For those who would evaiuate his influence on American cuiture, the fiim
versions of the plays of Tennessee Williams hold more interest than is ordinarily
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supposed. Produced for mass audiences, the films presumably offer Williams’s

intentions only in a distorted or diluted form. Because the playwright did not
oversee the Droductlons students of Williams consider them mauthentlc as well,
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¢ Wiiliams films, particularly the commercially and critically successful ver-
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William Inge, Lillian Hellman, and Edward Albee. For t} 's reason, the intercon-
nected contrlbutlons of Kazan and Brooks to the sta age cinematic versions of
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he thought might gain him acclaim and financial success. As a modernist firmiy
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Elia Kazan and Richard Brooks do Tennessee Williams 3

ness, Williams inevitably resisted the accommodations he made, feeling that what
he had to say would likely be altered for the worse. But as a professional writer
eager for the popularity that would allow him to continue his career, Williams not
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When Cat was initially produced on stage, director Elia Kazan pushed Will-
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playwright, who skillfully rewrote Act III to his director’s specifications. As we
will see below, the film version by Richard Brooks takes these modifications sev-
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their collaboration on the third act of Cat had earned him a quite public, if respect-

ful rebuke.
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all rooted, however changed in their surface, in the particular

and sometimes peculiar concerns of the artist himself. (3)
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4 R.Barton Palmer

costly enough to inspire more prudence. But when I weigh one
thing against another, an easy liking against a hard respect, the
balance always tips the same way, and whatever the risk of
being turned a cold shoulder, I still don’t want to talk to people
only about the surface aspects of their lives. (6)

Albert J. Devlin argues that the fictional cadre of Cat is meant to “obscure
Williams’s skepticism for the theatre of ‘de-monstration’” (190). To put it some-
what differently, the fiction then is an Aristotelian form that enables yet denies the
playwright’s controlling idea, which paradoxically is anti- Aristotelian. The drama,
ostensibly committed to action and change, features a hero who refuses to engage
in the agon that confronts him. Obviously, this is an anti-dramatic notion that,
taken to its logical conclusion, would shift the work decisively to lyricism. But
Williams was not willing to go this far in search of the audience’s “hard respect.”
He devised instead a fiction that made more for an “easy liking,” even though he
was unwilling at first to work his characters through to the conclusion their inter-
action implied. Lyricism and struggle were uneasily balanced in the play’s first
version. Kazan and then Brooks, however, would help the playwright shift his
conception decisively toward the dramatic, though the results were, ironically, not
to Williams’s satisfaction in either case.

In any event, no similar controversy erupted during the initial production of
Sweet Bird and the play’s subsequent publication. There are indications, how-
ever, that Kazan was not entirely satisfied with the final shape of the playtext. For
he did not, even after the play proved a critical and popular success, refrain from
declaring that, much like the original draft of Cat, the produced version of Sweet
Bird was compromised by a major structural fault. It was more like two one-act
plays, Kazan said, held together only by Williams’ verbal virtuosity. Perhaps dip-
lomatically, he remained silent about what attempts, if any, he made to correct the
problem (the issue is discussed in Phillips, 154-5).

In mounting the screen version of Sweet Bird, Brooks perhaps set out to
finish the revision Kazan was reluctant to undertake. In any event, the changes
Brooks made bear close comparison to those Kazan helped effect in Cat. The
result is not only that the film versions are more similar than their corresponding
plays. Interestingly, they also closely resemble the melodramatic structures Kazan
created for his own films, especially On the Waterfront. The film versions, then,
illustrate the accommodation of Williams’s ideas to more traditional dramatic struc-
tures and themes, to what might well prove popular and hence profitable. The
playwright regretted the alterations in his original dramatic conceptions, even
though he once said, perhaps tongue in cheek, that the film version of Sweet Bird
is superior to the produced play. Neither film is by any measure a faithful adapta-
tion. Yet, as we shall see here, Car offers eloquent testimony about the continuing
process of accommodation that brought Williams’s ideas and characters (as well

The Tennessee Williams Annual Review



Eiia Kazan and Richard Brooks do Tennessee Wiiliams 5

as the incomparable poetry that gave them life) to the wider audience he was
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on a Hot Tin Roof marked a crucia t. With this play, Williams rejected

fitability of his brilliantly mythic Camino Real, a play that

t postwar Euronean dramas with which Williams was so

£s Deivpoall Qialllas Wity WILRDY wiillallls

the demonstrated unpr
is the equal of the

!’.o

arm at oest aIlU mcuwcrc DOX OIIK.C bHOWC(.l mm
reference, self-reflexive anti-illusion,

e tastes of most theaterooers. And. it is hardly
¢ tastes of most theatergoers. Ang, 1t1s nardly
PP .

surprising, Williams soon turned back to the poetics of affect, illusion, and sus-

pense that had made 4 Streetcar Named Desire such a success. As Brenda Murphy
1 1 ]( Anrirnhy 1007 r‘:rnnfnr Flia Kazan halned

uxulyu‘v 177&), U CLOT 118 1Sazan u\uy\/u

-
=
«
o
e
«
=8
T
(]

Williams carequy moduiate audience invoivement with and sympatny for both

Stanley and Blanche, characters whose differentiated humiliations at play’s end

all

. re
vii.

]
3

nlyu intallastinally hat amationally gaticfying ag v
1 uu\.«u\,vtuau_y, vuL UlllUllUllall.y Oalloly llls aod

It is significant, I think, that Williams’s trlumphw ith Streetcar resuited sub-
I'l

stantiall from collaboration with Kazan. At the tim

woytial e alas U.-.‘II". ranel’a
rusuaux_y llC was daiso IIUlly UUuU >

wxror nt
1L

way s
melodrama Kazan had recently worked box off "10

]

..
o
=
e
=
[9)
[=%
oLl
=
o]
o
o

o
B
« 3
= 2
-
R
E‘r
o~
[N
O
S
\O
w—
a A
four}
3
®
ZP
S
B
n
Y
es]
N ‘{
S
\?
~ 0
—

s £10AT ..ll flmn ,I
ment \17% /), all HI1d U

problems that are neatly resolved by characters who learn and grow from their
dramatic interactions, This was not an aesthetic t i
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after working so successfully with more “literary” materiai on Broadway, as his film
On the Waterfront (1954) clearly demonstrates. Here is yet another critical and
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and defeats, the mendacity he’s been forced to live with, embracing publicly the
conventlonal virtues urged on him by a crusading priest and the girl he loves, who
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The film resembles closely the oadway version of Cat, and this is perhaps
the result of Kazan’s involvement with both projects. Like Terry Malloy, Cat’s
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prevents him from doing what would restore his integrity and position in society.
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Iatal decline into medxocnty The play ends ambiguously, but on the verge of a
supremely melodramatic resolution. Through Brick’s apparent transformation, Cat
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iams writes large Brick’s role within patriarchy since his fruitfui union with Maggie

would assure the dvnastlc succession of the aptly named Big Daddy. With Cat,
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Interestmgly the original version of Cat’s
the one to introduce melodrama into Williams
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interrogation push Brick toward the change of heart ihe 1
to itself. And this is thmg less than the softening of Brick’s obdurate refusal to
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nracreate to 1 rm 1 ¥
procreate, to mature in the terms demanded by an

with no concern for the vagaries of desire {as Big Daddy p
sionless, dutiful lovemaking with Big Mama exemplifies). Brick’s refusal is nothing
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less than the textual reflex of Williams’s initial refusal to provide in Act Il the
dramatic structure that the first two acts build toward. That Big Daddy does not
reappear is especially significant, for it robs the play’s conclusion of its most
powerful advocate of acceptance and resignation, even as it obscures the genera-
tional continuity and male common cause implied in the reconciliation of father
and son that ends Act II. Devlin perceptively suggests thz tthe double contradlc-
tory turning of Cat should ed to W ’S

that satisfied both the economi
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the “poem of the play,” Williams, perhaps with some cymusm dusted off an d
made use of an obvious set of themes and characters, “the realistic conventions of
T 1 in

yth, ereiy an undramatized allusion in Streetcar but the
rovides the plot and characters of Cat, shows the imaginative

an litera n between the two plays. Williams invokes yet another form
i he plantation myth in Cat underiines the more
Streetcar. the mythe s the social failure
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aristocrati

ness, Rlan

weak and dissolute males, to sustain 1tse > . € must
be sold to pay creditors, depriving Blanche of her home. What her precipitous
arrival in New Orleans also signifies is that th I ntation, a clear metonymy for
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D uring the turbulent course of Brick’s regeneration, the jus-
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pieasure However assaulted, a fecund heterosexuality defined by familial ties
-established by the indomitable integrity of Big Daddy, a strong patriarch of the

type whose absence from Blanche’s family is not even lamented in Streetcar. Big
Daddy mode's for his troubled son acceptance of the necessary lies and discon-
tents of family relations. So thoroughly is his identity invested in the i

the family that he ‘even manages to accept with eqaanimity hisowna

prop r dynastlc successm ever dim.

p )
and selfish Stau}cy, whose bellowﬁg and sexual violence inadequately

feminization and s oubts (hence his easily wounded pride, his endless theatri-
cal posturing, his irr onal, self-abasing possessiveness of Stella). Arrlvlng in
Stanley’s ho*ne, Bla“xc{‘e leaves the plantation behind forever, bUI discovers no
social order that might permit and encourage her rehabilitation, no space that
could outside of dea h, r 1 1er desire. Cut adrift from
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e to reinstate, Bianche cannot

become again the rlght kind” of woman she must once have in some sense been.
Her attempt to negotiate a proposal of marriage from Mitch has no chance of

success in any case bpecause ne like blamey, is another feminized male amama’s
t

boy not yet married since he is hardly marriageable.
Because it deals with failure rather than refusal, Streetcar satisfies the aver-
1 rs and a nar-

age playgoer’s need for engagement with both sympathetic character
rative that takes them from ignorance, confusion, and t
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tion. in contrast, La¢'s initial working Version,
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deliver the tight dramatic structure of Streetcar. And so Kazan, who was eagerly
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sought out by Williams to direct again, offered three suggestions for improve-

ment. Each of these was very much in line with his characteristi 1¢ concern for affect

Big Daddy, so powerfully developed in ActJI, was to reappear in Act III; Maggie
1

was to be made more sy mpathetic; and Brick’s unyielding refusal to deviate from
self-destruction and reconc her was to show some sign of weakenmg With
Kazan’s ideas firmly in place, Cat became the playwright’s S greatest critical and
popular success.

In fact, the money he earned from Richard Brooks’s 1mmensel y profitable film
version made Williams financially independent for the remainder of his life. Never

again would he have to wo..m/ as he did after the disastrou y short run of Camino
Real, about supporting himseif through playwrltmg r having the opportunity to
see what he wrote produced on stage. But the film version of Cat required further
changes. Williams did not authorize them. Yet they were in some sense authentic
and app ropr ate since they were very muc line nlv the posmve
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version of the plantation myth he had decided to deploy i
the ng nificant changes he had effected himself at Kazan's gentie 1n51stence
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Brooks’s Car, we could weli say, ofters more
that Kazan inspired. His Maggie is a much more s
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out” beyond the stage set limitations, but als
effective flashbacks in Sweer Bird). A mo inematic approach to
filming Williams is to be found, for exan pi in Joseph L. Mankiewicz’s version of
Suddenly Last Summer. Among other fundamental alterations, we might signal the
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he original, the transition from Act |

Int g to Act II separates the dialogue
between Maggie and Brick from Brick’s talk with his father; those dialogues domi-
o ™

nate the first tiwo thirds of the piay, but are not connected very effectively, either

dramatically or thematically to Act III. The film version offers a more fluid dramatic
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structure that emnhasizes the comnlex interactions of Brick Magogoi and Big Daddy
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with the others in the family. The Pollitt house, inside and out, becomes a more
plastic playing space, with the characters’ restless movements through it indexing

their turmoil and transformation. A brief summary will demonstrate.
Maggie and Brick’s bedroom conversation is first interrupted by Maggie’s
departure to greet Big Daddy at the airport. He returns to the plantation alone in
ises maggie for not yet having three kids and a fourth “in the
Upon her return, the couple’s quarrel is again interrupted, this time for a
om Big Mama. She upbraids her daughter-in-law for fa'hng to have
5 giving Brick “what he wants.” While Maggie attends

oi g h
arty downstairs, Brick lea
tor. Brick and Magoie th
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questions about Brick’s coldness toward Maggie soon turn into a discussion of
the son’s self-destructiveness. The two move downstairs to the qmdy, there Brick’s
rafiical ta ancwar hic fathar’s "aﬁt. na aha Qlrimmar tarnae o

TN A3 ~
refusal to answer his father’s questions about Skipper prompts Big Dad y to

A
U
summon Maggle Much of he angry mterchange between Brick and Maggie
s)
r

’”
wed up. Bnck runs out

wash with the storm) but
mmaturity, but also of his

s abortive flight, however, Brick, refusing to go along with the lie
about his fa ther s health, lets Big Daddy know that his condition is terminal.
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speak as th yw1sh Eventually, they ascendt the studv. ret allay Big Mama’s
+1 n

ahaut the family?e firtn 1a’e lm ahant
1 us

ies about the family’s future. Maggie’s lie about b

into question Gooper’s claim to inherit the plantation. But Big Daddy reassumes
control over the family. Endorsmg her lie, Brick agrees to assume at his father’s
death the patriarch’s resp i . He will be helped by hi o

whom Brick reconciles. gle then climb together the stairs back to
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back from Big Mama who has proven unable to decide among or propcny disci-
nlme the disputing females—Mae and Maggie—who unofficially represent the

ir respective husb bands. Gooper accedes to Brick’s “natural” nos-
rr IVve nusoandas. Go0pLr acClaes 10 orick natural pes

uperiority and, as a sign of his re-integration, becomes once again the
household as he rudely but effectively silences his carping wife. For
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cha enge to the regnant power of monogamous heterosexuali ty

as both Elia Kazan and Richard Brooks correctly surmised, c
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