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Introduction

Tennessee Williams (1911-1983), with his immortal artistic
achievements, is regarded as a wonder in American and the world
theatre. In his writing career that spanned almost five decades, he
created an extensive canon of more than seventy plays. The Glass
Menagerie (1944), his first success, introduced poetic realism to the
American stage; A Streetcar Named Desire (1947) colored American
culture with its sexual and psychological issues; Cat on a Hot Tin Roof
(1955) initiated a discussion of the political and sexual mores. And his
later plays that were once labeled as failures have proved to be
excellent ones and gained wide attention in recent years. Williams’
contribution to American and the world theatre won him many
honors, with which Williams established his place in the American
literary canon. As Matthew C. Roudane noted:

Tennessee Williams animated the middle years of the century.
In the real sense, then, Tennessee Williams inhabits a central place
within the American theatre, however, has less connection with
chronology and more with the original nature of his theatrical

imagination. (15)

Williams” theatrical imagination originated from his sexual
orientation. For him, writing was inseparable from his homosexuality.
In one of his letters to Donald Windham, his literary and gay friend,
Williams wrote, “There are only two times in this world when I am
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happy and selfless and pure. One is when I jack off on paper and the
other when I empty all the fretfulness of desire on a young male
body.” (Windham, ed. 1996: 105) In his Memoirs (1975), he exclusively
recounted the two indispensible parts of his whole life.
Homosexuality, as an integral part of his creativity, is therefore one of
the most important dimensions in which to understand Williams and
his plays.

It is well admitted that Williams' sexual orientation had
traumatized him psychologically since very young. As a child, an
illness diagnosed as diphtheria changed his robust, aggressive, almost
bullying nature. His mother’s overtly solicitous attention planted in
him the makings of a sissy. (Williams 1975: 15) With the strong
feelings of alienation, he kept aloof from the group, only playing
alone games of his own invention, and gradually became a neurotic
and introverted child. In silence and repression, he found release in
writing, “I discovered writing as an escape from the world of reality
in which I felt acutely uncomfortable [...} It immediately became my
place of retreat, my cave, my refuge.” (Tischler 1961: 29) When he
grew up, his sexual orientation was confirmed. As a sexual deviant in
an intolerant society, he placed more reliance on writing as an
important means of psychotherapy, incessantly venting his repressed
feelings in his writing. Yet, he did not confine himself to his own
sufferings but showed his concerns for those alienated from the
mainstream society like him and dramatized them with much
understanding and great compassion in his plays. As a result, diverse
marginal themes such as insanity, homoeroticism, fugitive artists,

death wish and the like came to occupy a central place in his plays.

Doubtlessly, a writer’s work is associated with his ideology, for a
writer is an “ideological figure” (Foucault 1988: 209). Accordingly,
Williams’ theatrical work offers the main space where we can explore
his marginal ideology, which is the key to understand Williams. As
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stated above, homosexuality plays a rather significant role in forming
Williams’ marginal ideology, so the study of Williams" marginal
ideology in relation to homosexuality becomes the focus of the present
book.

1.1 Literature Review

For more than half a century, an enormous range of critical and
scholarly responses to Williams and his plays have been continuously
emerging from diverse perspectives. However, America’s
long-standing homophobic culture occluded Williams study on
homosexuality. What's more, Williams’ insistent presentation of
homosexuality in the complex socio-political milieu intensifies the
complexity of his plays, which diversifies and complicates the
criticism in this respect.

Due to the awkward situation of homosexuality in American
society, the relevant literary works have long been concealed from the
public view. This may partly explain why Williams" The Glass
Menagerie excludes any gay word but turns out to be a gay play and
the overtly gay characters in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof and A Streetcar
Named Desire die before the curtain rises. In 1948, Alfred Kinsey
published Sexual Behavior in the Human Male, which provided gays
with scientific evidence for fighting equal rights and invited various
literary works depicting homosexuality. As the echo to the rise of the
homosexual literature, Williams published Camino Real (1953), in
which he presented an overtly gay character but often ignored, for he
is “disembodied”, “not really a character” (Paller 72). However,
Kinsey’s treatise, though giving a push to the emergence of gay
subculture, did not better the homosexuals’ condition but caused the
panic of anti-gay forces. The panic eventually cultivated the McCarthy
antigay hysteria, which frightened not only the playwrights but also
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the critics. In the intense homophobic atmosphere, the critics were
very cautious not to involve themselves into the taboo subject, so the
criticism in this period had been very sparse, if any, was restricted to
the interpretation of the characters, and mostly was characteristic of
disparagement.

Brick in Cat on the Hot Tin Roof is the first sexually uncertain
character Williams presents in his plays. Upon the debut of this play,
the critics embarked on heated disputes, seeming to share none of the
uncertainty concerning Brick’s relationship with Skipper. Robert
Coleman saw it as “unnatural”; John Chapman labeled Brick “a
drunkard and queer” and felt “frustrated [...] some heart or point or
purpose was missing”; Walter Kerr seemed to agree with Chapman
on the point that something was missing when he wrote “In Cat on 4
Hot Tin Roof, you will believe every word that is unspoken; you may
still long for some that seem not to be spoken”; Richard Watts wrote
that Brick “has a deep terror that he is homosexual”; John McClain
observed that Brick “finds himself unable to rid himself of an
infatuation for his college room-mate [...] and is hence incapable of
either [a] normal relationship with his wife or any protracted periods
of sobriety.” All these claims convey a message that Brick may have
abnormal feelings to his dead friend. However, Williams Hawkins
thought that “in the end is the truth of the young men’s puzzling
relationship clarified”. Facing these disputes, Williams responded:

Was Brick homosexual? He probably — no, I would even say
quite certainly — went no further in physical expression than
clasping Skipper’s hand across the space between their twin-beds
in hotel rooms and yet — his sexual nature was not innately
“normal”. (Williams 1991: 109)

Since the end of the mid-twentieth century, Williams’ sexual
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identify had been gradually publicized. Some critics grasped any
possibility to interpret Williams’ female characters with the idea that
they were actually transvestite women. This was the notorious
“transference” initiated by Stanley E. Hyman, who coined the term
“Albertine Strategy” to designate “the writing of stories of
homosexual love in the guise of heterosexual love” (2), seeing
Williams as one of the practitioners of disguising homosexual
romance by turning male characters into phony female characters.
Employing this strategy, Hyman analyzed Williams” play A Streetcar
Named Desire and his novel The Roman Spring of Mrs. Stone (1958).
Thereafter, Stephen S. Santon, Robert E. Jones, coupling with Molly
Haskell invoked this strategy to interpret Williams’ female characters
in their respective books (Santon’s Tennessee Williams: A Collection of
Critical Essays; Jones’s Sexual Roles in the Works of Tennessee Williams;
Haskell’s From Reverence to Rape). Williams was extremely mad at the
“transference” reading, barking, “People who say I created
transvestite women are full of shit. Frankly. Just vicious shit.” (Rader
344)

The Stonewall Riots that broke out in 1969 led American gay
literature out of the shadow of the Cold-war ideology. Williams thus
depicted his first openly and widely acknowledged gay character who
was often regarded as his self-reflection — Quentin in his Small Craft
Warning (1972). From this play on, Williams departed from his
habitual “oblique” style, writing far more frankly about life as a gay,
but not from a political agenda, instead, indulging in self-searching.
Different from the criticism in the mid-twentieth century when
Williams’ plays were always called by some hostile critics “fetid
swamps” (Stanton 1), the criticism during this period witnessed an
unprecedented upheaval that American social stance toward
homosexuality underwent. Some gay activists and critics, taking as
evidence Williams’ “oblique” (Wager 129) treatment in the early plays,
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together with his seemingly indifferent stance toward gay liberation
when compared with that of those newly emergent gay playwrights
who were active in gay movement, complained that Williams was not
“out” enough, and one gay playwright went even so far as to assert:
“He has yet to contribute any work of understanding to gay theatre.”
(Barton) Simultaneously, his more candid personal disclosure in his
later plays also failed himself to escape from attacks. Some
heterosexual critics referred to one of his 1970s plays as “faggotty”
(Bailey 29), though Williams himself thought that his plays in this
period “reflect new attitudes” (Brown 274). Something Cloudy,
Something Clear (1981), his last autobiographical confession, was cast
upon harsh words: Michael Feingold referred to August, Williams’
self-portrait in this play as not “the poet pining for doomed love, but
the unscrupulers, horny bastard on the make” (89); Catherine Hughes
seemed to largely share Feingold's viewpoint when she wrote
Williams had become a “prisoner of a form of myopia” and his works
were “too personal, too autographical to communicate the inner
world of its creator” (202). It seems that Williams can never do right,
in spite of his success in the early writing.

The unfavorable criticism lasted till the 1990s, though its mood
softened a lot. Not a few critics concentrated their criticism on the
accusations Williams received in the 1970s, often characterizing
Williams as a self-hatred playwright. John Clum, in writing his
“Something Cloudy, Something Clear: Homophobic Discourse in
Tennessee Williams"(1989), refuted Edward Sklepowitch’s assertion
on “the significant change” Williams’ treatment of homosexuality had
undergone, insisting that Williams’ “split presentation of his own
homosexuality” resulted from his “multiple split personalization” and
showing his seeming dissatisfaction with Williams’ “language of
indirection and homophobic discourse” (162); even in 1995, Rainer
Rilke saw Williams’ drama “not overtly political” (22) by comparing



