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SCENE I
Tom introduces himself as narrator 
and informs the audience that this 
is a memory play. He introduces the
characters, Amanda, Laura and Jim. 
He also introduces his father, although
not actually in the play or the family, 
he is ever present in the form of a
“larger-than-life-size photograph”. 

The scene is set. It is late winter and we
begin to get to know the Wingfield family
over a typical evening meal; Amanda
instructs her grown up children how to
eat their food properly and references her
youth in Blue Mountain. She tells Laura of
the time she had seventeen ‘gentleman
callers’ in one day and expresses her
concerns that Laura hasn’t received any. 

SCENE II
Amanda returns home after what Laura
thinks was her DAR meeting. However,
she in fact went along to Rubicam’s
Business College where Laura is
supposedly enrolled on a course. Amanda
confronts Laura about the fact she has
not been going to college and tells of her
shame in finding out that Laura was too
nervous to manage typing tests and one
day even threw up on the floor. Laura tells
her mother that she was too ashamed 
to go back after then and felt that she
couldn’t tell Amanda the truth. So every
day she left the house as if heading for
college but in fact went walking and
visited the zoo, museum and park.
Amanda expresses her concern over her
daughter’s health and questions her on
what will become of Laura in the future.
She suggests that the alternative to a
business career would be marriage to a
well-off man. Amanda asks if Laura has
ever liked a boy and Laura tells her about
Jim O’Connor; a boy she liked at school.

SCENE III
It is early spring. Tom informs the
audience that the idea of finding a
gentleman caller for Laura has haunted
the family ever since Amanda decided it
would be a good idea. Amanda has also
got herself a small job as a telephone
saleswoman for magazine subscriptions.
We hear one of her sales calls. 

Tom and Amanda fight over Tom’s lack of
motivation towards his job as he spends
all his time dreaming of adventure and
writing poetry. Amanda considers him
selfish. We discover that rather than stay
at home at night, Tom spends his time 
at the movies. The heated row comes to
an end when Tom accidentally knocks
Laura’s glass menagerie over, breaking
some of the ornaments. Amanda, who
has been called an “ugly old witch”,
refuses to talk to Tom until he apologises.

SCENE IV
It is five in the morning when Tom arrives
home after a night out at the movies. He
has also been drinking. Laura meets him
at the door and questions him. She wants
him to make up with Amanda. 

At six o’clock Amanda wakes everyone
up for breakfast and sends Laura out to
get some butter. As she is leaving, Laura
falls on the fire escape steps and this
brings Tom and Amanda together. Tom
apologises and Amanda initiates a
conversation about Tom finding a
gentleman caller for Laura from the
warehouse. Tom reluctantly agrees. 

SCENE V
Dusk on a spring evening. Amanda and
Tom discuss the moon and Tom teases
Amanda before revealing that he has
invited a gentleman caller round for
dinner tomorrow night. Although thrilled,

BRIEF PLOT SYNOPSIS
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Amanda is concerned that she doesn’t
have enough time to prepare. Amanda
quizzes Tom about the gentleman caller,
who turns out to be called Jim O’Connor
and works at the warehouse with Tom.
On discovering his Irish heritage,
Amanda expresses her concern as to
whether he drinks. She confides in Tom
that she did not know his father was a
drinker until it was too late. Tom tells
her that he didn’t tell Mr O’Connor about
Laura because of her slight disability.
Tom leaves for the movies and the
recurring argument between mother 
and son resumes.

SCENE VI
The following evening, it is a warm
spring evening. Amanda prepares 
Laura, the house and herself for the
gentleman caller. She dresses Laura 
up and persuades her to pad her bra,
setting a ‘pretty trap’ for the gentleman.
Amanda reminisces about her youth, 
her gentleman callers and jonquils. 
She finds and dresses in an old dress
she wore from that period!

Laura discovers the name of the
gentleman caller is Jim O’Connor and
she panics. She reminds Amanda that 
the boy she liked was called Jim
O’Connor and tells her she will not be
able join them for dinner. Amanda tells
her not to be silly and then the door bell
rings. Jim does not recognise Laura at
first. He and Tom chat about plans for
their futures, Jim is training in public
speaking and radio engineering and 
Tom has signed up to join the Union 
of Merchant Seaman, paying the
membership fee instead of the 
lighting bill. 

Amanda and Jim meet. Initially shocked
by Amanda’s appearance, Jim soon
warms to her and they go to the table 
for supper. Tom informs them that Laura
is ill and so she goes to the sofa rather
than joining them.

SCENE VII
The same evening, the lights go out 
over dinner and it is clear that Tom has
not paid the bill. Amanda lights candles
and encourages Jim to go and talk to
Laura. Jim and Laura begin to get to
know each other and Laura mentions
that she liked his singing voice at 
school. Jim remembers that he used 
to call her ‘Blue Roses’ after mishearing
that she had pleurosis at school. Jim
recognises Laura’s shyness as an
inferiority complex and mentions this 
to her. Gradually Laura relaxes and 
talks to him about her glass collection.
She show him her favourite object; a
glass unicorn. 

Jim convinces Laura to dance with him
and as they dance they knock over the
little unicorn and the horn breaks off.
Jim is drawn to Laura and kisses her.
Unfortunately, he then realises that he
got carried away and remembers his
engagement to Betty. He apologises
wholeheartedly and leaves. Amanda
discovers the reason why and comforts
her daughter. 

Amanda accuses Tom of not being
truthful with them and argues that he
must have known Jim was engaged. 
He tells her that he is going to the
movies and she responds that he 
should “go to the moon”.

The scene ends with Tom as narrator
telling us that since leaving the Wingfield
home, every so often he remembers
these events and cannot escape the
memory of his sister Laura.

BRIEF PLOT SYNOPSIS CONT.
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1945
August, USA drop an atomic
bomb on Hiroshima, Japan.

1914-1918
WORLD WAR ONE IN EUROPE

1929
WALL STREET CRASH
The US economy declines and the US
suffers the Great Depression until 1939.
Unemployment is at 25%

1941
DECEMBER, JAPANESE ATTACK
ON PEARL HARBOUR
results in the USA becoming
involved in World War II.

1911
Thomas Lanier Williams is born 26th

March in Columbus, Mississippi. His
father, Cornelius Coffin Williams was a

shoe company executive and his mother,
Edwina Dakin Williams, was a daughter 
of a clergyman. He had an elder sister,

Rose, and later a younger brother, Walter. 

1919
The Williams family move

to St. Louis, Missouri.

1926
Aged 15, Williams graduates

from High School.

1939
OUTBREAK OF WORLD WAR II

1937
After suffering for many years with

mental illness, Williams’s sister Rose
undergoes a prefrontal lobotomy.
This intensive brain surgery was

unsuccessful and left Rose
incapacitated for the rest of her life.

1938
Williams graduates from University.

1939
The Glass Menagerie is set at this time.

1941
During the early years of WWII, Williams

works in Hollywood as a scriptwriter.

1944
December, The Glass Menagerie

opens in Chicago. 

1948
Williams meets his long 

term partner, Frank Merlo.

LIFE AND WORK OF TENNESSEE WILLIAMS 1911-1983

1950
A Streetcar Named Desire

opens in London.
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LIFE AND WORK OF TENNESSEE WILLIAMS CONT.

1957
Sputnik I, the first man-made
satellite to orbit Earth, is launched.

1963
NOVEMBER, AMERICAN PRESIDENT
JOHN F. KENNEDY IS ASSASSINATED.

1953
CORONATION OF QUEEN ELIZABETH II

1969
First Woodstock music festival.
Apollo 11 spacecraft makes the
first moon landing.

1951
The Rose Tattoo premieres. Dedicated 
to Williams’s partner Merlo, it tells of 

an Italian American widow in Louisiana
who has allowed herself to withdraw 

from the world after her husband’s death
and expects her daughter to do the same.

A Streetcar Named Desire is filmed with
Vivien Leigh as Blanche and Marlon

Brando as Stanley.

1955
Williams wins the Drama Critics’

Award and a Pulitzer Prize for
Cat on a Hot Tin Roof

1961
The Night of the Iguana premieres.

1963
Frank Merlo dies. Williams

enters a decade of depression.
Concerned that his mental

health might deteriorate like his
sister’s, he enters a psychiatric

hospital in St. Louis.

1966
Slapstick Tragedy opens in New York.

1969
Wiliams suffers a nervous

breakdown and is hospitalised
by his brother. He then converts

to Roman Catholicism.

1973
ABC successfully stage The Glass

Menagerie for television, with
Katharine Hepburn as Amanda.

1975
Memoirs, Williams’s

autobiography is published.

1981
Williams’s mother dies, aged 96.

1983
February 26th. Tennessee Williams

dies aged 71 after choking on the
cap of an eye-drop bottle.

1979
Margaret Thatcher is elected as the first 
female Prime Minister of the United Kingdom.
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Tom Wingfield Joseph Arkley

Amanda Wingfield Barbara Marten

Laura Wingfield Nicola Harrison

Jim O’Connor (The Gentleman Caller) Antony Eden

Director Jemima Levick

Designer Jessica Brettle 

Lighting Designer Chris Davey

Composer Philip Pinsky

Voice and Dialect Coach Lynn Bains

Assistant Stage Manager on the Book Alastair Ewer

CAST AND COMPANY
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CHARACTERS

TOM
Tom is the narrator of the play. The play is a collection of his
memories from a specific moment in his life and the lives of his
sister, Laura and mother, Amanda. Tom narrates from a time in his
life when he was approximately 22-23 years old and has a menial job
in a warehouse. 
Tom is a dreamer and a poet. He writes poetry at work in the factory
and has acquired the nickname ‘Shakespeare’. He goes to the movies

every night and dreams of the adventures he sees on the big screen. He wishes to join
the Union of Merchant Seaman and travel.
The play is often referred to as being semi-autobiographical. Therefore, it could be
assumed that there are many aspects of Tom’s personality and character that are
similar to Thomas ‘Tennessee’ Williams. 

AMANDA
Amanda is a faded ‘Southern Belle’. She lives her life with the old
fashioned sensibilities she grew up with. Amanda’s unwillingness 
to let go of the past results in adding both comedy and tragedy to 
her character and the play. 
Amanda frequently nags her children to do better. She believes that
all Laura needs is to get married, and her route to marriage includes
receiving many gentleman callers. Therefore, she nags at Tom to find

a man to call on the family for Laura.
Many aspects of Amanda’s character reflect that of Tennessee Williams’s mother,
despite Edwina Williams’s protests!



LAURA
Laura is a fragile and shy character. She is Tom’s elder sister; she will
be 24 in June. Amanda enrols Laura in business school. However,
Laura becomes so nervous that she throws up on the floor and is too
embarrassed to ever go back. She shows resourcefulness by hiding
this fact from her mother for six weeks by leaving every day as normal
but instead of going to college visiting the park, zoo and museum.
Laura entertains herself by collecting and looking after an assortment

of glass animals. She also plays the victrola, a type of gramophone/record player. When
her mother asks her if she has ‘ever liked some boy’, she mentions Jim O’Connor from
high school. She loved listening to Jim sing and went to see him perform three times in
The Pirates of Penzance. 
Tennessee Williams had a sister with fragile mental health. Perhaps the warmth that
the family feel towards her represents the affection he had for his own sister.

JIM (GENTLEMAN CALLER)
Jim is described by Tom as the ‘most realistic character’ in the play.
He works in the warehouse with Tom and went to the same high
school as Tom and Laura, sharing singing classes with Laura. 
Jim is ambitious and studies public speaking and radio engineering,
believing in the future of television. 
Jim’s friendly disposition encourages Laura to open up and talk to
him. He encourages her self confidence; soon he has her dancing

and then kisses her. Unfortunately, he realises he got carried away and remembers
that he is engaged to be married to a girl called Betty.
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CHARACTERS CONT.

DIRECTOR JEMIMA LEVICK DESCRIBES EACH OF THE CHARACTERS IN MENAGERIE
Amanda
“She is very practical, she’s very resourceful, she’s beautiful, she’s charming and vivacious. She’s very
frustrated. She’s disappointed but she’s not discouraged, and I think she’s a bit of a force of nature really
- she’s an extraordinary woman and I would love to have her on my side. She’s very strong, and she’s just
quite extraordinary really. I admire her.” 

Laura
“She is very fragile and she’s very cosseted. I think she’s very loyal and very fearful. But although she’s
fearful I think she has hope in there somewhere. I think she’s quite naïve and I suppose you could accuse
her of being simple but she’s not at all, she’s a very complex human being. She’s very frightened because
of her upbringing but I think she also has the ability to be very charming and very funny as well.”

Tom
“He is very brave, and he’s the narrator of the play so there’s a certain drive to him. He’s hugely
frustrated. He’s a poet, I think he’s very creative - he’s a writer and an artist and he’s in a world that
doesn’t understand him and that he wrestles to understand. I think he’s a traveller. He’s also very 
fearful and very fragile. I think he’s a modern man and he’s been born into the wrong era.” 

Jim
“He is very robust, very charming, very good-natured, and a very warm person. He is very patriotic and
old-fashioned and he’s very generous, he gives to people a lot, he opens people up. Whether or not he
really manages to do anything good with that is debatable. I think like all the other characters he’s
frustrated and he’s disappointed, and in fact he says he’s “disappointed but not discouraged,” which
applies to Amanda as well. In fact he and Amanda are very similar. But he’s sort of a breath of fresh air
when he comes into the play.”
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AN INTERVIEW WITH NICOLA HARRISON

CAN YOU TELL ME A BIT ABOUT THE GLASS MENAGERIE? 
WHAT IS YOUR TAKE ON THE PLAY?

I think it’s a fantastic play and it really dissects the complexities of
family life which is what drew me to it, the truth of that. Although it is
quite specific, with very specific types of character, they are not two
dimensional, they are complex, like any family relationships are. It’s
about the tragedy of near misses and a lack of communication; they

can’t quite get there. Also, there is the social time in which it is set; people had to
make their choices based on economics and the role of women in that society, which
was very different from the role we play today.

CAN YOU TELL ME ABOUT LAURA AND THE DIFFICULTIES SHE HAS HAD TO
OVERCOME IN HER LIFE?

Laura has to overcome quite a lot. She has had the childhood illness of pleurisy,
which is like pneumonia, so she is quite a sickly person anyway but she also had a
defect in her leg which has been corrected by a calliper, but she is still left with a
slight limp. In our version of the play we don’t show the limp massively, we just have
a hint of it; it’s more the psychology of how she feels about herself after that and how
they have grown up with the view of her being crippled. This is the thing that is never
spoken of; not allowed to be spoken about in its true sense. She suffers from
chronically low self esteem. She is so shy that she doesn’t ever place herself directly
in the world, it is more about supporting everyone else around her; everyone else’s
happiness comes before hers. It is safer for her to be the one supporting them rather
than being the result or cause of any pain for anyone else. She makes herself
invisible in that way.

IS LAURA’S LOW SELF ESTEEM DIRECTLY AMANDA’S FAULT?

No, I don’t think it is. I think that Amanda can be really overbearing but it is all 
born out of love; she does have her daughter’s best interests at heart. I think an
interpretation of the play where Amanda is this harridan and Laura is cowering
beneath wouldn’t be that interesting because it’s more complex than that. They 
have a great deal of love and affection for each other and at the end of the play 
when you can’t hear the words there is a warmth and closeness between the two 
of them that I think Laura draws a lot of strength from. She is locked in her own
world. Her low self esteem is to do with familial relationships but not solely.

AS YOU REHEARSE YOUR CHARACTER AND GET TO KNOW HER BETTER, HOW DOES
YOUR PERCEPTION OF HER CHANGE? (E.G. WHAT DID YOU THINK ABOUT LAURA
WHEN YOU FIRST READ THE PLAY AND WHAT DO YOU THINK NOW?)

I think there are places in the text where she is actually stronger than you would think
at the beginning. She does actually answer back at times; she takes a strong stand
with Tom when he comes home drunk as she is able to play the mother role because
Amanda is asleep. When they are getting ready for the gentleman caller she does say
that she will not come to the table and will have to be excused and that she won’t
wear the ‘gay deceivers’. Although she does do all those things, she has the strength
to say that she’s not going to, which is surprising because your overall impression of
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her is this very timid, weak person, but the pain of her insecurity means that she
sometimes has to be really bold because she can’t cope. For example, when she lies
to her mum about the type-writing school, that’s preferable to actually going there or
telling the truth, so she is quite skilled at getting out of difficult circumstances, she
doesn’t just fall apart altogether. She has awareness and intelligence to get herself
out of situations because the alternative is so much worse. 

HOW DO YOU PORTRAY LAURA PHYSICALLY? 

I think because she is quite a timid person, especially when she is confronted with
external forces, I found myself unconsciously trying to blend in with the furniture. 
I make her shoulders a bit rounded and I do have this problem of her leg, so I try 
to make her as small as possible. She is quite fidgety I think; she gets nervous and
her fingers twist. She is just trying to cower from the world and that all shuts in on
itself, the body becomes enclosed. With a much more confident character you would
open out the body but with Laura it is about trying to make her have as little an
impact as possible.

WHAT IS THE ONE THING YOU WOULD LIKE US AS AN AUDIENCE TO LEAVE
THINKING ABOUT LAURA? 

I’d like people to feel sort of warmth for her, not that she’s pitiful but I think people
might have a certain amount of pity for her. I think the tragedy with Laura is that she
dares to dream about a kiss, about being with Jim and then she has the kiss and it’s
all too much to hope for and it’s taken away, but really that is all she expects and it 
is enough, and I think that’s the tragedy of it. 

It is such a difficult question because I am so protective of the character, I don’t want
people to leave thinking ‘oh god what a hideous life and she’s really pitiful’. She is
quirky and she lives her own little life. 

DO YOU THINK WE SHOULD LEAVE FEELING GOOD FOR HER, BECAUSE SHE HAS GOT
THAT KISS AND IN A SENSE ACHIEVED SOME OF HER FANTASY?

Yes, I think that it is good for her that she is left alone and has that moment with Jim
because that is the moment when she is most talkative, she opens up and has more
conversations with Jim than she does with either of the other two characters and I
think that is a positive thing for her. But ultimately that is the tragedy. When I first
read it, I found it really moving and I did feel sorry for her. Within the confines of her
low self esteem it’s not all bad but a better scenario would be that she didn’t have
that low self esteem and she would be able to get herself out of it. You know that this
is not going to happen and therein lies the tragedy. 
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WHAT IS IT THAT DRAWS YOU TO THE GLASS MENAGERIE
AS A PIECE OF WORK?

I think I’m attracted to plays because of character, that’s always 
the thing that attracts me first and foremost, and Glass Menagerie
is about four really incredible and very complex characters. 

I love it for that, and I think the other thing I’m really attracted to 
is that it’s very theatrical. I think it’s a danger with lots of pieces of

work nowadays that quite often one reads a play and wonders why you’re doing it for
the stage and not just for film or TV. But The Glass Menagerie was definitely written
for the stage because it has lots of really incredibly big theatrical challenges within 
it which I think is really exciting. 

It’s got a really solid social context that it’s set in which I think is really important, 
not because it’s strictly naturalistic, but I think it gives the actors a world that they
live in and a truth that they can draw upon. 

Although you could criticise Glass Menagerie for being a very tragic piece of work, 
I actually think it’s very hopeful as well, so I think that what Tennessee Williams 
has written is something that people can take away from it what they want. I love 
that about it, because the audience can come and see it, and every audience member
will take away something different, and for me that’s what theatre does brilliantly –
you can present a whole series of things on stage and it’s up to the audience to have 
a think and take away from it what they want, whereas with film or TV for example
you’re going to aim the camera at something and you’re going to get one perspective. 

But that’s one of the things I love about this piece of work, and it’s hugely challenging,
and I don’t really know how to do it, which is all the more reason to do it really.

WHAT ARE THE CHALLENGES YOU FACE AS A DIRECTOR IN INTERPRETING
WILLIAMS’S SOMETIMES INTENSIVE STAGE DIRECTIONS?

Yes, they are really intensive, and usually I don’t really like having stage directions. 
To be completely honest I ignore them most of the time, as any director will probably
tell you that they do! But what’s brilliant about having them in this play, and what
makes them very useful, is that because I don’t have the writer in the room, I get 
a real sense of what he wanted to tell in the play. 

They’re very comprehensive which is useful because I know what it is he’s intending,
whether I agree to go along with that or not, whether or not the actors and myself
choose to agree to go along with what he’s asking of us. It’s our own interpretation
really so we can go back and refer to them as and when we want to. They are intensive
but they’re very beautifully written, and it’s a bit like reading a novel quite often. 

I think it’s a strength of Tennessee Williams that it’s really quite poetic, and you can
use that to translate into the stage design, so for me they’re quite useful, but whether I
adhere to all of them or not is a different matter. Very loyal Tennessee Williams people
might be a bit distressed to see I’ve ignored some of them but at the moment [during
the rehearsal process] they’re just a useful reference point. 

JEMIMA LEVICK DISCUSSES THE GLASS MENAGERIE
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Quite often when I work with new writing, you have the writer in the room and it’s the
perfect resource to be able to just turn to them and ask, “What did you mean by that,
what did you want from that, what is this character about?”, but of course we don’t
have this because Tennessee Williams is no longer with us. So, it’s a great reference
point, although whether or not they end up in there is a different thing.

WHAT WERE YOU LOOKING FOR WHEN YOU WERE CASTING AMANDA?

This is sort of a difficult question, because so much of casting is about intuition and
so when somebody walks in the room, you get a feeling for them and then they read
and it depends how much they fit in with your idea of things and how they might fit 
in with the other actors you’ve already cast, so it’s a hugely intuitive thing. 

But I suppose I needed somebody who had gravitas, who could drive lots of the play
and could take over a room, who was going to work in ensemble with all the other
characters and allow the others room to play. And of course because the character 
of Amanda is 20 or 30 years older than the others obviously I’m going to have
someone who’s got a lot of experience so they need to be happy to be working in 
a room full of young actors as well. 

So much of it depends on that meeting and how you get on, and if they buy into 
the way that you think you might be doing the play.

TO WHAT EXTENT IS THIS PLAY A TALE OF PERSONAL TRAGEDY, AND TO WHAT
EXTENT A REPRESENTATION OF THE FAILURE OF THE AMERICAN DREAM?

I think for me this is a personal tragedy more than a representation of the American
Dream. For me the personal tragedy is what’s really interesting about the play,
although absolutely it’s arguable that it’s a representation of the American Dream. 

I think what we’ve discovered in the last few days while we’ve been rehearsing is that
it’s Jim, the ‘gentleman caller’ that embodies the American Dream and that he comes
in and represents all of those things – he’s disappointed but he’s not discouraged, he
works in a job and really doesn’t enjoy it but he goes to night school and he’s training
to go into TV and electro-dynamics, he’s looking forward. For him there’s still
opportunity, whereas for Tom he’s kind of given up on that idea and the American
Dream doesn’t work for him. 

But for me what’s interesting about it being a personal tragedy is that that’s what
people can relate to. For me as a woman living in Britain, and for a lot of British
audiences I think that they are able to relate to that far more than an idea of an
American Dream. I think everyone remembers it from school, but it doesn’t
necessarily mean anything to them. 

Of course the American Dream is important because it’s set in the thirties and 
during the great Depression and of course they’re all sort of fighting against that 
but I think I can explore in more emotional depth what happens to them personally.
And if we can tie those links up and satisfy everybody then that will be good.
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TELL US ABOUT THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN AMANDA AND HER CHILDREN.

It’s really interesting because on the surface it’s so manipulative, destructive and
really not very nice and seemingly she’s constantly nagging them and telling them
what to do and instructing them constantly about what they should be doing and 
what they should be thinking, and she doesn’t ever seem to listen to what it is they
want or their concerns. 

But actually I truly believe it’s all based on love and what she really needs to do is
survive because she’s in an incredibly difficult context – it’s the 1930’s, Wall Street 
has crashed, there’s no jobs, there’s no money, there’s no work, her husband’s left
her, she’s a single woman. She’s had to strive to keep her boat afloat without any 
help from anybody else – her entire family is in the Deep South whereas they’re
actually in St. Louis now which is quite far away, and she won’t go back there 
because she won’t go back with her cap in her hand. 

It’s an extraordinary relationship really because it could be accused of being very
unbalanced and you know, quite nasty and it’s very volatile – she and Tom come to
loggerheads quite a few times. But actually, what’s interesting is that they all need
each other in order to keep going, and without one of the three it all starts falling
apart – they’re a bit like a house of cards and if one of them goes they’re all going 
to fall down. 

Laura and Amanda need Tom to be earning money to support them. Amanda needs
Tom because she treats him like a replacement husband. Laura needs Tom because
he’s her only friend really. And Tom needs Laura because without her he’d kill his
mother! So there’s kind of a mad triangle going on between them all the time – often
while one them is riling the other one, the third one is kind of placating and soothing. 

It’s an extraordinarily complex relationship between the three of them. Amanda could
so easily be seen as a complete monster, but actually I really believe that without her
they’d be in a much worse place than they are and they’re much better off with her
than they ever would have been with the father.

To see Jemima talking about The Glass Menagerie go to www.lyceum.org.uk/glass
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PRODUCTION DESIGN

JEMIMA LEVICK DISCUSSES THE LOOK OF THE PLAY AND THE DESIGN PROCESS

Jess [Brettle, designer] and I started working together about six months ago. 
I asked her to work with me on it in about June and we started working together. 
She was actually away for two months on tour with another show, so we did half 
of it and then she came back and we did the other half. 

I suppose what we were looking for was a place in which the actors can play, a world
that’s quite disintegrated and somewhere where not everything is as it seems. So,
just because a wall is there doesn’t mean that you can’t see through it. 

We were looking for illusions and magic that become very theatrical because I think
that was one of the things that we were both keen to do was we wanted to have tricks
up our sleeve so that while you might see a living room and a dining room which might
seem very regular, we both wanted to transform it into something very different and
magical, even though the world around them in the thirties, in the Depression, is
America falling about around their ears and they don’t live in a wonderful place
particularly. But the world that they live in inside is very cosy for them. 

We wanted to reflect lots of bits of the play and it’s really set in two rooms so 
we wanted to be able to locate it in those two rooms but open it up and make it
extraordinary as well.”
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The text of Williams’s play is very symbolic and is reflected in Jessica Brettle’s
designs. Notice the crumbling walls and exposed brick. The broken windows would
have been expensive to fix and help to put the play into the context of the Great
Depression. However, they are also symbolically broken glass.

PRODUCTION DESIGN CONT.
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COSTUME

The costumes designed for The Glass Menagerie are very simple and reflect the time
in which the play is set and the character’s own choices and styles. 

TOM
Tom wears smart trousers and a shirt that he would wear to his job in the warehouse.
When the weather is cooler, he wears a long overcoat. His trilby hat reflects the style
of the 1930s.
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COSTUME CONT.

JIM
Like Tom, Jim dresses smartly. However, he holds a higher position in the warehouse
and has ambition. Therefore he wears a suit. At this time he would also be expected
to dress smartly when visiting someone for dinner. 



19

AMANDA
Amanda always dresses well, even if it is to do practical work around the house.
However, when she is getting ready to meet the gentleman caller, she starts
reminiscing and dresses in her old summer dress.

COSTUME CONT.
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LAURA
Laura wears plain and practical clothing until Amanda dresses her up for Jim’s visit.
Then she wears a pretty dress, complete with ‘gay deceivers’! (Powder puffs placed
inside her bra to give the illusion of a bigger bust.)

COSTUME CONT.



21

SYMBOLISM IN THE GLASS MENAGERIE

GLASS ANIMALS

As a symbol glass represents fragility.

Laura’s collection of glass animals, that her mother calls her ‘glass menagerie’
is looked after, polished, moved around, cared for and spoken to by Laura.

Laura is a fragile character and suffers immense shyness. She was sickly as a 
child and has had her leg corrected by a calliper. 

Laura’s hopes and dreams are fragile.

During an argument between Tom and Amanda, Tom accidentally smashes some 
of Laura’s ornaments. It is then the two realise the effect that their argument is
having on Laura, the most fragile member of the family.

THE GLASS UNICORN BREAKS

In this play the unicorn could represent differences.

The unicorn is Laura’s favourite object and she keeps it with the horses and 
believes the unicorn is happy with the horses, despite his differences.

Jim and Laura break the unicorn’s horn off while dancing. This could be read as 
a symbol that all her hopes and dreams are shattered. It could mean that finally
Laura has danced with and kissed the boy she liked at school and is now more 
like everybody else; as the unicorn is more like the other horses.

Laura gives Jim the unicorn as a souvenir.

JEMIMA LEVICK DISCUSSES THE SIGNIFICANCE OF LAURA’S COLLECTION OF GLASS
“The significance of Laura’s glass animals is that they are an embodiment of her really, her fragility and
her transparency. They’re so delicate and beautiful, but they’re completely inanimate objects that she
somehow manages to bring alive with her own imagination which is what so much of this play is about,
it’s about one’s imagination and the suffocation of that.”

“She’s especially attached to the unicorn which is thirteen years old, it’s one of her oldest ones. And
while she’s with Jim, the ‘Gentleman Caller’, they manage to knock it over while they’re dancing and it
breaks, which is massively symbolic of all her hopes and her dreams being smashed, all in that one little
animal.”

“But what’s extraordinary about Laura is that she manages to pick it up and give it to him as a souvenir
and makes him feel better about breaking it, and I think that sums Laura up, that she has this amazing
ability to be very generous. She seems very fearful and on the back foot, but actually she can turn that
round and offer things to people as well.”

“So the glass menagerie is a brilliant thing because it’s very beautiful but also a bit pointless, because
all you can do is look at them really and it takes your imagination to take them somewhere else which I
think sums up what Tennessee Williams was writing about. They’re beautiful to her but actually I don’t
think they’re very good looking at all, they’re very weird looking.”

“Also of course, the unicorn is not a real creature, it’s totally mythical and it’s unusual just like her, and
even though it gets its horn broken off, it makes it like the other horses in her collection and she’s very
brave about saying that that’s alright actually, and you wonder if that’s what’s going to happen to her
after now, that she’s just going to be the same as everyone else.”
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RAINBOWS

A rainbow traditionally represents hope and promise. 

Laura looks through her glass ornaments to see different rainbow colours and she
shares this with Jim. Perhaps she is looking through her animals at a more exciting
and colourful world, a world that she is happy to look at but safe not being part of; 
on the other side of the glass.

In contrast to Laura, Tom compares the rainbow colours of the dance hall’s glass
sphere with ‘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’. Unlike Laura, Tom would like to be part of a more colourful, exciting life. 

MOVIES

Represent escapism and adventure.

Tom goes to the movies every night to have a brief moment of escapism from 
his everyday life. He uses the movies as inspiration to go out in the world and 
find adventure.

Exercise: There are many more symbols used in The Glass Menagerie, for example, 
‘The Father’s Photograph’, ‘Jonquils’ etc. Write a list of anything you think might
be a symbol and think about what each one might be representative of. 

SYMBOLISM IN THE GLASS MENAGERIE CONT.
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WRIGLEY’S CHEWING GUM

Jim chews gum in the play and instructs
Laura in the correct disposal of gum: 

‘I always take it out after the flavour is
gone. I use this scrap of paper to wrap 
it in. I know how it is to get it stuck on 
a shoe.’

CULTURAL REFERENCES IN THE GLASS MENAGERIE

THE WRIGLEY BUILDING

‘The Wrigley building is one of the sights of Chicago.’ Jim

The Wrigley building was built in the1920s and completed in 1931. At the time there
were no other office buildings north of the Chicago river so was an impressive sight.
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GUERNICA

‘In Spain they had Guernica.’ Tom

The Basque town of Guernica in Spain was bombed by the German Luftwaffe 
April 26, 1937 during the Spanish Civil War. The bombings were considered by 
some as ‘terror bombings’. The death and suffering of the people in Guernica 
is recorded in the painting by Pablo Picasso, which he painted in the same year. 
There is a tiled mural on display in Guernica.

CHAMBERLAIN’S UMBRELLA

‘Suspended in the mist over Berchtesgarden, caught in the folds of Chamberlain’s
umbrella.’ Tom

The British Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain was nicknamed ‘Umbrella Man’. 
He was Prime Minister from 28 May 1937 – 10 May 1940. He was always seen 
carrying a black umbrella.

After Hitler signed off the Munich agreement, in 1938, Chamberlain famously said,
“My good friends, for the second time in our history a British Prime Minister has
returned from Germany bringing peace with honour. I believe it is peace for our time.”

BOMBARDMENTS

‘All the world was waiting for bombardments.’ Tom

Tom references the beginning of World War II as a metaphor for the destruction 
of his family.

CENTURY OF PROGRESS

A Century of Progress International Exposition was the name of a World’s Fair held 
in Chicago, Illinois from 1933–1934 to celebrate Chicago’s centennial.

Exercise: What other cultural references can you find? What effect do you think
they have on the play?

CULTURAL REFERENCES CONT.
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ROUTE TO DIRECTING: JEMIMA LEVICK 

Jemima Levick discusses her career as a director, her creative influences and
future plans.

HOW DID YOU GET INTO DIRECTING?

I got into directing by default really – I always knew I wanted to be involved in the
theatre in one way or another and I think I always presumed that I would do that 
by becoming an actor. I remember leaving school having done my A-Levels, and 
I needed to audition to go to drama school. 

I auditioned for a few and got offers for a couple, but I remember being in an audition
room, and seeing all these other actors warming up and getting their speeches
ready, and I remember thinking, “I don’t want this as much as they do, I really don’t
want this at all actually, this is not what I’m like, and this is not the path I want to
take”. So I took a bit of time out and then because I knew I still wanted to be in
theatre I took a very generic drama and theatre arts course which then specialised
towards the end and I specialised in directing. 

I think really I loved directing because it had a bit of everything – I couldn’t bear the
thought of being a playwright or being a dramaturg or sitting on the sidelines just
looking at one point of view, I loved every single part of it. I loved storytelling and
people and characters and the visual elements of theatre – I love putting all those
together so I was drawn to that really. 

And then, after I graduated from drama school, I went and assisted lots of people 
and worked in lots of different places – I worked at the Lyceum for a year and had 
lots of brilliant opportunities and watching other directors just reaffirmed why it 
was that I wanted to do it. And now I do as luck would have it!

WHAT WOULD YOU BE DOING IF YOU WEREN’T A DIRECTOR?

I don’t know, I would just have to be a director really! I have thought about this quite
hard and I don’t know! I’d like to think I would maybe be an astronaut, something like
that, or maybe an explorer, that would be good. I wouldn’t mind travelling the world,
that would be really good to be paid to go and see different cultures. I quite fancy
being that man who does that TV programme and goes and lives in the wilds of Africa
for six weeks and joins a tribe, that would be alright. Other than that though, I think 
I just have to be a theatre director!

CONTINUED....
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WHAT HAS INFLUENCED YOUR WORK?

Sort of everything really! I have to admit it’s very non-specific, I don’t really have 
a particular artist or musician or film director or anything that I always go back 
to and really love their work. 

I mean there are lots of artists I love, I love the work of Eduardo Paolozzi, and I love
Banksy, I love old-fashioned paintings as well… Music I find really useful, whether
that’s Kate Bush or Prince or hip-hop or classical music as well and I’ll often listen 
to lots of music before I start a show, because it’s a great, very easy way of getting
into that kind of world. With films I just watch anything and everything really. I try 
and watch films from the period, I try NOT to watch films of the play because I find
that terribly off putting. 

In theatre, I love anything that’s inventive really, I love work by companies like Visible
Fictions who do work for young people that’s very creative – they just did Jason and
the Argonauts with two people, I mean how do you do THAT?! I just saw some work 
by Gregory Thompson which was [great] storytelling, but then I love things like 
The Wizard of Oz when there’s a cast of millions and they’re all-singing, all-dancing 
so it’s a real mish-mash of everything.
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FURTHER STUDY QUESTIONS

Here are some questions to help students analyse the Lyceum’s production 
of The Glass Menagerie.

What did the design tell you about the context of the play? (E.g. the time it is set in, 
the economy and environment.) What aspects of the design were symbolic of the 
story, the family and character’s feelings? Try listing your points in two columns, one
labelled Context and the other Symbolism. Notice the similarities and differences. 

How did the actors make use of the different areas of the stage? 

Describe an actor’s appearance. Why do you think this actor was cast in this role?
What did their physical appearance tell us about their character?

Describe how one or more of the actors moved as their character. How did they use
their body to tell us about their character? Did anything they did physically help to 
tell the story?

What kind of music and sound effects were used? Where did the sound come from?
What different kinds of atmosphere did the sound produce?

Did you notice any special lighting effects? What kind of atmosphere did 
these produce?

Look at the relationship between two characters e.g. Amanda and Tom. What is 
their relationship like? Does it change? What did the actors do to show this?

These questions are to help with further study of the play text.

In what ways do you think The Glass Menagerie explores aspects of the 
American Dream?

Who do you think controls the action in the play? Who is the main protagonist 
and why? 

What do you think is the significance of the broken unicorn? Why do you think 
Laura gives the unicorn to Jim as a souvenir? 

The Glass Menagerie is full of imagery and symbolism.  Discuss a symbol used 
that appeals to you and explain how and why you think it has been used. 

What is the significance of memory? How might Tom’s memory and point of 
view have altered the ‘truth’ of events? Would the play be very different if it 
were described from Laura’s memory? 
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PRACTICAL EXPLORATION:DRAMA EXERCISES

Practical drama activity is a great way to look further at some of the characters, 
text and themes of the play. These exercises can be done in the classroom and 
need no previous experience of drama.

SOLO WORK
Imagine you are one of the characters in the play and you keep a diary. Write a diary 
entry for a significant day in that character’s life. It could be something that actually
happens in the play such as Laura writing about the day Jim visits or something 
that a character mentions, such as Tom getting fired from the warehouse for 
writing poetry. 

In the character of Tom, write a letter to Laura after leaving St. Louis. You may want 
to include details of your travels and reference events that happened during the play.

IN A GROUP OF TWO OR MORE IMPROVISE THE FOLLOWING:

IMPROVISE: to act something out without preparing beforehand or reading a script.
Think about your character and what you think he/she would say. Try and respond
to your partner/group as you think your character would.

Improvise a scene from Amanda’s younger days in Blue Mountain. For example,
collecting jonquils with her friends and entertaining gentleman callers or the 
time she met Tom and Laura’s father. 

Improvise the moment when Tom asks Jim to his family’s house for dinner.

Improvise one of Laura’s terrifying days at Rubicam’s business college.

CREATE, COMPARE AND DISCUSS THE FOLLOWING IMAGES:

IMAGE: A still, quiet image, tableau or photograph which is created by all the
members of the group, each representing a character.

The Wingfields sitting around the dinner table without Jim. Use body language 
and facial expressions to try and express the character’s inner feelings.

The Wingfields and Jim sitting around the dinner table. The first time use body
language and facial expressions to try and express the character’s inner feelings. 

The Wingfields and Jim sitting around the dinner table. This time use body language
to hide the characters’ inner feelings and only project the body language and facial
expressions they want the other characters to see. 
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