 

histories had the ability to do so. 

A more accurate picture of the production requires an acceptance of the 

potential for Allen‘s Cat to be read as both promoting black embodiment and 

denying its impact. When asked about interpreting Williams for black audiences, 

Allen‘s cast affirmed what she would not—that the racial aspects of this 

production updated Williams specifically for black audiences. In one interview, 

Terence Howard spoke about Brick as a means of exploring black homophobia: 

Moreover, Howard says elements of the classic play—including 
intimations of erotic tension between Brick and his male buddy, Skipper—

make it ―seem very present to a lot of black families today. You have 
people dealing with alcoholism, and brothers on the down-low—having 

homosexual relationships but pretending that they're not because of the 
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homophobic society we live in. All these years later, it's still an 
uncomfortable subject.‖536 

 
Anika Noni Rose, who played Maggie, talked about the value of appealing to 

black audiences as an underserved part of the Broadway community:  

―It is wonderful to have a black audience feel like there is a reason for 
them to come to Broadway and that their money is wanted, desired and 

appreciated,‖ she says. ―For so long, the subliminal message has been, 
‗We don't even want your money because we're not talking about you.‘‖537  
 

Similarly, Jones ties his performance to Williams‘s misunderstanding his own 

characters: 

When Tennessee Williams was once asked why he didn't write of black 

people when he was from Mississippi he said he didn't think he 
understood them well enough. But on the contrary, he did understand them 

in all of his outsiders—people like Brick and all the Marlon Brando 
characters. They were outsiders and they were the typical Negro-type 
people. Not culturally, not economically, but spiritually. They didn't 

belong.538 
 

As Allen‘s actors interpreted Williams‘s white characters for black audiences, the 

societal oppression that these characters face in the play mirrored the prejudices 

that these actors faced.  

Holding an impossible image of the potential of Cat by ghosting the 

dominance of a white authoritarian tradition codifies preconceived notions of Cat 

as a white play. Strategic forgetting allows the racial embodiment to be 

simultaneously both neutral and impactful. As both racially coded and racially 

neutral memories of this production exist, there needs to be a form that showcases 
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the conflict between these ideological discourses while admitting that both 

existed, without declaring one the correct way to read Allen‘s Cat. Linking racism 

to either colorblind or color-conscious casting solidifies a singular ideology as the 

implicit goal of most production histories. This production counter-history uses 

memory to document both colorblind and color-conscious responses to Allen‘s 

Cat as they coexisted in this historical moment. 

The multiple ways of reading Allen‘s Cat echo the initial question posed in 

this project: at what point did going to see a Broadway production (or any 

production) become about seeing a definitive version of the play? The value of 

allowing racially coded casting to unlock new meanings supports the notion that 

strategic forgetting might be the most valuable way of assessing new 

productions.539 No matter what choices producers, directors, and actors make, the 

critical response limits the opportunities for persons of color. In this instance, 

Allen‘s production struggled against those limitations, paving the way for 

commercially viable color-coded Broadway casting. Although a comparison to 

Hamilton may seem tangential and not necessarily causal, the two productions 

share the connection between nontraditional casting and commercial success—the 

main difference being that Broadway critics of 2015 were ready to accept a 

musical that casts actors of color as historically white figures, while they were 
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skeptical, only eight years before, of black actors playing fictional characters in an 

already commercially viable ―realistic‖ play.540 Rather than remembering Allen‘s 

Cat by ghosting a white supremacist reading of Williams, Ricoeur‘s forgetting 

would allow the narrative to include and value both colorblind and color-

conscious memories to better interrogate how these ways of reading racial 

performances result in the privileging of ideology over the documentation of 

multiple perspectives.  

In all three of these production counter-histories, strategic forgetting 

allows the historian to question the ghosts. These adaptations of forgetting into the 

form of a production counter-history serve as healthy counterpoints to the 

dominance of ghosting that continually looks backwards for provenance. In his 

section on the actor, Carlson explicates the contemporary process where an actor 

becomes the definitive version of a character: 

The close connection between a popular actor and an often-revived vehicle 

role is less common in the twentieth century, particularly in the American 
commercial theatre, in which the nineteenth century practice of frequent 

revivals has been replaced by the single long run... Very often the actor 
who creates a particular role in a popular success or in a major revival that 
overshadows the original production will create so strong a bond between 

himself and that role that for a generation or more all productions are 
haunted by the memory of that interpretation, and all actors performing the 

role must contend with the cultural ghost of the great originator.541 
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That the phenomenon of ghosted acting can last for several years is perhaps 

unavoidable. That it could persist so thoroughly for decades—as Taylor‘s 

Amanda, Brando‘s Stanley, and Burl Ives‘s Big Daddy have—is scary. 

Instead of emphasizing ghosting, which unconsciously solidifies 

hegemonic ideologies, Ricoeur‘s theories offer a chance to think about the 

positive aspects of forgetting rather than automatically interpret forgetting as a 

negative:  

If a form of forgetting could then be legitimately invoked, it would not be 
as a duty to silence evil but to state it in a pacified mode, without anger. 
This enunciation will no longer be a commandment, an order, but a wish 

in the optative mood.542  
 

A certain amount of forgiveness would counterbalance homophobic, misogynist, 

and racist interpretations in order to value new interpretations of these texts that 

push past societal oppression as the only path for characters who express anti-

normative identities:  

Thus, at the heart of selfhood, and at the core of imputability, the paradox 
of forgiveness is laid bare, sharpened by the dialectic of repentance in the 

great Abrahamic tradition. What is at issue here is nothing less than the 
power of the spirit of forgiveness to unbind the agent from his act.543  
 

This is the difference between ghosting that affirms an authoritarian tradition of 

the original production and ghosting as a means to disconnect the present from the 

past. Ghosting can mean that chains that affirm hegemony have no authoritarian 

site of origin, but only if weighed with strategic forgetting as a tool to escape 

cultural distortions which value straight white male experience at the expense of 

Williams‘s marginalized characters. 
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At the beginning of these three production counter-histories, I suggested 

that viewing Belle Reprieve as a radical deconstruction likens the anti-normative 

identities in that parody to distortions of Williams‘s intentions. After applying 

strategic forgetting to these three productions, I conclude that ghosting, without a 

counterbalance like strategic forgetting, will only reaffirm the dominance of 

monolithic normativity. In her analysis of Belle Reprieve, Geis reads Bette 

Bourne‘s drag performance of Blanche as a chain of associative identities:  

Blanche‘s identity in Belle Reprieve is triply (or perhaps quadruply) 
embedded: ‗she‘ is a woman played by a man who imagines himself not 
just as Williams‘s Blanche DuBois, but as Vivien Leigh (like Bette 

Bourne, a Brit) playing the role of Blanche in Kazan‘s movie.544  
 

In a similar fashion, Carlson reads a chain concerning an understudy he saw in a 

production of Neil Simon‘s Laughter on the 23rd Floor that ghosted performances 

all the way back to Brando‘s Stanley:  

Thus at this moment we witnessed Blumenfeld ghosted by Nathan Lane 
ghosted by Sid Caesar ghosted by Marlon Brando playing Brutus ghosted 

by his interpretation of Stanley Kowalski. The wave of laughter and huge 
outburst of applause that was stimulated by this sequence provided clear 

evidence that the audience not only recognized but also vastly enjoyed this 
complex web of intertextual acting references.545 

 

While unpacking these ghosted chains in thoughtful and productive ways is an 

essential part of the cultural memories surrounding Streetcar (and Williams‘s 

productions in general), forgetting escapes the dominance of normative ideologies 

that directly impacts the evaluation of these anti-normative productions. Having 

explored forgetting as the final step in the generation of a production counter-

history, I turn to a final case study which weaves the threads of these chapters 
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together to suggest some potential directions for future production counter-

histories. 
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Conclusion 
 

Elia Kazan did not go to Tennessee Williams‘s funeral. Although this 

decision might have been due to the decline of their working relationship 

after Sweet Bird of Youth, Kazan claims in his Memoirs that he did not want 

to see the collective outpouring of grief. Instead, Kazan offered the following 

statement: 

Ever since Tennessee Williams died, I've been hearing nothing but 
how unhappy his life was and how particularly wretched his last 

years. Of course, his powers declined as he went through his sixties; 
that's true of all men. Tennessee was poet enough to accept that. But 
don't feel sorry for him. The man lived a life full of the most profound 

pleasures, and he lived it precisely as he chose. Who in our time was 
ever more universally admired? We should not be gathering to mourn 

this man. We should celebrate his life. It was a triumph! There's 
nothing left for us to do except admire the race for having produced 
such a man.546 

 
Kazan‘s thoughts on Williams‘s life present a memory of the playwright after 

his death that thoroughly disrupts the normative inscription of tragic reality 

that I have questioned throughout this project. Kazan‘s memories are a 

reminder that Williams‘s work—and his life as a representation of that 

work—do not have to perpetuate a mandatory societal oppression so often 

imposed to evaluate productions. As a culmination of the previous production 

counter-histories, I offer one final production counter-history, using memories 

from Sam Gold‘s recent Broadway revival of Menagerie, to consider the 

relationship between the four theories explored in the preceding chapters and, 

only then, offer some new directions for this kind of memory-based research. 
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One of the most notable revisions to the canonized reading of Menagerie 

was Gold‘s decision to cast a disabled actor to play Laura. The casting of Madison 

Ferris, whose muscular dystrophy causes her to use a wheelchair, opened a 

discussion about the limited visibility of disabled actors on Broadway. Gold 

references Ferris‘s disability as the reason he cast her:  

―The Glass Menagerie is one of the few plays in the canon where there‘s a 
character with a mobility disability, and I‘d never seen it done with an 

actor with a mobility disability,‖ he said. ―I thought that it would be a 
shame to do the play again and not give that opportunity to an actor that 

has a mobility disability.‖547 
 

In an article on HowlRound, Ryan Donovan considers the ―vitriol‖ of critics who 

disliked Ferris‘s visible disability: ―For some of us in the audience, the bodies 

onstage made us feel awakened to a new perspective on a canonical play, whereas 

others felt like an old friend had been violated.‖548 To justify Gold‘s casting of an 

actress with such a visible expression of Laura‘s ―little defect,‖ Donovan returns 

to Williams‘s text to justify Gold‘s re-interpretation of the classic by equating the 

rejection of Ferris‘s Laura with a prejudice against disability. Memories that point 

to an incorporation of Gold‘s production suggest that embodiment is the key to 

understanding Ferris‘s Laura as both an experimental and a literal interpretation of 

Williams‘s text. A refocus on reading these memories as incorporations allows 

both sides of this debate to coexist, as they do in contemporary criticism, rather 
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than automatically judging the visible disability an incorrect reading of Menagerie 

because it does not ghost previous performances of Laura. 

 Once more, the assumptions of an established tradition of Menagerie 

imagine the normality of previous productions that favor realistic interpretations, 

further suggesting the dominance of canonical thinking. In his review for The 

New York Observer, Rex Reed supposes how Tennessee Williams would react to 

Gold‘s choices: 

No, they are not blasting for a new subway under the Belasco Theater. The 
noise you hear is the sound of a mortified Tennessee Williams, turning 
over in his grave over what pretentious hack director Sam Gold has done 

to his great memory play... Another arrogant experimental bore from a 
man who believes no play deserves to be anointed as a classic unless it can 

be dismantled and shredded for kindling in a production that is different 
for the sake of being different.549 

 

Reliant on Williams‘s biography to support an assumed realistic form, Reed 

imagines an authentic Menagerie, which implies a collectively agreed-upon 

canonical reading. Reed does this most directly when he equates Gold‘s casting of 

Ferris with sadism: 

Based on Tennessee's real sister Rose, Laura is written as a shy, fragile girl 
with no self-reliance and no social skills. Ms. Ferris makes her a pitiful, 

grotesque invalid. This is no fault of her own. Showing a sadistic streak 
that is far from flattering, Sam Gold must have considered it larky and 

bold to cast an actress who is an actual cerebral palsy victim in the role, 
but it's a gimmick that backfires.550 

 

However, Reed‘s problem is less about Gold‘s choices themselves and more about 

how these choices compare to Reed‘s personal interpretation of Menagerie in 

relation to the text‘s domestication by canonization:  
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The Glass Menagerie survives a doomed production that is otherwise only 
one step removed from a stale and stodgy reading. For the most part, it 

comes off as a hopelessly half-baked endeavor to change and cheapen a 
seminal classic for the sole purpose of being different. It doesn't work.551  

 
To Reed, Gold attacks Menagerie by not adhering to the subjectively imagined 

canonical Menagerie.  

 Incorporated memories of Ferris‘s performance reshape preconceptions 

about the character of Laura. In one scene, Sally Field‘s Amanda and Joe 

Mantello‘s Tom lay Ferris on a table and twist her body into contorted poses. 

During several moments of the production, Ferris crawls around the stage in a 

manner that uncomfortably shows the physical limitations of her disability. Both 

Field‘s delivery of the line ―That Laura‘s disability is hardly noticeable‖ and the 

dance that Ferris shares with Finn Wittrock‘s Jim directly contradict what the 

characters say. Naturally, Ferris‘s inability to move her legs counters several 

passages of Williams‘s text. 

 Incorporating practices refocuses the narrative of this production counter-

history away from a judgment of the validity of Gold‘s choice to cast Ferris and 

towards a contextualization of the reasons behind this metaphorical and literal 

embodiment. Undoubtedly, Ferris crawling onto the stage made certain members 

of the audience uncomfortable, but the critics consistently used canonized 

memories to devalue the potential of the anti-normative interpretation that Laura‘s 

disability is more noticeable than they or Williams imagined. Whether or not 

Williams would have appreciated Ferris being cast as Laura assumes that 

Williams was always judging the fictionalized version of Laura based on the real 
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Rose Williams. Incorporated memories document the embodied moments of the 

production without continued reference to an imagined ―realistic‖ Menagerie, the 

filter that critics and scholars applied to Williams‘s text long after the first 

production closed. 

The canonical tradition also impacts the construction of nationality for 

those who frame Gold‘s desecration of Williams‘s nostalgic piece of Americana. 

To critique any sense of nationalism, a symbolic reading of the designs as 

imagined constructions questions Williams‘s status as a canonical American 

playwright whose text must be produced in a certain way. Andrew Lieberman‘s 

set, Adam Silverman‘s lighting, and Wojciech Dziedzic‘s costumes connect in 

their rejection of the tradition of the construction of a realistic America, made 

more explicit by their contributions to a previous production of Menagerie that 

Gold directed in Toneelgroep Amsterdam in 2015. 

 When American critics evaluate Gold‘s American production of 

Menagerie, very few reference his Dutch production of the play two years earlier, 

for which he used the same designers but different Dutch actors.552 Lieberman‘s 

set for the Dutch production has several similarities to the Broadway set.553 For 

both productions, Lieberman used the preexisting architecture of the back walls of 

the two theaters. Although these two walls appear different, neither back wall was 

constructed for the production. For both, there was also a very modernistic table 
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with four chairs stage right, too contemporary to locate either production in the 

1930s, which evokes a more suburban 1980s feel. All of the props, which 

included the dishes and the full-course meal that Williams warns against in his 

stage directions, lived on a metal shelving unit, partially seen behind the stage 

right wing. 

 The photographs of Lieberman‘s set also suggest similar lighting choices 

in the two productions. In the Broadway production, Silverman began the play 

with the house lights on and no stage lighting at all for the first few scenes. Only 

subtle lighting changes occurred until about halfway through the play. After the 

dinner scene, the house lights faded out along with most of the lights onstage, 

leaving Laura and Jim in complete darkness except for the lights from the three 

candles on the candelabra. Based on the photographs of the Dutch production, 

Silverman developed this design for that production and simply implemented it 

again for the Broadway restaging. As the concepts for the set and the lights were 

developed for the Dutch production, the translation from the Dutch production to 

the American production illustrates the challenges that arise when nationalism 

affects interpretations of Williams. The same choices that worked well for the 

Dutch audiences were rejected by American critics. 

 Although the sets and lights seem to have been meticulously translated, 

the Dutch cast‘s costumes appear different from those of the American cast. For 

one, the Dutch Laura wore a leg brace, which did not seem to be as physically 

notable as Ferris‘s disability. However, the other striking change was Amanda‘s 

fancy dress in the second half. In the Dutch production, Amanda appears in a 
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burgundy dress that does not evoke a Southern impression at all. For the 

American production, Dziedzic clothed Sally Field in a Pepto-Bismol-pink 

princess dress. Although the marked changes in the costumes undoubtedly had to 

do with the different casts, the translation of the Dutch designs seems less similar 

in terms of costumes than in terms of the sets and lights, which appear to be 

almost exact duplicates. 

Why do these choices for Dutch audiences less familiar with ghosted 

references to ―correct‖ interpretations seem like attacks on Williams to American 

critics? When critics assume that Gold is attacking Williams as an American 

institution, they are right that Gold did not interpret Menagerie according to 

American traditions. Unfortunately, the transposition of Gold‘s production, so 

close to Tiffany‘s production, where Jones, Quinto, and Keenan-Bolger all used 

accents, suggests even more strongly the need for American audiences to locate 

the action of Menagerie in the American south. David Rooney in The Hollywood 

Reporter ties the sense of American nationality to canonization in comparison to 

Tiffany‘s much more well-received interpretation:  

Produced by Scott Rudin with Lincoln Center Theater, and directed 
by Sam Gold, a recent Tony winner for Fun Home, the stripped-down 

Tennessee Williams revival divided critics with its stark approach to one 
of the most poetic texts in the 20th century American dramatic canon. It 
also came just four years after an acclaimed revival of the classic 1945 

memory play, suggesting that the core Broadway audience may have felt it 
was too soon to revisit the frequently staged work.554 
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The assumption of American nationality was only identified in Gold‘s American 

production by Sally Field‘s replication of her Southern accent from Steel 

Magnolias. The transposition of nationality, even though constructed for both the 

Dutch and the American production, showcases the problem that arises when a 

production does not adhere to cultural expectations regarding nationalistic 

conventions. But in both cases—that of the earlier Dutch production and the 

transposition to the later American production—the designs are imagined 

constructions. Reading global translations as imagined constructions by adapting 

Nora‘s sites of memory illustrates the difficulty of reading any theatrical 

production as creating a stable interpretation of nationality, even if the production 

were realistic. Assumptions about perceiving a realistic nationality in Gold‘s 

production, whether the Dutch or American incarnation, suggest the impossibility 

for any production of a Williams text to create a singular, unified understanding of 

American identity. The critics‘ dislike of these nonrealistic designs only 

illuminates American assumptions about perceived realistic form as the default for 

Williams‘s early works. 

Extending this production counter-history to collective memory 

underscores the biggest problem I have with Sally Field‘s performance as 

Amanda. As I said earlier, Field‘s accent was the only marker of a realistic South 

in the entire production. Because of this choice and her background in film and 

television acting, Field‘s performance was highly naturalistic, despite the 

unconventional surroundings. Based on the performance I saw, Field could have 

been acting for a camera in front of a completely realistic set. Interestingly 
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enough, even when American critics disliked Gold‘s choices, some of them 

highlighted Field‘s performance as out of place:  

The superannuated Southern belle Amanda, Tom‘s garrulous and desperate 
mother, is allowed few of the fantasist flourishes that usually embellish the 
character. Instead, Ms. Fields gives us a grim, angry, kitchen-sink 

Everymom, relentless in her disapproval of her underachieving grown-up 
children.555  

 
Unlike the casting of Ferris—an anti-normative choice that drew attention to 

disabled reality—Field‘s Amanda would not have changed much if the design 

choices had been completely realistic. 

Adding to the destabilization of canonization and nationality, Gold‘s 

production also questions the male and female readings suggested in the third 

chapter. On the one hand, Gold‘s choices were based more on the female reading 

designated by nonrealistic, destabilizing choices. In opposition to Gold‘s 

exploratory construction that accentuates Williams‘s androgynous form, Field‘s 

acting adheres more to the male reading of the text focused on a reality and 

assuming a singular correct interpretation. This gendered binary further illustrates 

how a realistic interpretation of Williams‘s characters imposes a realistic dramatic 

form. The application of male and female readings, stemming from different 

social groups, separates traditional critics reading Gold‘s choices as insults to 

Williams from Field‘s performance as upholding a tradition of Southern realism.  

What is clear is that Field was aware that Gold‘s production was not going 

to please everyone. In a brief promotion for The Today Show, Matt Lauer 
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interviews Field, who does not have much to say about the production. When 

pressed as to why she decided to return to Broadway, she admits: 

This was because Sam Gold, the incredible young director, wanted to do 
it. This isn‘t everybody‘s Glass Menagerie. Let me just put it that 
way…It‘s such a massive piece and complicated and Sam Gold has taken 

a very complicated play and made it even more complicated.556 
 

During this response, Field‘s body language suggests her disconnection from the 

anti-normative elements of the production that counter her naturalistic Amanda. 

Underlying these comments is not the excitement that Tiffany‘s actors used to 

promote his production only three years earlier—a creative director questioning 

the traditional assumptions about Williams‘s dramatic form for the same play. 

Although Field says nothing overtly derogatory, she shifts the conversations 

quickly away from the production, spending most of her time talking about her 

decision to move to New York and general reflections on getting older. In not 

saying anything complementary about Gold‘s choices as a director, Field implies 

the struggle that underlies her performance—wanting to be a realistic Amanda in 

a completely nonrealistic world. Over time, the social groups have shifted away 

from the male/female binary of earlier revivals, explored in chapter three, to a 

new conflict of social groups: tradition versus experimentation. The conflict 

between realism and non-realism which began with Dowling‘s production 

continues to limit the possibilities for new interpretations of Menagerie. This will 

continue until scholars and critics allow theatrical artists more flexibility, rather 

than comparing new interpretations to imagined ―correct‖ ones. 
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 Negative reactions to new interpretations of Williams forget how 

Williams‘s androgynous form and characters were anti-normative reactions to the 

very traditions that contemporary critics impose on Menagerie. Although the 

ideologies of canonization, nationalism, and misogyny each relate to the 

phenomenon of ghosting, one moment of Gold‘s production stands out as 

ghosting both normative and anti-normative interpretations. After Laura excuses 

herself from the dinner table, Amanda makes a reference to rain.557 Gold 

emphasizes this moment by shifting the table and chairs (with mechanics invisible 

to the audience) all the way upstage and then using a prolonged rain curtain that 

drenches the set. During the downpour, Daniel Johnston‘s ―True Love Will Find 

You in the End‖ plays in its entirety. Although the sheer length of this disruption 

stands out because it is the first piece of music with words, accompanied by the 

onstage storm, many of the reviewers do not reference it. 

 Strategic forgetting allows for the consideration of this rain curtain as 

ghosting both normative and anti-normative interpretations of Menagerie. In one 

sense, the onstage rainstorm is a literal interpretation; if Williams has a character 

mention rain, then there should be real rain. Gold‘s choice to accentuate the 

rainstorm is even more significant to me, because I had just seen the American 

Repertory Theatre production of Night of the Iguana, during which they cleared 

the whole set to use a rain curtain for one minute—another classic Williams storm 

scene.558 In another sense, the rain curtain completely disrupts the action. Also, 
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there seems no reason to drench the actors, as that most certainly did not happen 

in Dowling‘s production. Ghosting simultaneously validates and invalidates 

Gold‘s Menagerie as both tradition and distortion. 

 This final production counter-history of Gold‘s Menagerie suggests a 

varied use of the developing methodology of production counter-history, where 

the integration of new memory theories would further the historian‘s ability to 

escape canonized, nationalistic, misogynist, and ghosted impositions. Relating 

these four initial potentials in the development of a production counter-history 

reveals the specificity with which memory can be used to unpack a production. 

Although these strategies would be entirely different for a different production, 

these adaptations of memory theories consistently separate institutionalized 

criticism from embodied choices made by theatrical practitioners. A greater focus 

on memory also fosters a questioning of knowledge as an ideological construct in 

opposition to individual memories. Although the selection of marginalized 

memories was intentional for this research, these chains of memory support the 

idea that these texts do not always necessitate readings that oppress the characters.  

Why is losing the real Williams acceptable? Because the real Williams, as 

conceptualized by canonical ghosting, never existed. Instead, the concept of the 

real Williams stands in for the agenda that a certain historian or critic decides to 

advance about Williams. Even though archives collect Williams‘s drafts, 

correspondence, and interviews, the concluding question to consider is whether 

Williams was telling the truth in these sources. If he lied in his Memoirs, why 

wouldn‘t he lie during interviews? The flaw is the notion that a real Williams can 



301 
 

 
 

be constructed in a historical narrative, rather than positing the multiple 

perspectives surrounding the creation of Williams in production. 

Memory, because of its ephemerality and instability, recovers the anti-

normative elements of these productions as they existed in the historical moment. 

In contrast, a reliance on stable evidence only makes normative interpretations of 

these texts stronger. Only by careful and overt explication of the ideologies 

lurking behind this history can anti-normative memories overshadow ghosted 

realities. After seeing the interaction of the memory theories I explored in this 

work, I conclude by elaborating on specific goals for future production counter-

histories—distinguished by what the concept of a production counter-history 

offers to Williams scholars, theatre scholars, queer scholars, and memory 

scholars. 

An emphasis on memory would be invaluable to scholarship on Tennessee 

Williams as means of combatting hegemonic distortions. When scholars assert 

that Williams was a tricky figure who hid behind self-manipulated distortions, 

they downplay the anti-normative identities encoded in his texts. Memory-based 

production histories are not only valuable for the many worldwide productions of 

Menagerie, Streetcar, and Cat, but could easily reveal hidden ideologies in 

production histories of all of Williams‘s plays—from Camino Real to his later 

critically dismissed works. To fully address the discrepancies of Williams‘s texts 

in production, memory values the potential of thinking through multiple 

interpretations of a single production. Not only is producing a straightforward 

history of Tennessee Williams a defeatist endeavor, a straightforward history of 
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Williams‘s texts in production becomes problematic when scholars normalize the 

relationship between construction and message, neither of which were 

straightforward artistic endeavors to Williams or the theatrical practitioners 

explored in this study. 

As the first subject of production counter-histories, productions of 

Tennessee Williams have been applicable to a broad range of assessments that 

circle around the question of how theatrical productions create identities and how 

those identities are remembered differently from different ideological 

perspectives. In scholarship and production, the works of Tennessee Williams are 

already open to multiple interpretations. It should be unsurprising that analyses of 

these productions also require scholarship that is resistant to the reductive interest 

of normative ideologies. Memory-based production counter-histories of 

Williams‘s texts counter value judgments as the sole controllers of meaning. 

Beyond the focused application of this new form to productions of 

Tennessee Williams, this model of production counter-history also promotes the 

multidisciplinary nature of theatre studies as a blend of literary, historical, and 

sociological research. This model would not only aid nonrealistic forms but 

realistic forms as well, separating the realistic impulse onstage from its translation 

as a real event that reduces historical assessment to a single dominant perspective. 

As a production is always an imagined construction, admitting that the history of 

any production is also an imagined construction shifts the narrative to directly 

question normative ideologies. Similarly, the current desire to craft recovery 
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narratives that showcase marginalized identities suggests the need for new 

methods that do not privilege one historical reality over another. 

 This new model of production counter-history would be a way for queer 

scholars to question the reduction of the androgyny of queer texts to singularly 

imposed meanings. Fitting Williams‘s queer history into a historical narrative that 

assumes reality as a goal for a production history erases the value of memories 

that not only contradict realistic interpretations but question the value of any 

interpretation that limits the reading of Williams‘s text to singular meaning 

stemming from authorial intention, directorial interpretation, or scholarly 

assessment. I return to queer studies to ground this questioning against traditional 

methodologies and provide examples to show that this shift is possible through a 

thoughtful integration of sources that remain overshadowed in straight versions of 

Williams‘s history. Reading productions of Tennessee Williams‘s works queerly 

means thinking about embodied meanings beyond our current models. 

 Queer history becomes even more relevant for this study, because the 

productions I have explored were all queer in some way. Distinguishing between 

queer evidence and a queer reading of that evidence becomes increasingly 

important as scholars document productions that over time represent the center 

that they once critiqued. The model of production counter-histories suggests that 

any performative form could benefit from a queer questioning of the 

consolidation of straight power, especially for productions that achieve Broadway 

success, are geared towards families, that win Tony awards, or that are frequently 

restaged at regional theatres. In contrast, my queer model of production counter-
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histories not only questions the straight subtext of historical models, but 

introduces queer perspectives from both homosexual and heterosexual 

participants in these productions to counter erasure.  

 The benefits of developing production counter-histories for queer 

scholarship parallel the benefits for memory studies. As I stated in my 

introduction, the development of the concept of a production counter-history 

builds on an implied relationship between queer performance and memory 

studies—connected because both frameworks question the assumed stability of 

historical narratives. Taken as a whole, memory studies could benefit from the 

application I employ in these studies, extrapolating and adapting the abstract 

gesturing of memory theories to a practical activity, reliant on focused readings of 

embodied phenomena. Further application of memory studies to the concept of 

production offers as much to the field of memory studies as it does to theatre 

studies. All pieces of performative evidence are memories in some form.  

While I began the introduction suggesting how much memory studies can 

offer to the practice of creating production histories, I conclude with the reverse—

how much exploratory theatre scholarship can offer to the field of memory 

studies, interpreting collaboration and culture through the microcosm of play 

production. Memory scholars could also apply the concept of counter-histories to 

other fields, as ideological discourse distorts ephemeral evidence. The current 

notion of a counter-history relies on a rediscovery of historical evidence to 

disprove preconceived notions. My broader examination of counter-history 

suggests the questioning of the form of history itself, rather than merely replacing 
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a ―bad‖ history with a ―good‖ one. Only by tracing the difference between 

historical and memorial frameworks does the documentation reflect the complex 

subjectivities involved in any historical event. Just as memory studies offer a 

chance for histories to be more transparent, the form of production history itself 

offers memory studies a chance to narrow its focus on how individual memories 

combine to create a larger picture without imposing ideological meanings that 

reshape evidence. In this sense, counter-history is not necessarily ahistorical—it is 

just a different form of history that enfolds concepts from queer and memory 

studies. 

I envision the possibilities for this form, as it would be reshaped by 

different subject matter, as endless. These ideas can be reshaped to reconsider 

historical evidence that does not automatically re-inscribe ideologies that erase 

marginalized memories. Instead, this methodological shift results in a form of 

questioning that situates marginalized pieces of evidence as central rather than 

tangential. Although this understanding starts with Williams and builds through 

the other disciplines I incorporate in this conclusion, the dominance of reality 

presents a filter that molds ephemeral evidence into a normalized form. The 

construction of memory in this new form allows for a sharper questioning of how 

cultural norms are formulated as realities through traditional histories—and not 

only how the norm is formulated, but by whom and why. 

Throughout these production counter-histories, I have accentuated the 

gaps between the evidence that exists and how historians frame that evidence. 

Memory consistently provides the awareness that the traces of embodied moments 
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from these productions cannot be viewed as realities and instead need a more 

transparent handling to avoid hegemonic impositions which change these 

memories from subjective perspective to objective truth. At the same time, this 

study is a call to action for contemporary researchers of theatrical productions for 

more inscription of incorporated perspectives. How can we get past the idea that a 

production should be an expression of any playwright‘s intentions? What is the 

model for how scholars remember productions? How can we conduct surveys of 

more audience members? How can we better document the processes of the 

theatrical practitioners involved in these productions? I do not address these 

questions in this work, but include them in this conclusion to concretize the next 

steps for my research and to encourage other scholars to ask similar questions of 

their own narratives. 

Production counter-histories focus on the rereading of memories to 

question authority. In the introduction to his emerging definition of Orientalism, 

Edward Said similarly constructs his theory as a means of questioning how 

authority establishes canons: 

There is nothing mysterious or natural about authority. It is formed, 
irradiated, disseminated; it is instrumental, it is persuasive; it has status, it 

establishes canons of tastes and value; it is virtually indistinguishable from 
certain ideas it dignifies as true and from traditions, perceptions, and 
judgments it forms, transmits, reproduces. Above all, authority can, indeed 

must, be analyzed.559 
 

In this work, I have used production counter-histories to destabilize normative 

ideologies in order to recover anti-normative elements in these productions by 

questioning authority. This questioning of authority is pertinent to all kinds of 
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scholarship. Without questioning, ideological interpretations will always dominate 

evidence that questions authority. At its core, the production counter-history 

questions ideological authority to create a much more transparent use of evidence 

and argument. 

As I conclude these 13 production counter-histories, I return to the title of 

this work, Brief Deceptive Rainbows, drawn from Williams‘s use of memory as a 

metaphor in Tom‘s monologues from Menagerie. Through the development of 

these production counter-histories, I have found that memory highlights the 

relationship between subjectivity and pieces of evidence. As I examine counter-

memories from the productions, reading memories as if they were pieces of glass 

has become the guiding methodology for my research. This metaphor of cultural 

memories as pieces of glass, drawn directly from Williams, enables me not only 

to rethink distortions in production histories that suppress readings of oppressed 

identity, but also to understand that reading a memory depends on the position 

from which you observe the past. As the historian shifts positionality, the light 

changes in the memory—the piece of glass—and the evidence tells a new story. 

Reading memories as if they were pieces of glass is the next step for future 

production counter-histories. 

To take this metaphor even further, I end with an extrapolation of Laura‘s 

menagerie to illustrate the need for anti-normative readings that question the 

reality of both history and dramatic form in tandem. In the final scene of 

Menagerie, Jim accidently breaks Laura‘s favorite glass ornament—a unicorn. 

JIM. You‘ll never forgive me. I bet that that was your favorite piece of 
glass. 
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LAURA. I don‘t have favorites much. It‘s no tragedy, Freckles. Glass 

breaks so easily. No matter how careful you are. The traffic jars and the 
shelves and things fall off them. 

 
JIM. Still I‘m awfully sorry that I was the cause. 
 

LAURA. (Smiling) I‘ll just imagine he had an operation. The horn was 
removed to make him feel less—freakish! (They both laugh.) Now he will 

feel more at home with the other horses, the ones that don‘t have horns.560 
 
I apply this metaphor from Menagerie not to solidify authorial intentions—not to 

propose that Williams left a coded clue to tell us how to read his histories. Instead, 

I extrapolate this metaphor to my historical research, because it remembers the 

queer lurking underneath the straight. 

Reading the trace of the unicorn underneath the exterior of the horse 

reflects the difference between memorial and historical frameworks. Production 

histories are fragile; you handle the evidence too roughly and it breaks. 

Production counter-histories, with their foundation of questioning, provide a more 

delicate framing that promotes the questioning of cultural norms as the goal, 

rather than a byproduct. In these production counter-histories, I consider the 

memories that I have examined as glass unicorns that through normative 

ideologies now look like horses. Only by reading the presentation of the horse 

through the memory of the unicorn can the historian recover the anti-normative 

memories lost when historians privilege canonization, nationalism, misogyny, and 

ghosting as the correct ways to read productions of Tennessee Williams‘s most 

produced works. 
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