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A Literary Approach to

 "The Glass Menagerie" 

by Tennessee Williams

     No one can repudiate the fact that The Glass Menagerie is a play deluged in the light of what we might call "The American Dream," inasmuch as it grapples with the lives of an American family in the 1930s, during the heart-rending "Depression." The story revolves round four persons, Amanda, her daughter Laura, her son Tom, and a family friend Jim. The latter makes what has been dubbed a "cameo appearance," i.e., a brief but dramatic appearance in the play. As has been intimated from the outset, the most significant point propounded is the American Dream manifest in the characters' and the narrator's words. What looms large at the time is the irrepressible need to amass wealth and succeed in every field. In Arthur Miller's "The Death of a Salesman," money is at the centre of the characters' life; nevertheless, here there is a lot more than meets the eye: the play belongs to the "traditional theatre," and lays some claim to being a "memory play," as the narrator expresses. Consequently, great emphasis is placed on "memory," as well as on the "source" of an action, namely the mind. Plays of this sort are expressionistic—perhaps less compact, albeit more dynamic and hortatory, than August Strindberg's plays—and centrally concerned with inner psychological realities and predicaments, in juxtaposition with realism and "realistic theatre" plays.

Casting an eye over the plot, we come up against a family fettered by the lives of totally different persons, who evince tremendously disparate personalities. Amanda, the mother, is a vivacious, middle-aged woman who seems to cling frantically to the past, and whose sole concern lies in finding an eligible, young man for her daughter Laura. On the other hand, Laura is an incapacitatingly self-effacing, young girl who, by virtue of her being crippled, gradually gets detached, and fights shy of people, collecting instead some glass ornaments and listening to the gramophone. Apropos of her brother Tom, he is a person who works at a warehouse, and is given to daydreaming, aspiring—or rather craving for—some real, remarkable experience in his hitherto uneventful, tedious life; something to draw him out of his intractable torpor and ennui. 

     
Prior to contenting ourselves with the theme of the play as well as the characters' portraits, we should take a cursory glance at the plot, which is linear and quite simple. Amanda pressures Tom to find an interesting fellow for his sister. He agrees and, when he announces that he has actually invited a colleague of his to dinner, his mother commences the necessary preparations for the event, labouring, though, under the illusion that the "gentleman caller" is intent on plighting himself to her daughter. Unfortunately, Jim O' Connor—a former acquaintance of Laura's—seems not to have any ulterior motives, as he is already engaged to be married. For better or for worse, his visit is indubitably an unforgettable experience for everyone, especially Laura. 

     
To hark back to the characters' depiction, we see a mother, Amanda, who cleaves to the past, reminiscing about her own experiences with men. She seems to exalt this past era to a higher rank than the society she and her children currently live in, and prides herself on having been able to receive and entertain a lot of suitors, whom she has a penchant for calling "gentlemen callers." Therefore, her overweening pride induces her to pass judgement on her children; to be hard on Tom and, especially, Laura, who is immured in her home and shuns people. We witness a woman who dissuades her daughter from concerning herself with everyday house-chores, and spurs her on to get prepared for imminent "gentlemen callers." It is patently obvious that she is intent on seeing her daughter get married and have a family—even when her attempt to help her find a job dismally fails. In light of this, Amanda places a burden on Tom to find a person that Laura can depend on and get along with. In spite of her being caring, though, her overprotectiveness ends up stifling her children, and she goes as far as to accuse Tom of being selfish and not taking into consideration his sister's future. By being patronising and throwing her weight around, Amanda contrives to exacerbate Tom's real feelings and inner conflicts, reluctant to face reality. Much as she is organised and eager to use all her powers to achieve her goals, she is a tragic figure, an ironically confused person, whose mood and opinion change in the twinkling of an eye, thus creating a far deeper void than the one she is trying to fill in. Moreover, she bewails, and repines against, her fate because she is financially dependent on, and cannot disentangle herself from, Tom. Nonetheless, one of her redeeming features is that she really cares about her children, and especially Laura's handicap. 

     
On the other hand, Laura is a shy, young girl, who gets detached from outer world, for fear of being denigrated as inferior because of her innate disability to walk. On the face of it, her life is boring and uneventful, yet it is actually full of dreams, inundated with memories, just like the whole play. Even the light she is deluged with on stage is supposed to be soft and pristine, as she too is pristine and celibate. Her mother sends her to a business school but her handicap, which in her mind takes on the apparel of a monster that threatens her life, makes inroads into her prospects of pursuing an interesting career and of "moral recovery." Her immense inhibition with people hinders her from making new acquaintances or friends. She even makes heavy weather of, and draws the line at, doing simple things as answering the door. Yet, she is very sensitive and considerate, feeling guilty for her brother's difficult position in the family. She is aware that the onus is on him to make provisions for her, and this, she cannot bear. She wants to be independent, but her shyness once again takes its toll on her. 

     
And, all of a sudden, Jim comes into her life, sweeping her off her feet. His jubilant and jovial disposition draws her out of her "shell," eliciting from her all the optimism and interest in life that lay dormant like a volcano throughout her life. In contrast to the other characters, Jim is the most realistic. Refraining from viewing things emotionally, he is an impartial, disinterested, and perspicacious "judge" who perceives Laura's predicament and manages to delve and insinuate himself into Laura's unconscious, making inferences from what he beholds in its depth. This rational yet deeply emotional and romantic man helps her regain her strength and feel rejuvenated, drinking in every exquisite moment with him. 

     
Herein lies the purpose and thrust of the "unicorn." This rare piece of her "glass menagerie" is her very self who, by virtue of her handicap, feels different from other people, steering clear of the real world. When Laura offers him the unicorn, she cedes herself to him; and when it breaks, she is deprived and divested of her fear, her predicament; she feels superior, becoming oblivious to her physical disability. But, to her chagrin, no sooner does she begin her "initiation journey" into life and moral resurrection than she returns to reality with a bump. Jim, the one who has endued her with such splendour and ineffable joy, is "someone else's." She realises that, no matter how much they like each other, everything is doomed to end. They both know, though, that even if they become friends, the experience of the moment will leave its indelible mark on their souls.

     
Pertaining to Tom, he is a man who aspires to a challenging future and yearns for adventure. His dreams, however, make him become a bit aloof and estranged from his family; he prefers daydreaming and watching movies to meeting his domestic responsibilities. But, although Amanda seems to be the bane of his existence, he is always unstinting in the love he lavishes on her and Laura. In the teeth of all the problems that befall them, he chooses to stay with his family—until the end of the play.

Thank you.
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