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Director’s Notes
“I begin with a character in a situation—a vague one. If I have a problem, 
I invent people in parallel circumstances, create parallel tensions. It is my 
way of working out problems.” —Tennessee Williams

“Truth in the pleasant disguise of illusion” is how Tennessee Williams’ alter 
ego Tom Wingfield describes the story that he is about to tell us, at the start 
of The Glass Menagerie. Though all of Williams’ work is personal in the 
extreme, only this early autobiographical play is based directly on his own 
family: his mother Edwina, his sister Rose, and himself. His father, who in 
the play had deserted his family sixteen years ago, was actually an on-and-
off again presence in the life of the Williams family. The parents’ relation-
ship was so toxic that everyone might have been better off if he actually 
had fallen “in love with long distance” and severed his ties with his family 
permanently. Williams also had a younger brother, Dakin, who is left out 
of the play entirely, and an extended family including a grandfather with 
whom he was very close. 

But by choosing to focus intently on the insular triangle of mother-broth-
er-sister, Williams is able to peel back layer after layer of these characters 
and relationships, revealing complex human beings and illuminating issues 
of love, dependency and responsibility that ring as true today as they did 70 
years ago when the play was first performed. Anyone with a family—that 
is, all of us—can find themselves in the rich humanity of this timeless and 
beautiful play.

Director Mary B. Robinson
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 THE SIMILARITIES 
BETWEEN THE 
WILLIAMS 
FAMILY AND THE 
WINGFIELDS
“Maybe they weren’t punks at all, but New York
drama critics.”
—Tennessee Williams

The Glass Menagerie is an American tragedy on
many levels: a father’s desertion, a mother’s struggle
as a former socialite and now a single parent to
care for her children, and a daughter’s growing
helplessness. The greatest tragedy is the portrayal
of a troubled family. “Dysfunctional families share
similar traits—rigidity, reverence for the past and
insistence on rules and rituals.” 1. The absent father
haunts each family member, as his larger-than-life
influence still dominates the apartment in the form
of a photograph that hangs on the living room wall.
Amanda, who was raised as a pampered and entitled
Southern belle, is totally unequipped to mange family
responsibilities on her own after her husband deserts
the family. She is tortured by her son’s rebellion and
her daughter’s withdrawal.

Amanda’s predicament mirrors that of Edwina Williams’, 
(Tennessee Williams’ mother), who also became the care-
giver for her children due to her own husband being either 
away from home or busy pursuing his own interests. Ed-
wina complained that her husband Cornelius would spend 
lavishly on himself but would deny the children the basic 
necessities such as shoes and clothing. Edwina Williams re-
counts: “The family fights usually reached their peak at the 
end of the month when bills arrived and Cornelius’s week-
end drinking sprees began. He fumed over the bills and I 
battled for grocery money.” 2. 

Other striking similarities between the Wingfields and the 
Williams families include Tom’s borrowing his first name 
(Tom Williams becomes Tom Wingfield in the play), and 
that the name of Tennessee’s onetime place of employment, 
the International Shoe Company, where Williams worked 
with his father and was fired for writing poetry on the job,
appear in the play. Additionally, both Toms wrote late at 
night, incurring expensive light bills that upset their moth-
ers. Both Toms loathed St. Louis and the apartment with 

the bedroom window view of the alley and fire escape, and 
both became movie fanatics to escape from their intolerable 
family situations. Also interesting to note that Williams’
often absent father once worked for a telephone company in 
Gulfport, Mississippi, as did Wingfield before he deserted 
the family.

In The Glass Menagerie Tom Wingfield is both narrator 
who relates his family tragedy in 1937, and also a character 
in the play, sharing the dingy apartment with his mother and 
sister in St. Louis. In the play, Tom’s longing for adventure 
and independence wars with his guilt at deserting the
family who depends on his support. In the play’s poignant 
final scene, Tom pleads with Laura to blow out her candles, 
which symbolically allows him to get away. It may be that 
in this speech, Williams is expressing the pain and helpless-
ness he felt about losing his own sister Rose to schizophre-
nia, and especially her lobotomy. Dakin Williams, Tennes-
see’s brother, reports that this was the greatest tragedy in his 
brother’s life. Williams’ deep attachment to his sister is of 
prime significance: her fate left an indelible mark on him.

Tom and his sister Rose were inseparable in childhood, and 
though Rose was two years Tom’s senior, their nurse, Ozzie, 
referred to them as “the couple” to convey their closeness. 
When one became sick, the other faked illness. 3. 

Similarly, Laura is also two years older than Tom in the 
play. Williams’ brother Dakin relates how Rose was the 
only person who accepted Tom without reservation, shar-
ing a secret imaginary world with him. Together they sailed 
paper boats, tended to white rabbits, and cut out paper dolls 
from mail order catalogues. One of their favorite childhood
pastimes was collecting colored glass from broken bottles. 4.

 

When they moved to St. Louis, their peers didn’t accept 
them: their Southern accents marginalized them, their apart-
ment was in a poor neighborhood, and they attended a pub-
lic rather than a private school. 5. Consequently, brother and 
sister, feeling like aliens, spent more and more time togeth-
er. 6.  It was during this time that Rose began her collection 
of glass figurines, a hobby that Williams dramatizes in
the play.

Follwing Rose’s institutionalization for schizophrenia, Wil-
liams felt the pain and guilt of their separation for the rest of 
his life, and she is thought to represent a significant element
of Williams’ psyche as it surfaces in his writing. Following 
Rose’s lobotomy, which both his parents Edwina and Cor-
nelius sanctioned, Williams was forever plagued with guilt 
for not having stopped the procedure. He indicated that The 
Glass Menagerie’s Laura represents an abstraction of Rose, 
most like her in vulnerability and withdrawal. In the play,

Continued on page 3
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Williams replaces Rose’s mental illness with a physical 
handicap and an inferiority complex, while maintaining the 
beauty and fragility of his memory of Rose.

Like Amanda, Edwina centered her life on her children be-
cause of her poor relationship with her husband. Cornelius 
Williams was not only obnoxious and a wild alcoholic, he 
was also mentally and physically abusive. He called young 
Tom a “sissy” and a “Miss Nancy” because he was not ath-
letic, and denied him love and encouragement. 9. Conse-
quently, Williams grew up hating his father. Both Dakin and
Edwina have discussed Cornelius‘s use of violence against 
them and Rose. 10. 

Like Amanda, Edwina Williams related stories about gar-
den parties, cotillions and gentleman callers until Tom 
could recite them by heart. Edwina and Amanda both shared 
puritanical religious values. When Amanda discovers Tom 
is reading D. H. Lawrence, she demands that he return the 
book to the library. Similarly, Edwina held D. H. Lawrence 
in disdain, and when she discovered Tom was reading Lady 
Chatterly’s Lover, she marched Tom and the book back to 
the library with some choice words for the librarian. Both 
were ministers’ daughters from Mississippi who tried to 
raise their children to share their beliefs and ideals. Both had 
marriages that turned out sadly different from their South-
ern ideals. Divorce was not an option for Edwina Williams,
due to her religious beliefs and her economic helplessness; 
by necessity she was forced to remain in an abusive mar-
riage.

As with Amanda and Laura in the play, Edwina forced Rose 
to go to Rubicam’s Business School in St. Louis; both moth-
ers seem oblivious to their daughter’s social and emotional 
maladjustment. Amanda tells Laura that all she needs is a 
positive attitude to overcome her physical deformity. Ed-
wina also forced Rose into social activities such as singing
in the church choir and golfing at a country club. Both moth-
ers campaign the elder brother to bring home a “gentleman 
caller”; Tom Wingfield has the choice of Jim O’Conner or 
Stanley Kowalski.

Even though tensions existed between Amanda and Tom, 
Williams is sympathetic toward Amanda. He despised her 
nagging and meddling, yet there was a love between him 
and Edwina. He resented Edwina’s smothering attempts at 
parenting and the puritanical standards that she imposed 
on her children. Both mothers protest their sons going to 
the movies every night. To both Amanda and Edwina, they 
were fearful their sons would become alcoholics. Despite 

the conflicts that Williams had with Edwina, he knew she 
loved him and he felt sorry for her. Out of respect for her 
high moral principles, he concealed his homosexuality from 
her for as long as possible. Additionally, he bequeathed half 
of the royalties from The Glass Menagerie to her. 11. 

1. Bryffonski, p. 49.
2. Williams and Freeman, p. 67.
3. Ibid, p. 19.
4. Williams and Mead, p. 15.
5. Williams and Freeman, p. 30.
6. Ibid, p. 15.
7. Nelson, p. 15.
8. Ibid, p. 167.
9. Spoto, Donald, p. 83.
10. Ibid, p. 57,59.
11. Williams and Mead, p. 16.
Bryfonski, Diedra, ed. Social Issues in Literature: Family Dysfunction
in Tennessee Williams’ The Glass Menagerie. New York: Greenhaven
Press, 2013.
Nelson, Benjamin. Tennessee Williams: the Man and his Work. New
York Obolonsky, 1961.
Spoto, Donald. The Kindness of Strangers: the Life ofTennessee
Williams. Boston: Little, Brown and Co., 1985.
Williams, Edwina Dakin with Freeman, Lucy. Remember Me to Tom.
New York: Library of America, 2000.
Williams, Dakin and Shepherd Mead. Tennessee Williams: an
Intimate Biography. New York: Arbor House, 1983.
Digital/commons.liberty. educg/view contents? Article 1270

Used by permission of Denver Center of Performing Arts and Utah Shakespeare 
Festival

Continued from page 2

L-R: Zachary Prince and Nance Williamson
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Tennessee Williams, circa 1960.

considered an autobiographical play. However, some writers 
feel that Williams is represented in the play not by Tom, but 
by Laura. Tennessee was an effeminate boy, shy and socially 
awkward, who was teased and bullied by his classmates. 1. 

Throughout his career, he was simultaneously praised and 
denounced for addressing taboo subjects. In 1956 Roman 
Catholic Cardinal Spellman blacklisted him for writing the 
screenplay Baby Doll. In A Streetcar Named Desire Williams 
showed violence never seen on stage before: in Cat on a Hot 
Tin Roof he dealt with sexual issues never before portrayed 
onstage. Brooks Atkinson, Broadway’s leading critic in the 
1950s, said that Williams was a “master dramatist with a 
terrifying knowledge of the secrets of the mind.” 

Although his work in the theatre made him famous in the 
United States, his films made him in internationally known 
figure. Seven of his plays as well as his novella The Roman 
Spring of Mrs. Stone were adapted for the screen during 
his lifetime. Williams’ work was well suited to the screen 
because he addressed subjects that were appealing to the film 
industry, including “the irregular passages of romantic life, 
the unavoidable discontents of family relations, and the exotic 
and perverse nature of Southern culture.”2. 

In the mid-1960s, the critics seemed to turn on him and began 
writing harsh reviews that implied Williams had lost his edge. 
3. He also began to lose his popularity with audiences; his 
plays began closing after extremely short runs. What caused 
such a shift after such great acclaim? Some believe it was 
a response to his open homosexuality; others believe it was 
change in his writing style in which his plays became less 
realistic and more idea driven than plot driven. Regardless of 
the reason, it is true that the works created at the end of his 
life were basically ignored. 

Williams died on February 25, 1983, alone in a hotel room, a 
depressed alcoholic with writer’s block.4. His later works have 
been re-examined after his death. Many scholars believe they 
were not given fair treatment during his lifetime.

1. Gross, p. 45.

2. Palmer, p. ix. 
3. Gross, p. 35.
4. Ibid.

Gross, Robert F., ed. Tennessee Williams: a Casebook. New York: Routledge, 2002. 

Palmer, R. Barton. Hollywood’s Tennessee: the Williams Films and Postwar America. Austin: 

University of Texas Press.2009. 
www.bard.org/study guide/the glass menagerie/Utah Shakespeare festival

“All good art is an indiscretion.”
—Tennessee Williams 

Born in Mississippi in 1911 as Thomas Lanier Williams, 
he adopted the name Tennessee after his father’s 
birthplace. Moving to New Orleans in 1939, Williams 
produced an amazing amount of work during his lifetime. 
He is best known for his plays and film adaptations, but 
he also wrote poems, short stories and novels. 

His first major success came in 1945 in Chicago with the 
opening of The Glass Menagerie. This was followed by 
the even greater acclaim for A Streetcar Named Desire, 
which launched the career of Marlon Brando and began a 
series of successful collaborations between Williams and 
stage and film director, Elia Kazan. 

Williams quickly became a rich and famous writer. He 
won several awards including two Pulitzer Prizes for 
drama, four New York Drama Critics’ Circle Awards 
and one Tony Award for best play. Williams had fifteen 
plays produced on Broadway between 1945 and 1961. 
In 1980, President Jimmy Carter presented him with the 
Presidential Medal of Freedom. 

Williams was a perfectionist who constantly revised 
his work. Some critics believe that his writing explores 
issues and situations from his own life. A perfect example 
of this is seen in The Glass Menagerie, which he 

THE PLAYWRIGHT — 
TENNESSEE WILLIAMS
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Among the most prominent themes of the play is the 
difficulty the characters have in accepting and relating 
to reality and the isolation they feel because of it. Each 
member of the Wingfield family is unable to overcome this 
difficulty, and each, as a result, withdraws into a private 
world of illusion where he or she finds the comfort and 
meaning that the real world does not seem to offer. Of the 
three Wingfields, Laura has the weakest grasp on reality. 
The private world in which she lives is populated by old 
Victrola records and glass animals, as fragile and delicate 
as she is. 

Unlike his sister, Tom is capable of functioning in the real 
world as he holds down a job and deals with strangers. But, 
in the end, he has no more motivation than Laura does to 
pursue professional success, romantic relationships or even 
ordinary friendships. He prefers to retreat into the fantasies 
provided by literature, movies and alcohol. 

Amanda’s relationship to reality is the most complicated. 
Unlike her children, she is partial to real world values and 
longs for social and financial success. Yet her attachment to 
these values is what prevents her from realizing a number 
of truths about her life. She cannot accept that she is no 
longer the pampered Southern belle she was brought up 
to be, that Laura is peculiar, that Tom is not a budding 
businessman, and that she might be responsible for the 
flaws of her children. Amanda’s retreat into illusion is 
more pathetic than her children’s because it is “a wistful 
distortion of reality.” 1. 

In addition, the outside world is just as susceptible to 
illusion as the Wingfields, illustrated by the young people 
at the Paradise Dance Hall, dancing under the short-

lived illusion created by the glass ball—another version 
of Laura’s glass animals. Tom tells Jim that the other 
moviegoers are substituting on-screen adventures for real 
life, finding fulfillment in illusion rather than the real world. 
Even Jim, who represents the “world of reality” is banking 
his future on public speaking, television and radio—all 
of which are meant to create illusions and to persuade 
audiences that these illusions are true. The avoidance of 
reality is a huge and growing aspect of the human condition 
in 1937. 

At the beginning of Scene Four, Tom tells Laura of a 
magic show in which a magician managed to escape from 
a nailed coffin. Tom views his whole life with his family 
as a kind of coffin—cramped, suffocating and morbid— in 
which he is confined. The promise of escape, represented 
by his missing father, the Merchant Marine Service and the 
fire escape outside the apartment, plagues Tom from the 
beginning of the play, and in the end, he does choose to free 
himself from this entrapment. He is bound to this place by 
emotional ties and one cannot say for certain that leaving 
home means escape for Tom. 

According to Tom, The Glass Menagerie is a memory play; 
both its style and content are shaped by memory. The story 
that the play tells is told because of the grip that it has on 
the narrator’s memory, indeed, on all people’s lives and 
consciousness. Williams writes in the Production Notes 
that “nostalgia is the first condition of the play.”2. For all 
the characters in the play, memory is a crippling force that 
prevents them from finding happiness in the present or in 
the future. 

1. sparknotes. 
2. Williams, p. xix.  

THE GLASS MENAGERIE — 
THEMES

L-R: Hanley Smith and Logan James Hall
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MARY ROBINSON* (Director) directs her third production for Pioneer 
Theatre Company (Of Mice and Men, An Inspector Calls) and has 
assembled a strong cast for this production. 
 

Our Equity Cast

Logan James Hall

Zachary Prince

Hanley Smith

Nance Williamson

LOGAN JAMES HALL (Jim O’Connor) is thrilled to join this 
production. Logan is an NYC-based actor whose favorite credits include 
The Fulton Theater: Venus in Fur (Thomas) and Other Desert Cities 
(Trip), North Carolina Theater Center: Wit (Jason), and Goodspeed Opera 
House: A Wonderful Life (Harry Bailey). He can also be seen and heard on 
numerous national TV and radio commercials.  

ZACHARY PRINCE (Tom Wingfield) makes his Pioneer Theatre 
Company debut! Broadway: Honeymoon in Vegas, On A Clear Day You 
Can See Forever, Baby It’s You. Off-Broadway: Himself & Nora (Priest), 
The Last Five Years (Jamie u/s) at Second Stage (dir. Jason Robert 
Brown). National Tour: Jersey Boys (Frankie Valli). Regional credits 
include: Triangle (Ben/Vincenzo; Theatre Bay Area Award - Best Actor) at 
Theatreworks Silicon Valley, Parade (Leo Frank) at Theatre Raleigh, Into 
The Woods (Baker) at Kansas City Rep (dir. Moisés Kaufman), Mann & 
Wife (Henry) at Lyric Theatre of Oklahoma, Fiddler on the Roof (Perchik) 
at Portland Center Stage. Film: Pittsburgh. BFA, Carnegie Mellon 
University.  

HANLEY SMITH (Laura Wingfield) is making her PTC debut. Favorite 
credits include: Vanda in Venus in Fur (opposite the incomparable Logan 
James Hall) and Fantine in Les Misérables (The Fulton); Cecily in 
The Importance of Being Earnest (Gulfshore Playhouse); Luisa in The 
Fantasticks (Virginia Stage); Dorothy Collins in Powerhouse (Sinking 
Ship; NY Times Critics’ Pick); and most of all, Sally in The Voice of the 
Turtle (Merrimack Rep).

NANCE WILLIAMSON (Amanda Wingfield) returns to the Pioneer stage 
where she last performed in Charles Morey’s The Ladies Man. Broadway: 
Romeo and Juliet (Orlando Bloom), Cyrano (Kevin Kline), Henry IV (Kevin 
Kline), Broken Glass. TV: all the Law and Orders, Prince Street, Fringe, 
Dawson’s Creek, Dallas and The Good Wife. Off Broadway: Shakespeare 
in the Park, Primary Stages, Minetta Lane, Pearl. Nance has performed 
extensively across the country including the Denver Center, The Old Globe 
Theater, Mark Taper Forum, Kennedy Center, Trinity Rep, Actor’s Theater of 
Louisville, Playmakers. Rep., Syracuse Stage, Berkley Rep, Seattle Rep, 
Arena Stage, Shakespeare Theater, Philadelphia Co., Alliance Theater, 
company member at the Dallas Theater Center. Nance and her husband actor/
director Kurt Rhoads have been company members at the HVSF for over 17 
seasons. 


