~ Southern Nights:
Unsung Songs of the
Southern Nightingale

One-Act Plays by Tennessee Williams



Fnter Tennessee Williams. He speaks in the Tennessee-Mississippi border
country accent spoken by many of his characters, whichl made fiim a target for
ridicule as a teenager in St Louis.

Tenn

Good evening. 'm Tennessee Williams. All right, | am not Tennessee Williams;
I'm an actor playin’ Tennessee Williams, ‘cause after all | passed some time ago.
Besides, | am somewhat more comfortable as a character in my plays than as
myself. | really don’t look anything me, which is acceptable in theatrical
circumstances since our outsides are never a faithful representation of our
insides. (Touches head fo indicate the mind inside its bone box. Looks at
audience. Chooses pretiiest girl he sees.) Who is this beautiful person here
really? Is she tough as nails, or fragile as a delicate flower? Is she Miss Alma or
Stella? This young man: is he Stanley given to anger and violence; is he an
educated doctor confused by passions twisting inside him? Will he pass through
a time of turbulence in his life and come out the other side a good and caring
person? (or) Will he turn out like me?

Likely, the best description of me is offered by Tom at the end of Glass
Menagerie. Let me read it for you. It's a speech every actor worth their salt want
to do, and this is my chance. (He opens a play script and begins fo read. It
becomes clear; he does not need the script at all.)

(Insert Text from GM)

This was me. A leaf, torn away from my branch, blown by the capricious winds
of life from Mississippi to Missouri and on to lowa, from St Louis to Memphis to -
New York, to Rome, Paris, Corsican villages, Key West, Hollywood, New Orleans
and back again. I'd just decide to move on for seemin’ly no reason and be off,
typewriter in tow. | really didn’t know if | was runnin’ from somethin’ or trym to
find it. | did love the company of strangers.

| was, at best, homosexually promiscuous. Through the years, | had a couple
serially “monogamous” relationships, but, when the cat was a way, I'd play, either
out of emotional attachment or attraction satisfied by purchase. It's not that |
didn’t care for my partners; | just couldn’t not . . . My life was trying to understand
why I, why my family, did the things we did. | never achieved this level of
cognition. What | could do was describe in stories, pictures, metaphors, the
sounds of words that place where our religious and self-delusions met. | was
trying to discover the truth. That something to hold on to that made you safe. |
did not succeed.

| did find some pieces of truth though. Mostly they weren’t pretty. They are in
the plays you will see tonight. My major works, as literary aficionados say,
explore the southern cultural. Tonight's plays are not about the south. My major
works expiore the clash of animal propensities and cultural repression of same,



and the dysfunctional maladjustments that paradoxically keep us sane and make
us crazy. Tonight's plays span my lifetime. The first is a symbolic, cardboard
cutout, hopeful play set near Boston, dating to the early 1940’s shortly after | was
30 years old and three years after | adopted the moniker of Tennessee. The
second, from1953, was written for television and concerns the nature of comfort
we can provide one another when we a humble encugh to recognize mutual
needs. The third was written the mid 1960’s and makes use of Absurdist stylistic
tendencies to reveal the shallowness, egocentric fixation, the social insanity of
straights and gays. The last was written shortly before my timely passing at age
71. It has a clarity, a beauty about it while, at the same time, depicting the vile
relationship of dictatorial power and the common persons ineffectual efforts at
self preservation as it plays out in the world.

Anthologizers of my plays credit me with seeking and explanation for the
madness | saw around me and in me. They politely refrain from articulating that
last phrase, but | know, and the director of tonight's plays knows too, that
madness was as much mine as anyone else’s. He marvels, | think, that | could
write at all, given my addiction to alcohol and prescription drugs. But in the
mornings when | sat down to write there was ancther me present, one with clarity
of mind and the words would just flow out my fingers. Still, | was and inveterate
rewriter. I'd kept coming back to a story or play sometimes years after the first
drafts. Somehow | knew though the words were adequate the idea wasn't
complete. lt takes time, | think, from when we first have an insight to when we
have a richer, subtler understanding of the nuances at work below the choppy
sea of actions and flotsam of words. Enrichment is continuous.

F'll leave ya'll with that thought for now. P'li visit with you again before we part.

Doy
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Tenn

Well, there you are. Four by Tenn. If you will indulge me a reflection, Modern
drama is a synthesis of 19" century Realism in which characters like those of
Ibsen have the ability to change their lives and the ExEressionist observation that
reality is in the mind. Post Modern plays combine 19! century Naturalism in
which characters are trapped by their heredity and environment and can't escape
and the Expressionist observation that reality is in the mind. So | may well be the
first post modernist, but 1 think this a false duality concocted for clarity of
definition. | don’t believe we are “trapped” by our biology and upbingin’ but we
can’t escape them either. Our crazy mothers, ineffectual fathers, and desperate
sisters, our addictive propensities for drugs, promiscuity, power or prestige, our
asthma, arthritis, or athletic prowess or lack thereof are constantly with us,
constant reminders of our inadequacies. They are the governing dynamic of
humility on our inflated sense of self-importance. Our failures are more important
than our successes for they define our humanity. Without our failures, we would
not be subject to the kindness of strangers. If the entire world were an assembly
of romanticized hopes, absurd egocentric babble, and sadistic power plays, we'd
certainly deserve the disasters we create. But that is not all the world.

Indeed, we are all strangers locked in our heads. Butin admitting our
adequacies we ask for comfort, for mercy that “falls like the gentle rain upon the
earth below.” We can listen to the gentleness of everyday words and accept the
kind touch of a stranger’s body as it invades our mind and elicits the chemistry of
life that makes us one in a moment that never lasts but may be endlessly
renewed.



