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Abstract 

In Tennessee Williams’ Invigorating Influence on D. H. Lawrence’s Women I examine 
the works of Tennessee Williams and D. H. Lawrence side by side, starting with works from 
earlier in their careers and ending with works from later in their careers. These four chapters 
consider the ways in which literary influence functions, not simply as a linear relation, but as a 
dynamic, living set of relations that are not necessarily linear. In the works of Williams and 
Lawrence, this dynamic set of relations mirrors both writers’ investment in embracing, 
celebrating, and mining the depths of human sexuality. For both Williams and Lawrence, erotic 
life was meant to be experienced, not simply as a static, or even procreative experience, but as a 
pluralistic, fluid practice that restores balance to the connection between the body and the mind. 
In the context of modernity, this disconnection between the mind and the body was a particularly 
urgent concern. In the modern world, human life had become increasingly mechanized to the 
point of debilitating the human capacity for experiencing and being grounded in the body. Both 
Williams and Lawrence fought relentlessly against this increased mechanization to share a vision 
of human life in which people are once again sanctioned to celebrate and explore the experience 
of being embodied in all its messy, unpredictable glory. In this dissertation, I use the 
psychoanalytic perspectives of Sigmund Freud, Julia Kristeva, Harold Bloom, and Eve Kosofsky 
Sedgwick to support my argument that examining the non-linear set of relations that constitute 
literary influence, much like the interpretation of dreams, requires embracing an unpredictable 
process of “shifting and rearrangement” (Interpretation 218) that unfolds in a spiral fashion 
rather than in a straight line. Finally, these chapters posit that the set of relations that develop 
between Lawrence and Williams are inherently queer and non-binary. The spiral fashion in 
which these queer relations develop reveals, as José Esteban Muñoz so aptly suggested, “the 
warm illumination of a horizon imbued with potentiality” (Cruising Utopia 1).  
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Introduction: Invigorating Influence by Recognizing Its Queerness  

“After he knew that he had fallen, outwards and downwards, away from the Fullness, he tried to 
remember what the Fullness had been.” -Harold Bloom 

“The world is violent and mercurial--it will have its way with you. We are saved only by love--love for 
each other and the love that we pour into the art we feel compelled to share: being a parent; being a 

writer; being a painter; being a friend. We live in a perpetually burning building, and what we must save 
from it, all the time, is love.” -Tennessee Williams 

“Love can be terribly obscene.” - D. H. Lawrence 

Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick discusses the relationship between two apparently disparate works 

by canonical male writers—Dorian Gray and Billy Budd—and outlines “their startling erotic 

congruence” despite “the canonic regimentation that effaces…international bonds” (49). More 

importantly, and in the context of these observations about the inherently effacing, homophobic 

structure of the ‘old’ canon, Kosofsky asks the following question: “How may the strategy of a 

new canon operate in this space” (49)? I, too, have found a similarly “startling” erotic 

congruence in the works of Tennessee Williams and D. H. Lawrence. In addition to uncovering 

the ways in which the writerly relations between Williams and Lawrence both adhere to and 

transcend what Bloom has called the anxiety of influence, I will explore what Sedgwick calls 

“the conventionally obvious differences” between the “style, literary positioning, national origin, 

class ethos, structure, and thematics” of Williams and Lawrence to show their erotic congruence 

(48-9). I will investigate the common sensibilities that Lawrence and Williams shared in their 

parallel quests for candid and unapologetic representations of erotic life in literature. I will also 

identify some of the ways in which these two writers’ quests for sexual freedom in their writings 

tied in with modernist sensibilities as well as modes of avant-garde practice throughout the 20th 

century. 
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Right from the start of his career, there is evidence for Williams’ self-reflexive, avant-

garde sensibility for simultaneously resisting and adoring his paternal influences. But Williams’ 

resistant adoration is not the stuff of art-for-art’s-sake. Instead, Williams’ active and 

transformative “self-criticism” corresponds with the idealistic self-criticism that Peter Bürger 

associates with the historical avant-garde. Bürger argues that “the self-criticism of art” is a 

category whose “methodological significance” is that “it indicates the condition of the possibility 

of ‘objective understanding’ of past stages of development” not only in art but in human 

civilization in general (22). Bürger also warns that, “it is important not to contrast art and society 

as two mutually exclusive spheres” (31). Williams performs the symbiotic self-criticism that 

Bürger sees at the heart of the historical avant-garde throughout his development as a writer, and, 

especially at the end of his career, when he ventures unapologetically out of the closet and into 

the margins of avant-garde practice.  

 In the “Production Notes” at the beginning of The Glass Menagerie (1944) Williams 

outlines his burgeoning avant-garde sensibilities, characterizing what he hopes to achieve as 

“plastic theater” (384). Williams describes his methodology as something akin to 

“expressionism” and “all other unconventional techniques,” stating plainly that these 

unconventional techniques “have only one valid aim,” which is to make “a closer approach to the 

truth” (Glass 385). Williams takes this closer approach in “I Rise,” championing Lawrence’s role 

as “the lifelong adversary of those who wanted to keep the subject locked away in the cellars of 

prudery” (“I Rise” 288). Williams fancies overwrought artifice more honest than so-called 

realism in the theater. Even though Williams acknowledges where he finds himself agreeing with 

Lawrence, especially in his "Author’s Note,” in the play itself Williams clearly uses his 

“imaginary” world to counter the other side of Lawrence’s nature, which causes much of “his 
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work” to be “chaotic” and reveals distorted ideals which have grown out of “tangent obsessions, 

such as his insistence upon the woman’s subservience to the male” (“I Rise” 288). Williams 

takes a revisionary stance with regard to Lawrence’s already anomalous modernism, marking his 

own territory as a modernist whose main goal is to preserve, revise, imagine, and get at the 

vague, slippery truths that this world might have to offer.  

For the purposes of this study, I will suggest that the fusion between male and female 

voices, perspectives, and/or bodies in Williams’ work is influenced heavily by the works of D.H. 

Lawrence. However, I will also argue that Williams had a reparative influence on Lawrence’s 

work and, in particular, invigorated Lawrentian women in a way that Lawrence was never quite 

able to. In his 1973 book, The Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry, Harold Bloom outlines 

his “revisionary” approach to understanding the way that literary influence functions, particularly 

in relation to the nineteenth-century Romantic poets. Bloom’s argument has its roots (speaking 

of influence) in T. S. Eliot’s 1919 essay, “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” where Eliot 

argues that, “[t]he emotion of art is impersonal. And the poet cannot reach this impersonality 

without surrendering himself wholly to the work to be done. And he is not likely to know what is 

to be done unless he lives in what is not merely the present, but the present moment of the past, 

unless he is conscious, not of what is dead, but of what is already living” (Poetry Foundation). 

Eliot’s argument points to the affective force that invigorates the connection between and among 

writers across time and different cultures. The “impersonal” emotion behind works of art has 

even more force and affective potential because it transcends the boundaries of time and space. 

Tennessee Williams was also, perhaps like all poets and playwrights, preoccupied with the way 

in which linear time can limit and ravage creativity. For Williams, the antidote for what he calls 

“[t]he diminishing influence of life's destroyer, time” (“Timeless World”) is recognition. Chance 
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Wayne says it best as he makes the choice to face his inevitable mutilation by castration at the 

end of Sweet Bird of Youth: “I don’t ask for your pity, but just for your understanding--not even 

that--no. Just for your recognition of me in you, and the enemy, time, in us all” (Plays 1957-

1980, 532). Impersonality and recognition are not mutually exclusive. In fact, by surrendering 

herself wholly to what Eliot calls “the work” a poet becomes present and conscious to what is at 

once dead and alive as she begins to recognize herself in those that came before her. As I will 

argue in the pages that follow, Williams often (although not always) transcends what Bloom has 

identified as “the anxiety of influence” and this act of recognition allows him to address and 

remedy D. H. Lawrence’s misguided treatment of women in his work.  

It is also important to note that Lawrence does not always fail in his treatment of women. 

The most obvious examples of Lawrence’s celebration of the feminine are the strong, 

independent sisters and main characters in Women in Love, Ursula and Gudrun. Williams 

recognizes Lawrence’s successes and identifies his knack for openly representing “the mystery 

and power of sex, as the primal life urge” (Plays 1937-1956, 288) in the preface to his apprentice 

play, “I Rise in Flame.” Although Bloom’s notion that influence most often manifests as anxiety 

about not having lived up to the achievements of one’s literary fathers is not entirely apropos of 

the relations between Lawrence and Williams, his six revisionary ratios1 provide a useful rubric 

for thinking through the ways in which their relations reflect and transcend Bloom’s anxiety.  

 
1 1) “Clinamen, which is poetic misprision proper”; 2) “Tessera, which is completion and antithesis”; 3) 
“Kenosis, which is a breaking-device similar to the defense mechanisms our psyches employ against 
repetition compulsions”; 4) “Daemonization, or a movement towards a personalized Counter-Sublime, in 
reaction to the precursor’s Sublime”; 5) “Askesis, or a movement of self-purgation which intends the 
attainment of a state of solitude”; and, 6) “Apophrades, or the return of the dead” (Anxiety 14-15).   
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In the throes of his own anxiety of influence Bloom extends Eliot’s claims about the 

poet’s responsibility to be present and conscious by telling “the story of intra-poetic 

relationships” (Anxiety 5). For Bloom, this story begins with Freud’s theories about the fear of 

castration: “Freud’s investigations of the mechanisms of defense and their ambivalent 

functionings provide the clearest analogues [he has] found for the revisionary ratios that govern 

intra-poetic relations” (Anxiety 8). Bloom quite literally embodies his theory as the six ratios 

course beneath the surface of his own claims about Freud, Nietzsche, and the poets themselves. 

He defers to Freud with regard to “the relations of poets” which appear “as cases akin to...the 

family romance,” yet with a “deliberate” revisionist strategy he also “rejects...the qualified 

Freudian optimism that happy substitution is possible, that a second chance can save us from the 

repetitive quest for our earliest attachments” (Anxiety 8). In this study I also propose that ‘happy 

substitution’ in the guise of ‘a second chance’ is not the only alternative for addressing the 

underlying causes of the mechanisms of defense.  

With an astonishing level of self-awareness, Lawrence and Williams oftentimes revel in 

the perversity of defensiveness, ambivalence, and the advent of the family romance. As I’ve 

already indicated, when Williams was merely a young, idealistic playwright2 he deliberately 

inserted himself in the relations between Lawrence and his wife, Frieda, in his one-act play, “I 

Rise.” Williams not only imagined the relations between himself and Lawrence as a family 

romance, but he willfully inscribed himself as an interlocutor within Lawrence’s real-life family 

romance. Williams’ queerness, no matter how latent it might have been, allowed for a certain 

level of presence, consciousness, and recognition within his writing process. Another reading of 

this perverse re-rendering of the primal scene would suggest that Williams was unwittingly 

 
2 Or, what Bloom might’ve called a “latecomer” (Anxiety 8). 
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sorting out the discontinuities in the family romance at the heart of his own dysfunctional 

upbringing.3 For the purposes of this study, however, I will point to the empowered self-reliance 

with which Williams acknowledges Lawrence’s influence on his work, seeks out Frieda’s 

approval for his one-act play about her marriage with D. H., and, as I’ve already explained, plays 

with inserting himself in these relations, relishing his own ecstatic erotic deviance. In terms of 

Bloom’s revisionary ratios, Williams’ recognition of himself in Lawrence falls under the 

category of tessera, which Bloom takes from “the ancient mystery cults, where it meant a token 

of recognition.” I will argue that Williams’ invigorating  influence on Lawrence’s female 

characters is “a token of recognition” as well as an offering of reparations for the sins, as 

opposed to the “past strength” (Anxiety 10), of the fathers. 

Tennessee Williams first contacted Frieda Lawrence in 1939 to ask her permission to write 

a play about her and her late husband. This play would reimagine the exchange between the 

couple in the moments immediately preceding D. H. Lawrence’s death (Selected Letters). 

Williams eventually completed this play in 1941, a one-act titled, “I Rise in Flame, Cried the 

Phoenix.” Lawrence was fond of the phoenix for its symbolic value, and he often referred to it 

and other mythical bird-like creatures in his work. For Lawrence these birds at once represented 

purification and renewal, two rituals that he repeatedly enacted in his writing. Williams also 

enacts rituals of purification and renewal in “I Rise in Flame,” but not necessarily according to 

Lawrence’s ‘manly,’ bombastic rules.  

 
3 Williams’ father, Cornelius, was largely absent; however, when he was around he was a violent, 
punishing drunk. His mother, Edwina, was also abusive and withholding in her own right. And Rose, 
Williams’ older sister, was institutionalized and eventually lobotomized for what Edwina and doctors 
deemed “hysteria.” According to Williams, Rose was merely an early bloomer and began expressing her 
sexual desires at too young an age and in ways that were unacceptable for respectable young ladies. 
These biographical details about Williams’ life are taken in part from various biographies and criticism that 
I’ve read, but they are also things that Williams mentions in his own Memoirs as well as in various 
nonfiction writings that form the surround for his primary play texts, stories, and poems. 
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Some writers have suggested—accurately, I think—that Williams’ writings about 

Lawrence constitute “fan fiction” (Zaleska). In Williams’ apprentice play about the Lawrences, 

he purifies and renews D. H. Lawrence’s image, using marriage as a heteronormative screen on 

which to project Lawrence’s ultimately queer erotic life. Williams gives Frieda a literal and 

metaphorical voice and, in doing so, exposes Lawrence’s feminine side. Williams contrasts 

Lawrence’s waning machismo with his wife’s strength and vitality, revealing the fragility of 

hyper-masculine performance. This exposure, as well as Frieda’s high degree of agency in the 

world of the play, inevitably draws attention to the potential ambiguity of Lawrence’s sexuality. 

Frieda’s central role in this play forces Lawrence’s overbearing perspective on marriage and sex 

to give way to Frieda’s more intuited perspective. Curiously, however, the Frieda of the 

introductory note is the so-called authentic Frieda while the Frieda of the play is essentially 

Williams himself, the “I” in drag (Miller 49).  

In “I Rise in Flame,” Williams recreates Lawrence’s married life on his own terms, 

inserting himself into their relationship and imagining his predecessor’s homophobic, sexist 

“tangent obsessions” as both producing and undermining Lawrence’s ambiguous sexuality (288). 

As I will argue, Williams often (although not always) transcends what Harold Bloom has 

identified as “the anxiety of influence” and this act of recognition allows him to address and 

remedy D. H. Lawrence’s misguided treatment of women in his work. The odd literary 

threesome that Williams imagines in his early play dismantles traditional notions about the 

nature of sexuality, feminizes Lawrence, and jubilantly flaunts the discovery that plurality is at 

the heart of Lawrence’s erotic experiments. This subversive spirit in Williams’ writing suggests 

potentially avant-garde sensibilities about the way that erotic performances might be represented 

in art and literature. 



 Thomas   14 

   
 

Chapter 1: In my first chapter I examine passages from Williams’ “I Rise in Flame, Cried 

the Phoenix,” as well as passages from a couple of other (short and/or incomplete) things that 

Williams wrote and that were more-or-less directly inspired by Lawrence. I also look closely at a 

few passages from Lawrence’s second novel, The Trespasser (1912). In my comparative 

readings of these works, I reveal peculiar aspects of Lawrence’s influence on Williams as well as 

the inner workings of each writer at the beginning of their respective careers. Lawrence and 

Williams were both interested in models of resistance that were influenced by and often also 

influenced twentieth-century, avant-garde practice. I show the earlier workings of Williams’ 

writing practice, because in the work that he produced in the second, less commercially 

successful half of his career he returns to his earlier experimental leanings with more vigor. His 

theory of “plastic theater” and his conception of the “memory play” are fully realized in these 

later works, and he lays the foundation for his later experiments early on in his life and work. 

In The Trespasser Lawrence continues to expose himself as he did in Williams’ “I Rise in 

Flame.” The erotic reveal performed here exemplifies a particular kind of avant-garde attack on 

heteronormative, stable gender categories. Lawrence’s “only Hermaphrodite” (48)—which he 

simultaneously promotes and resists throughout his life and works—figures centrally in own 

quest to expose and truthfully represent erotic life. The figure of the hermaphrodite (which might 

also represent something like Coleridge’s and/or Woolf’s “androgynous mind”) never fully takes 

root in Lawrence’s work because of what Williams calls, in his prefatory notes to “I Rise in 

Flame,” Lawrence’s damaging, heteronormative “tangent obsessions.” Despite his criticism of 

Lawrence, Williams nevertheless applauds Lawrence’s ability to unapologetically represent 

erotic life as well as his refusal to cover up the intimate details of sex in his writings. Williams 

identifies with Lawrence’s desire to move beyond the strictures of a corrupt, neurotic 



 Thomas   15 

   
 

civilization, and he especially relates to Lawrence’s exiled, expatriate status. Williams’ early 

identification with Lawrence’s rejection eventually plays out in his own later years, when he is 

flamboyantly out of the closet and consistently in the doghouse with his former champion, the 

commercial American theater. 

Chapter 2: In this chapter I focus on The Rose Tattoo (1951), an early play that reveals 

Williams’ turn toward the weird. The ‘quirky’ heroine of this play is a dressmaker and the 

widow of a banana/cocaine salesman, Rosario Delle Rose. What is most striking about Serafina 

is that she performs both masculine and feminine roles at the same time. She is an odd mixture of 

prudery and nymphomania; a devoted yet negligent mother, prideful and arrogant at times, but 

also pathetic and hysterical. In her home/dress shop, dressmaker’s dummies surround her, the 

most striking of which are a bride and a widow. These dummies seem to represent the daughter 

and mother, and, more specifically, Serafina and her young daughter, Rosa.  

Rosa is named after Rosario and she produces her own unique masculine and feminine 

performances throughout the play. My reading of this play suggests the ways in which 

androgyny, hermaphroditic desire (or, in this case, performance), and avant-garde practice are all 

interrelated. The dressmaker’s forms embody a certain phony, inauthentic way of being in the 

world. Serafina plays all of these roles (mother, daughter, widow, bride) until she can’t do it 

anymore and she is forced to be herself, which is more like an odd jumble of all the dummy roles 

and then some. The forms (and their corresponding roles in the ‘real’ world) also represent both 

interior and exterior performances. They provide a running commentary on travesty, imitation, 

and display. Do the characters in this play possess multiple selves, or a plurality of selves? And 

when does one self swallow up all the others? Are we unable to escape the persona we create?  
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In this chapter I also discuss passages from Lawrence’s short story, “The Blue 

Moccasins” (1928), in relation to The Rose Tattoo. This story also revolves around a scorned 

woman. Lawrence uses fashion and the idea of the “new woman” as lenses through which to 

examine the main character, Lina M’Leod, a “painfully modern” woman (1). Lina appears to be 

a foil for a sensual character like Serafina, as she is an independent, ambitious woman who 

swears off men for the first part of her adult life. However, Lina’s process of becoming (more) 

herself is, much like Serafina’s, punctuated by grief, longing, pain, and, ultimately, self-

realization. Even though Serafina gave a convincing performance of an embodied, sensual 

woman prior to her illusions being shattered, her disheveled, post-breakdown performance is 

more authentically sensual. Lina, on the other hand, is a late bloomer. Even though she is 

“painfully modern,” she finds out that she is still susceptible to love and sex. In her quest to 

control her marriage to a much younger man, Lina, too, falls from grace. Much like Serafina, 

Lina’s process of become a fully embodied, self-realized, sensual woman requires a violent fall 

from grace.  

Chapter 3: In this chapter I examine monstrous mothers and queer sons in Williams’ 

Suddenly Last Summer and Lawrence’s Sons and Lovers. Both works imagine the relations 

between overbearing mothers and effeminate sons along the lines of the “family romance.” 

These relations get out of hand in both stories and someone must die for the other to go on living. 

In Williams’ play, the queer son, Sebastian, is cannibalized by the young male prostitutes that he 

frequents when he is on vacation, before the story even begins. Sebastian is always the “absent 

one” in the world of the play, and yet his presence is perhaps the most palpable of all the 

characters. Importantly, Sebastian’s ‘truth’ is revealed by Cathy, as she tells the story of what 

happened on the fated day that he died. In Sons and Lovers, the plot builds to what I will argue is 



 Thomas   17 

   
 

the erotic climax of his mother, Gertrude’s, passing. Once Gertrude has died, Paul no longer 

feels the need to pursue young women per se and he decides that he can finally devote his life to 

being an artist. This dedication comes despite and perhaps as a direct result of his grief over his 

mother’s death. Not all that ironically, Gertrude’s death makes way for the creations that Paul 

could never get by with incubating when she was alive to watch over and critique his every 

move.  

The world of Suddenly, as it is constructed on both stage and screen, reveals the 

blurriness of the division between modern southern perspectives and old southern perspectives. 

In one of his short essays, Williams defines southern identity as inextricably linked with pride, 

dignity, and gentility. He recalls moving from Mississippi to Missouri when he was a child, 

noting that "gangs of kids" who followed him home often parodied his "Southern speech and 

manners." Williams also notes that, "home was not a very pleasant refuge. It was a perpetually 

dim little apartment in a wilderness of identical brick and concrete structures with no grass and 

no trees nearer than the park" ("Facts About Me" 59). This urban "wilderness" contrasts with the 

lush imagery of the South that is exemplified by Sebastian's garden in the original play-text. 

In "Tennessee Williams and the Predicament of Women," Louise Blackwell categorizes 

Cathy as a woman who struggles "to make relationships with men who are unable or unwilling to 

make lasting relationships" (26). Ironically, Cathy's inability to make lasting relationships with 

men produces her agency as a woman who is aware of her sexuality, its implications, and its 

consequences. Blackwell also suggests that Cathy "yearned for a sexual relationship with…her 

cousin, whom she knew to be weak and strangely perverted" ("The Predicament of Women" 26). 

O'Connor identifies the flimsiness of Cathy's madness: 
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Most of Cathy's behavior reflects clear thinking and an acute awareness of her    

condition and her possible fate. She knows about Lion's View state hospital and    

the experimental surgery that the doctor has been performing there. When her    

brother and mother speak with her privately, Catharine exhibits complete 

cognizance, even explaining to her family that if the doctor gives her an injection    

she will not be able to adjust her story to please them, but will be forced to tell the 

truth, however horrible that may be. (“Dramatizing Dementia” 54) 

As O'Connor suggests, Cathy's "clear thinking and acute awareness of her condition" reveal her 

madness as a performance that eventually produces the spectacle of Sebastian's queer subject 

position. 

Chapter 4: In this chapter I draw comparisons between Lawrence’s Women in Love 

(1920) and Williams’ The Mutilated (1966). Throughout my readings of Lawrence’s novel and 

Williams’ play, I discuss sisterly (and brotherly) relations in Lawrence’s novel and Williams’ 

play. In Women in Love Ursula and Gudrun are two different variations on the “new woman” 

(Grand). They are sisters by blood, too. Lawrence paints a portrait of their mother, Anna 

Brangwen, as a wild, unruly woman in the prequel to Women in Love. In one of the more famous 

scenes in The Rainbow, Will Brangwen accidentally stumbles into the bedroom where he finds 

his wife dancing naked and pregnant before the mirror. Anna’s mother was, of course, a 

“foreigner.” Ursula and Gudrun fully embody their unruly, foreign lineage. In fact, they go one 

step further by being independent, single women well into adulthood. When they do finally take 

on romantic partners, the relationships are complicated, volatile, and unconventional. They work, 

they paint, they have sex out of wedlock, they wear yellow stockings.  
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Lawrence’s sketch of feminine life as well as the detailed way in which he traces female 

lineage is sensitive and even-handed, contradicting his more sexist, insensitive rants about 

woman’s place as man’s servant (see “A Propos of Lady Chatterley’s Lover” for one example). 

By conscientiously imagining Ursula and Gudrun as the heroines of this novel, Lawrence makes 

what Williams calls “a closer approach to the truth” (“Production Notes,” Glass). The 

relationship between these two sisters and their centrality to the narrative is related to twentieth-

century avant-garde practice. I hope to discuss both the literal and figurative brotherly relations 

in this novel, too. (The scene where Gerald Crich and Rupert Birkin wrestle in the nude seems 

like a particularly fertile example.) 

In my discussion of The Mutilated, I examine the sisterly bond (and rivalry) between the 

two ‘mutilated’ heroines, Celeste and Trinket. I would also like to use passages from some of 

Lawrence’s “non-fiction” to discuss his own turn towards the experimental at various points 

during his life as a writer. His absurd yet also somehow earnest take on psychoanalysis—

Psychoanalysis and the Unconscious (1921)—railed against what he saw as an empirical, 

detached perspective on the human psyche. Even though Lawrence wildly contradicts himself, 

and essentially says the things Freud said, he is making the argument that it is not just what we 

say but also how we say it that matters. This work is certainly representative of Lawrence’s 

“tangent obsessions” that Williams gently scolds him for in “I Rise in Flame.” However, there is 

something more subversive and less categorizable going on this work, too. There is a real sense 

in which this weird work was Lawrence’s own kind of avant-garde manifesto. 

This reinstatement of the feminine as central to the creative act as well as the creation 

itself is not all that radical. After all, works of art have often been characterized as feminine and 

described by metaphors of pregnancy and birth. Making a work of art requires the artist to 
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endure the pregnancy that leads up to the ‘birth’ of the work of art. This pregnancy is 

experienced as both duration and event and the birth is always latent and on-the-verge of 

happening. This latency is not only something that gets associated with the feminine; it’s also 

seen as inherently (and, again, culturally reinforced as) queer. Characters like Ursula and 

Gudrun, as well as the coven-creation that their sisterly bond encourages and enables, reveal 

Lawrence’s queerness as they represent the undernourished feminine aspects of his psyche. 

Many of Lawrence’s female characters are scapegoated as somehow being responsible 

for the disease that is modern consciousness. Resilient, dynamic characters like Ursula and 

Gudrun, on the other hand, suggest that Lawrence can also dip into the more compassionate 

territory of seeking, cultivating, and regenerating the balance between feminine and masculine. 

Donna Haraway and others have suggested better terms for the not-so-binary ‘energies’ that 

actually surround and shape the experience of living. As Haraway suggests in her recent work, 

“making kin” with other “chthonic ones,” or “beings of the earth, both ancient and up-to-the-

minute...replete with tentacles, feelers, digits, cords, whiptails, spider legs, and very unruly hair,” 

and “staying with the trouble requires making oddkin; that is, we require each other in 

unexpected collaborations and combinations, in hot compost piles” (Staying with the Trouble v-

vii). Both Lawrence and Williams are invested in invigorating the experience of being alive, 

beyond cathecting with binaries like male/female, or man/animal. Reinvigorating the feminine, 

for both Lawrence and Williams, is one way of returning to the affective terrain in which we are 

receptive and capable of making kin with others. 

In Williams’ work, the concept of sisterhood is always bound up with repairing and 

reinstating the feminine, no matter what must be sacrificed in the process. Williams is never coy 

about his approach to this work; he is always aware and even delighted by the ‘darker’ aspects of 
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the human psyche as well as human civilization. Lawrence, on the other hand, often pits his 

female characters against one another. In Women in Love, however, the central sisterly bond that 

exists between Ursula and Gudrun forms a solid foundation for a diverse and fluctuating coven 

to thrive. Not unlike Williams, Lawrence never shied away from revealing the less savory 

aspects of existence. Women in Love is no exception. This novel has many dark, terrifying, and 

ritualistically destructive moments which also often contain the most regenerative potential. 

Lawrence births and mothers Ursula and Gudrun as he develops them (and their sisterly bond) 

over the course of the two most censored and criticized novels of the first half of his career. 

Women in Love and The Mutilated are both works that were written on the cusp of the second, 

more controversial and experimental half of their writers’ lives. Lawrence was starting to explore 

the possibilities of non-binary relations in his novels and Women in Love is his crowning 

achievement.  

By mixing back in the element of the divine feminine Lawrence instates a more vital 

approach to living in the world that includes not only embracing the neglected feminine side of 

existence but also accepting that human relations are not and never were binary or predictable. In 

The Mutilated Celeste and Trinket find that, despite their tense relations with one another, they 

are also part of an odd kind of sisterhood, that is, a sisterhood of ‘the mutilated.’ This sisterhood 

includes both Celeste and Trinket but also Williams’ other ‘women.’ Williams’ sisterhood is 

stronger than Lawrence’s because it is not bound by the boundaries between works. But it might 

be reasonable to argue that Lawrence forms a kind of sisterhood that is comprised of female 

characters from various works, too. Lawrence’s ‘women’ are often scapegoated and sacrificed 

for the benefit of the greater good. However, when Lawrence’s female characters survive, they 

often do so in spite of precarious circumstances and for that very reason they are all the more 
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resilient. At the end of Women in Love, Ursula and Gudrun aren’t exactly headed anywhere good 

but it is clear that they are at least going to continue thriving despite their contact with the so-

called ‘darker’ sides of human existence.4 Other characters that survive and tend to form a 

sisterhood of sorts under Lawrence’s divine guidance are: Lina M’Leod of “The Blue 

Mocassins,” Paul Morel of Sons and Lovers (as well as his female conquests, Miriam and Clara), 

and, quite early on his writing career, Helena of The Trespasser.5 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
4 Women in Love ends as Gudrun plans to head off to Dresden to try her hand at being a ‘real,’ working 
artist. Ursula, on the other hand, is building a not-so-stable life with Birkin. In fact, the novel ends on a 
dispute between the two strong-willed lovers, suggesting that their relationship may not stand the test of 
time as a result of their mutual desire to hold the power in the relationship. It is also important to note that 
the dispute is about Birkin’s love and “need” for Gerald. It is not just women and men that are having a 
hard time relating; people in general are more and more isolated from one another and less inclined to 
experience genuine connection and authentic collective experience(s). At the end of the novel, there is 
regenerative potential in Birkin’s bisexuality and his underlying desire for an informally polyamorous 
arrangement; however, in order for this regenerative potential to be realized it might be necessary for the 
marriage between Ursula and Birkin to be dissolved. 
5 In this novel, Siegmund is sacrificed instead of Helena. However, Helena does incur a permanent 
sunburn when they are on vacation at the beach, before they return home and Siegmund decides to kill 
himself. 
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Chapter 1—An Uncanny Threesome: Lawrence, Frieda, and Williams 

 

D. H. Lawrence’s lack of reserve about sexuality and the erotic experience was what 

initially attracted Tennessee Williams to his life and work. Williams embodied this lack of 

reserve when it came to writing about sexuality and erotic experiences throughout his career, but 

especially in his later works where nothing is off limits. Even if he prefers to attribute this 

unapologetic, sensual embodiment in his work to his “own solitary bent,”6 Lawrence is still 

lurking there. However, Williams’s admission that this “bent” is not toward anything in 

particular shows that he has, as Kristeva has suggested, refused “to identify with the recumbent 

body subjected to transference” (Revolution 15). In his older years, Williams conceives of his 

influences not so much as fathers that he must emulate and imitate but rather as various sources 

from which he develops and hones his own palimpsestic writing process. “I Rise in Flame, Cried 

the Phoenix” is one of Williams’ early apprentice plays in which he experiments with his own 

boyish brand of what has been described by Monika Zaleska as “D. H. Lawrence fan fiction (sort 

of).”7 Yet by admitting, later in his life, that he does not know toward what his “bent” is directed, 

 
6 In his later years, Williams explicitly denounces Lawrence, if not his influence, for the very reasons that 
are lurking not underneath but on the surface of “I Rise in Flame.” In 1975, Williams writes about 
Lawrence’s influence in his Memoirs, this time with the entirely different perspective of being an openly 
gay playwright who, as a direct result of his perceived flamboyance, is often censored by the public and 
punished by the critics. He describes his new orientation toward Lawrence as such: “It has often been 
said that Lawrence was my major literary influence. Well, Lawrence was, indeed, a highly simpatico figure 
in my literary upbringing, but Chekhov takes precedence as an influence—that is, if there has been any 
particular influence beside my own solitary bent—toward what I am not yet sure and probably never will 
be…” (51). During his earlier years Williams explicitly stated Lawrence’s “profound” influence, but in his 
later years he relegates this influence to a rumor that has been circulated—“It has often been said”—by 
others. Defining Lawrence as “a highly simpatico figure in” his “literary upbringing” suggests that 
Lawrence was not quite the masterful “genius” that he seemed to be from the perspective of Williams’ 
younger self. Instead, Lawrence is a relic, or “figure” of Williams’ “literary upbringing.” In his later years, 
Lawrence reappears as the remnant of a childish obsession and “Chekhov takes precedence,” instead. 
Ironically, Williams also criticizes Chekhov’s “literary sensibility,” which he sees, in retrospect, as holding 
“too much in reserve” (51). 
7 Monika Zaleska defines Williams’ plays about Lawrence and other works in which he pays homage to 
Lawrence as “fan fiction,” explaining that “fan fiction’s not just an internet-era thing” but rather it “has a 
long history” that includes Williams (“Tennessee Williams wrote D. H. Lawrence fan fiction (sort of)”). I’d 
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Williams infers that, at least in theory, his “process” has exceeded his subjectivity “and his 

communicative structures” (Revolution 16). I would like to suggest that “I Rise in Flame” is an 

originary site for examining the relation between Lawrence and Williams. My reading aims to 

reassess and to queer Lawrence’s life and writings. Williams picks up where Lawrence left off in 

his work, reinvigorating the earnest commitment that Lawrence made to unapologetically 

represent erotic life. Unlike Lawrence, however, Williams embraces the plural nature of 

sexuality. In many of Williams’ plays this embrace often comes at a high price, but Williams 

refused to retreat from his more pluralistic sensibilities about erotic performance. The form of 

any given Williams play takes shape as the playwright himself changes form and shape 

throughout his life, a process that begins as painfully gradual and progresses to an abrupt coming 

out. Williams’ plays reflect this transformation not only as they are in their final forms, but also 

as they exist in the palimpsestic layers that surround any given play. 

Williams’ bold technique and fishy yet earnest characterizations of Frieda and Lawrence 

in “I Rise in Flame,” reveal that Williams engaged in a (re)visionary poetics of eroticism. This 

new, revitalized engagement with Lawrence’s techniques is related to the avant-garde 

“engagement” that Peter Bürger outlines in his Theory of the Avant-Garde. By suggesting a 

connection between Williams’ work and the intention, reception, and engagement which Bürger 

attributes to the works of the historical avant-garde, I argue that Williams’ project belongs with 

other radical traditions that developed in the 20th century. I will also think of Williams as what 

Wittgenstein has called “a ‘reproductive’ artist” (Culture and Value 38e). By looking closely at 

one particular moment in Lawrence’s second novel, The Trespasser, considering Frieda’s 

 
like to extend Zaleska’s claim by suggesting that Williams got campy early on his career (and not just in 
the later plays). In his earlier plays, however, Williams’ use of camp is improvised and intuitive rather than 
self-reflexive and premeditated. Williams’ naivete in his early years obscures his camp sensibilities; at the 
same time, his ‘accidental’ campiness exposes his identification with Lawrence and his writing.  
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writings and correspondence, and showing these things in relation to “I rise in Flame, Cried the 

Phoenix” I will argue that Williams retroactively influences Lawrence’s life and work.  

Much like Williams’ “I Rise in Flame,” The Trespasser is far from a formal masterpiece, 

but it serves as a sample of Lawrence’s early, more experimental writing, in its fragmented, 

chaotic structure. The novel’s focal point is an adulterous couple (teacher and student) and their 

doomed, tumultuous affair. Both characters are twofold trespassers, as they cross moral 

boundaries by committing adultery, but, more abstractly, as they become more and more 

alienated from their own lives. Taken together, this novel, some of Frieda’s writings, and 

Williams’ early apprentice play, point to relations between Williams, Lawrence, and Frieda that 

read as inherently familial (Son, Father, Mother) as well as an emotionally charged erotic 

experiment or experience. These two not-so-mutually-exclusive scenarios are the primal 

scene(s)8 that unfold as Williams begins to develop a more mature style of writing about erotic 

 
8 In “From the History of an Infantile Neurosis,” Freud discusses the case of the Wolf Man. This man 
recalled a dream from early childhood in which he saw several white wolves and he feared that they 
would come through his bedroom window and devour him. Freud linked this dream to an even earlier 
scene in the Wolf Man’s childhood, in which he observed his father and mother making love. This scene 
was recalled, later in his childhood, when he and his sister engaged in an erotic exchange. As Freud 
notes, at the end of his analysis of the patient and the dream, “[f]or the proper appreciation of the wolf 
phobia we will only add that both his father and mother became wolves. His mother took the part of the 
castrated wolf, which let the others climb upon it; his father took the part of the wolf that climbed. But his 
fear, as we have heard him assure us, related only to the standing wolf, that is, to his father. It must 
further strike us that the fear with which the dream ended had a model in his grandfather's story. For in 
this the castrated wolf, which had let the others climb upon it, was seized with fear as soon as it was 
reminded of the fact of its taillessness. It seems, therefore, as though he had identified himself with his 
castrated mother during the dream, and was now fighting against that fact. ‘If you want to be sexually 
satisfied by Father,’ we may perhaps represent him as saying to himself, ‘you must allow yourself to be 
castrated like Mother; but I won't have that.’ In short, a clear protest on the part of his masculinity! Let us, 
however, plainly understand that the sexual development of the case that we are now examining has a 
great disadvantage from the point of view of research, for it was by no means undisturbed. It was first 
decisively influenced by the seduction, and was then diverted by the scene of observation of the coitus, 
which in its deferred action operated like a second seduction” (46). Thus, the Wolf Man is feminized by 
his desire to play the castrated one in the erotic act. However, Williams’ insertion of himself between 
Lawrence and Frieda suggests that he embraces and celebrates his desire to be the one who is 
castrated. In addition, Williams’ creation of a threesome suggests that he doesn’t always have to play the 
castrated one; instead, he plays both the dominant and the submissive roles depending what is required 
at any given moment.  



 Thomas   26 

   
 

experience. Williams re-invents and re-produces materials, imagining the possibilities for an 

erotic performance (i.e., a threesome) that restores and celebrates human sexuality as a 

pluralistic, fluid practice. 

1. Influence, Instruction, and a Threesome in “I Rise in Flame, Cried the Phoenix” (1941) 

“You see, our nature wasn’t originally the same as it is now; it has changed. Firstly, there used to be three 
human genders, not just two—male and female—as there are nowadays. There was also a third, which 
was a combination of both the other two. It’s name has survived, but the gender itself has died out. In 

those days, there was a distinct type of androgynous person, not just the word, though like the word the 
gender too combined male and female; nowadays, however, only the word remains, and that counts as an 

insult” (51). 
 

-from Aristophanes’ speech in Plato’s Symposium 

 
“I have been very lucky. I am a multi-souled man, because I have offered my soul to so many 

women, and they have filled it, repaired it, sent it back to me for use.”  
-Tennessee Williams9 

 

In 1939, Williams must have already predicted that his career would lead him down a 

tunnel towards persecution and dismissal. Williams’ admiration for Lawrence’s persistent 

rebelliousness in the face of societal disapproval is what inspired Williams to write “I Rise in 

Flame, Cried the Phœnix.” The play imagines the end of Lawrence’s life and battle with 

tuberculosis in the spirit of fan fiction, creates a conversation among Williams and Lawrence 

(and Frieda), and acts as a kind of treatise against censorship. It also contains a few layers of 

prefatory material, including an introductory note by Frieda. Williams builds these layers of 

latent material into his plays, revealing his palimpsestic writing process and suggesting that we 

might learn more from looking closely at the multiple dimensions that surround and infiltrate not 

only this particular play, but Williams’ oeuvre in general. Williams’ prefaces, afterwords, 

preambles, and often lengthy stage directions are just as important as the dialogue in his plays, if 

 
9 As quoted in the epigraph for James Grissom’s Follies of God: Tennessee Williams and the Women of 
the Fog.  
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not where their psychological drama unfolds most voluptuously. He also wrote multiple versions 

of his plays. Sometimes he re-arranged entire plays, creating two whole versions of the same 

stories, as with Battle of Angels (1940) and Orpheus Descending (1957), or Summer and Smoke 

(1948) and The Eccentricities of a Nightingale (1965). Other times Williams wrote poems, one-

acts, stories, or screenplays that contained the seeds for what eventually would become full-

length plays, and still other times this process would be reversed: Williams would return to the 

material from his full-length plays in his shorter works. Williams doesn’t do much to conceal his 

recycling and repurposing, either: witnessing the raw material of his writing process becomes a 

part of the experience of either reading or going to a production of one of his plays. These traces 

of the writing process in both the writing and the performances make palpable the continuous, 

active nature of creation rather than emphasizing only the finished product. 

The materials that come before “I Rise in Flame” ground the experience of reading this 

play or seeing it performed in the layers of historical and imaginary relations that surround its 

creation. Williams’ introductory remarks to “I Rise in Flame” begin by describing the play in 

terms of what happens: “The action of this play, which is imaginary, takes place in the French 

Riviera where D. H. Lawrence died” (288). As he confesses, “the action of this play” is 

“imaginary,” an obvious admission that tells us something not so obvious about Williams’ 

writerly performance. The entire operation (including the prefatory materials) begins, first and 

foremost, with action. This emphasis on the narrative’s happening is, however, complicated by 

the fact that the action is imaginary. This complication does not signify any one thing, but, in 

light of Bürger’s observations about the avant-garde intention to shock (Theory 81) and 

Kristeva’s sense of an “instinctual operation” that “becomes a practice” (Revolution 15) when it 
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enters the code of social communication, we might say that action is still action even if it is 

imaginary, even because it is imaginary. 

 Throughout his career, Williams’ faith in the active potential of the imaginary and its 

power to evoke emotional responses continued to grow and take shape as his primary ambition 

for the theater. Philip Kolin has described this ambition as “the experimental quality” in both 

Williams’ earlier and later plays (Tennessee Williams and His Contemporaries 14). Kolin also 

explains that, formally speaking, “[…] some of the innovations that [Williams] was using in 

these early plays, such as screen devices, were for their time very experimental…[r]ealism was 

being made more elastic at this point” (Tennessee Williams and His Contemporaries 14). Just a 

few short years after Williams wrote “I Rise in Flame,” he described the advent of two new, 

revolutionary theater techniques—“plastic theater” and the “memory play”—in the “Production 

Notes” at the beginning of The Glass Menagerie (1944). William defines his “conception of a 

new, plastic theater” as a technique “which must take the place of the exhausted theatre of 

realistic conventions if the theatre is to resume vitality as a part of our culture” (395). As a call to 

action, this new technique appears to fall under one of the categories of “newness” that Bürger 

calls “the renewal of literary techniques within a sequence of works of a literary genre” (Theory 

60). As Bürger explains, “[t]he ‘mechanical’ technique, i.e. the technique that is no longer 

perceived as form, and that therefore no longer conveys a new view of reality, is replaced by a 

new one that can accomplish this until it too becomes ‘mechanical’ and must be replaced in turn” 

(Theory 60).  

Williams’ insistence that the theater cannot survive unless a turning away from “the 

exhausted theatre of realistic conventions” is effected echoes Bürger’s third category of 

“newness”; however, as Bürger goes on to argue, modernism is not characterized by “the 
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renewal of literary techniques,” or a new “development,” but rather by newness as a 

“radical…break with what had prevailed before. […] It is no longer artistic techniques or 

stylistic principles which were valid heretofore but the entire tradition of art that is negated” 

(Theory 60). Bürger’s conclusions about the intention and reception of the avant-gardiste work 

of art partially suture what he sees as Adorno’s “failure to precisely historicize the category of 

the new” in his definition of modernism: 

[…] the recipient will suspend the search for meaning and direct attention to the 

principles of construction that determine the constitution of the work. In the 

process of reception, the avant-gardiste work thus provokes a break, which is the 

analogue of the incoherence (nonorganicity) of the work. Between the shocklike 

experience of the inappropriateness of the mode of reception developed through 

dealing with organic works…and the effort to grasp the principles of construction, 

there is a break: the interpretation of meaning is renounced…The recipient’s 

attention…turns…to the principle of construction. (Theory 81) 

A description of Williams’ “memory play” technique reveals his own intention to turn the 

recipient’s attention away from the “constituent elements” of his plays and toward “the principle 

of construction.” A “‘memory play’…can be presented with unusual freedom of convention,” 

and it is something akin to “expressionism” and “all other unconventional techniques” (Glass 

Menagerie 395). As Williams argues, these unconventional techniques “have only one valid 

aim” which is to make “a closer approach to the truth” (Glass Menagerie 395). 

Williams argues that, “truth, life, or reality is an organic thing which the poetic 

imagination can represent or suggest, in essence, only through transformation, through changing 

into other forms than those which were merely present in appearance” (Glass Menagerie 395). 
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For Williams, a closer approach to the truth involves making the organic material of lived 

experience plastic and then translating it into more artificial forms. Thus, the more artificial the 

form the more authentically the truth can be represented. This approach encourages a “radical 

break” with tradition that might potentially bring about a re-union of art with the praxis of life. 

To make a closer approach to the truth, Williams’ new techniques work on “considerably 

delicate or tenuous material” (Glass Menagerie 395). Rather than working with raw, inorganic 

materials, as many avant-gardiste artists did, Williams advocates for beginning with the raw, 

“organic” stuff of existence and transforming those essentially untranslatable materials into 

“other forms.” This transformation does not capture the essential experience or even the surface 

“appearance” of reality, but, with the artificial devices that Williams employs in a play’s setting, 

the residual traces of and potential for emotional responses are retained (in the body of the play’s 

recipient). 

 Williams’ desire to affect his audience on a deep, sensory level bridges the gap between 

the personal and the political, producing a pluralistic sensual experience. Williams’ aim to 

produce such raw, personal (yet still collective) experiences through his plays is proof of 

Williams’ anarchistic streak. In light of his work with community theater groups, Williams 

concludes that,  

[…] art is a kind of anarchy, and the theater is a province of art…Art is only 

anarchy in juxtaposition with organized society. It runs counter to the sort of 

orderliness on which organized society apparently must be based. It is benevolent 

anarchy…in the sense of constructing something which is missing, and what it 

constructs may be merely criticism of things as they exist. (“Something Wild” 8)  
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With the intention of giving participants in his plays “something which is missing” that “runs 

counter to…orderliness,” Williams suggests that his theater has the potential to create a larger-

scale affective shift that re-integrates art with being. If, as Gregory L. Seigworth and Melissa 

Gregg argue, “[a]ffect arises in the midst of in-between-ness: in the capacities to act and be acted 

upon” (“Introduction” 1), then Williams’ formal aspirations for the theater have the potential to 

produce interstitial spaces in which affects can materialize. Siegworth and Gregg also suggest 

that “[a]ffect is an impingement or extrusion of a momentary or sometimes more sustained state 

of relation as well as the passage (and the duration of passage) of forces or intensities” 

(“Introduction” 1). The emotional potential of Williams’ devices “arises in the midst of in-

between-ness,” where the organic material is in the process of becoming something plastic. For 

example, Williams describes a device which is “the use of a screen on which were projected 

magic-lantern slides bearing images or titles” (Glass Menagerie 395) and notes that the purpose 

of this device is “to give accent to certain values in each scene,” explaining that “the screen will 

have a definite emotional appeal, less definable” than the structural significance of the device but 

“just as important” (Glass Menagerie 396). The difficulty in defining this emotional appeal is 

precisely what gives it affective value: it is not an object to be consumed, but an experience to be 

felt in the instant of its being employed. Ironically enough, the Broadway production of The 

Glass Menagerie eliminates the use of the screen, but, as Williams explains, “[t]he extraordinary 

power of Miss [Laurette] Taylor’s performance made it suitable to have the utmost simplicity in 

the physical production” (Glass Menagerie 395). Thus, the omission of the screen device in the 

Broadway production gives way to the emotional appeal of the “extraordinary power” of 

Taylor’s acting. Williams’ remark about Taylor’s acting also makes it clear that an actor can also 

produce an experience that is meant to be felt in the moment, as they perform their role on stage. 
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Williams adapts his techniques as the play’s production process is revealed to him 

through experience and human interaction. This willingness to adapt comes from a sensitivity to 

the “momentary” extrusions that necessarily mediate states of “relation” between and among 

human beings and the world of objects. As Seigworth and Gregg note,  

[…] affect is found in in those intensities that pass body to body (human, non-

human, part-body, and otherwise), in those resonances that circulate about, 

between, and sometimes stick to bodies and worlds, and in the very passages or 

variations between these intensities and resonances themselves. (“Introduction” 1)  

Williams, too, finds “affect” in “those intensities that pass body to body.” More importantly, he 

does not cling to a particular relation. Instead, he tunes in to the “resonances” of lived experience 

that “circulate,” however unpredictably, therein. When Williams finds that the resonances of 

lived experience “stick” to Laurette Taylor’s acting body, he adjusts his technique so that, rather 

than forcing a desired effect, he submits to the unpredictability of what happens in the passing of 

time. Williams wrote “I Rise in Flame” prior to conceptualizing his memory play and the plastic 

theater; however, it is clear that he was already putting these techniques to use in the earlier, 

more latent stages of his development as a writer. 

After Williams’ initial claim about the imaginary quality of the action in “I Rise in 

Flame,” he makes a leap, referring to the London exhibition of Lawrence’s paintings not long 

before his death. This leap makes two dominant (formal) impressions. First, Williams alludes to 

the ambivalent orientation he will eventually adopt in relation to Lawrence, and in relation to 

literary influences in general. In his Memoirs, Williams identifies his “own solitary bent” as the 

primary influence for his literary endeavors. At first glance, this identification may appear to be 

the result of Williams’ solipsism in his later years; however, in relation to the discourse of 
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psychoanalysis as well as Kristeva’s notion about the crisis of modern literature, another 

interpretation surfaces. In his “Foreword” to the Memoirs, Williams describes his writing process 

as one “of ‘free association,’” which he “learned to practice during” his “several periods of 

psychoanalysis” (x). Williams also explains that he makes these associative leaps between and 

among “present occurrences, both trivial and important,” and “memories, mostly much more 

important.” This technique manifests in its earlier form in “I Rise in Flame,” when Williams 

chooses to begin his introductory note by asserting, first and foremost, his own solitary bent in 

imagining rather than ‘accurately’ representing the relationship between Lawrence and Frieda. 

We need look no further than Williams’ prefatory note to “I Rise in Flame” to find that 

“truth,” in this play, lies in the “primitive…technique” and “sensual…matter” that Williams 

identifies with/in Lawrence’s paintings (“I Rise” 288). Imaginary action unfolds in Lawrence’s 

paintings as “primitive” technique and “sensual” matter. Thus, the content of the paintings is 

actively imagined as technique and matter. This transformation of form, or technique into the 

content of works is directly related to Williams’ plastic theater and indirectly related to Bürger’s 

claims about the breakdown of the form-content dialectic in avant-gardiste works. Much like the 

technique and devices associated with Williams’ plastic theater, Lawrence’s primitive technique 

and sensual matter are artificial constructions that are meant to move closer to the truth as a 

result of their very artificiality. In addition to being constructed, the primitive and the sensual are 

also abstract ideas that are associated with potential feelings and bodily states. Williams 

attributes the technique and the matter to the exhibition as a whole, rather than to the paintings 

themselves.   

A breakdown of the boundaries between the various works suggests a collective merging 

that posits the group of paintings, not as a unified whole, but as a collection of parts that share 
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the same technique and matter. Williams suggests that the political force behind the common, 

primitive technique and sensual manner of these paintings is a collective force that threatens the 

tradition of painting and therefore renders the public’s response to the exhibition as “a little 

tempest” (“I Rise in Flame” 288). In fact, the tempest is not-so-“little”: “The pictures were 

seized by the police and would have been burned if the authorities had not been restrained by an 

injunction” (“I Rise” 288). From Williams’ mediated perspective, Lawrence’s paintings realize 

their revolutionary political potential by threatening the cultural institution of art and the social 

institution of the family (i.e., a regulated libidinal economy), as well as restraining those who 

normally do the restraining (the police) and thereby upsetting the balance between law and order. 

Williams goes on to say that, “[a]t this time, Lawrence’s great study of sexual passion, Lady 

Chatterley’s Lover, was likewise under the censor’s ban, as much of his work had been in the 

past” (288). By focusing on these instances of censorship, Williams reveals his own anxieties 

about being censored and potentially prosecuted for his sexuality. This focus also eerily 

foreshadows the literal censorship and homophobia that Williams will suffer from in the latter 

half of his career. 

Williams’ characterization of Lawrence’s paintings and their exhibition foregrounds and 

feminizes technique in such a way as to destabilize some of the more overtly masculine “tangent 

obsessions” that also pervade Lawrence’s works (“I Rise” 288). As David Savran points out, 

Williams “undermines the hegemonic and hierarchical structure of masculinity itself by 

disclosing the contradictions on which its normative formulation is based and by celebrating 

various subjugated masculinities” (Cowboys, Communists, and Queers 81). By undermining 

Lawrence’s masculinity and celebrating his feminine or androgynous side (as evidenced by the 

techniques and matter of the paintings),“I Rise in Flame” redefines and reconfigures “resistance 
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so that is less the prerogative of rebellious individuals than a potential always already at play 

within both social organization and dramatic structure” (Cowboys, Communists, and Queers 81). 

Williams also imagines Lawrence’s influence on his work, illustrating the way in which the 

student is the author of his own influence (as the analysand is the author of his dreams). 

Norman J. Fedder is troubled by the liberties that Williams takes with Lawrence in this 

play :  

If anything it is Williams’ play which is ‘chaotic and distorted’: chaotic in its 

theme—is Williams praising or undermining his hero? Distorted in its infidelity to 

the facts, Williams has utterly disregarded the portrait of Lawrence which 

emerges in the Huxley collection [of Lawrence’s letters]—instead accepting the 

then current prejudices surrounding Lawrence’s personality and misinterpreting 

the letters accordingly. (The Influence of D. H. Lawrence on Tennessee Williams 

50)  

Fedder’s claim that Williams’ misinterprets Lawrence is persuasive. For Williams, truth involves 

implicating oneself in the materials one works with. Thus, Williams translates Lawrence, i.e. the 

organic material, and in the process reveals his own prejudices and misinterpretations as part of 

the translation process that is necessary to render lived experience artificial for the purposes of 

the ‘plastic’ theater. Williams makes it clear that his own model for resistance against societal 

repression of sexuality and erotic experience is shaped by Lawrence’s keen sense of “the mystery 

and power of sex, as the primal life urge,” and his role as “the lifelong adversary of those who 

wanted to keep the subject locked away in the cellars of prudery” (“I Rise” 288). 

Despite acknowledging Lawrence as a role model and a teacher, Williams’ active, 

“imaginary” method of shaping this play’s action challenges and defeats the part of Lawrence’s 
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nature which causes much of “his work” to be “chaotic” and reveals distorted ideals which have 

grown out of “tangent obsessions, such as his insistence upon the woman’s subservience to the 

male” (“I Rise” 288). In the play, Williams makes Frieda a strong, independent woman who 

holds her own when Lawrence bites at her. Frieda’s note begins with some strange revelations 

about the play’s imaginary action: “This book has a beautiful title. When I read this short play, I 

forgot that it was supposed to be Lawrence and me; it happens in that other world where creation 

takes place. The theme of it is the eternal antagonism and attraction between man and woman. 

This was between Lawrence and me too. But the greater reality was something else” (“I Rise in 

Flame, 289). Frieda’s technique for framing the action of the play is almost inaccessibly 

personal. She forgets that “it was supposed to be” her and Lawrence, establishing her position in 

relation to this play as essentially alienated. Her expectation that the play must somehow be, or 

embody her and Lawrence, rather than be about them, induces forgetting as a way of coping with 

the stark contrast between the fiction and the reality. She dismisses the play’s inability to 

represent her lived, embodied experiences, absolving the play (and Williams) by suggesting that 

it, like all other artistic works, “happens in that other world where creation takes place.”  

This other world is familiar to Frieda because of her knowledge of Lawrence’s process, 

which sought to go “beyond” the world of consciousness and concrete materials. But is this 

Williams’ world? Even though Williams immediately states that the play’s action is imaginary, 

this technique does not necessarily imply that the shaping of imaginary action takes place in 

some other world. The word “action” provides the first clue that Williams’ process is, however 

he makes use of artificial, or imaginary devices, of this world. Actions produce events in the 

concrete world we call ‘reality.’ However, Frieda’s concept of a reality where actions are shaped 

into happenings is always intercepted by her sense of “that other world” and “the greater reality” 
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of her relationship with Lawrence. The phoenix was not only Lawrence’s favorite symbol, but 

also a mythical creature that he used in his relentless quest for resurrection and regeneration as a 

writer and in his relationships. Frieda fully imbibes Lawrence’s visionary language, creating an 

uncanny sense that Lawrence is ventriloquizing her speech from beyond the grave. 

As Frieda goes on to describe this “greater reality,” though, she begins to talk like herself. 

The switch from apparently ventriloquized, or programmed speech to Frieda’s idiosyncratic, 

embodied speech is signaled by what comes after the “greater reality”: “ I wish I could say in 

convincing words what it was—it was difficult. What was it” (“I Rise in Flame,” 289)? At a loss 

for a programmatic response, Frieda’s mental processes are laid bare and it becomes clear that, 

despite the mystical (and mythical) language that she has inherited from Lawrence, she does not 

have adequate language to describe their relationship in “convincing words.” However, it is 

precisely at this point that Frieda’s words become convincing. Her faltering and then the direct, 

precise statement that “it was,” quite simply, “difficult” between her and Lawrence is an honest 

confession. As she continues, this confessional mode is fused with visionary language: “It was so 

different from the ordinary everyday being-in-love, that has its limits so very soon. It was life in 

its freedom, its limitless possibilities, that bound us together” (“I Rise in Flame,” 289). Despite 

the freedom and limitless possibilities, however, Frieda and Lawrence never got beyond 

difference. Difference is what made it difficult. She and Lawrence were “bound,” perhaps, in 

their desire for “life in its freedom” and “its limitless possibilities,” but they were not bound in 

the sense of a ‘greater’ union between man and woman. This greater union would have 

threatened Lawrence’s always fragile, male ego, and it might also have threatened Frieda’s 

unconventional orientation toward her femininity. 
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 Frieda also provides an account of Lawrence’s techniques, shoring them up with 

Williams’, providing a link between these two male writers’ impulse to restore unity between 

and art and life in their writing. As Frieda ventures, “Lawrence infused new meaning into the 

written word, by going deeper than the surface. We have had a lot of surface. We have become 

bored” (“I Rise in Flame” 289). Frieda describes in abstract terms what Williams described 

concretely in reference to Lawrence’s paintings. Her introductory note destabilizes and calls into 

question Williams’ ‘technique’ of reading Lawrence. As subtexts for the play that follows, 

Williams’ note and Frieda’s note enact the fusion of “new meaning into the written word” as the 

dissolution difference. Read together, Williams and Frieda model the unpredictable vacillation 

between “antagonism” and “attraction” that exists in the world of the play. 

The very “in-between-ness” created by the vacillation between antagonism and attraction 

is where the fusion of the concrete and the abstract, or the masculine and the feminine, has its 

greatest potential. Williams imagines the moments leading up to Lawrence’s death as a 

conversation between Lawrence and Frieda that is interrupted by the arrival of Bertha, who has 

“news of the exhibition” of Lawrence’s paintings in London. The play opens with a woman that 

Frieda describes as “[s]ome breathless little spinster in a blue pea-jacket” delivering a “fancily 

wrapped little package” to the Lawrences’ doorstep. Thus, the play begins, in medias res, with an 

interruption that, although it appears to be brief, resurfaces with Bertha’s arrival. These “little” 

spinsters appear to interrupt the conversation between Lawrence and Frieda; however, they are in 

fact the physical manifestations of the tension that exists between the couple as well as the 

tension that exists within Lawrence’s psyche. 

In a revelatory moment in the dialogue, the root of this tension is tentatively uncovered: 
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LAWRENCE: […] But all that I ever do is go packing around the world with 

women and manuscripts and a vile disposition. I pretend to be waging a war with 

bourgeois conceptions of morality, with prudery, with intellectuality, with all 

kinds of external forces that aren’t external at all. What I’m fighting with really’s 

the little old maid in myself, the breathless little spinster who scuttles back down 

the hill before God can answer the doorbell. (“I Rise in Flame” 294) 

Here, Williams plays the ventriloquist. He employs the little spinster and her double, Bertha, as 

symbols that reinforce Lawrence’s revelatory albeit ventriloquized speech in the dialogue. 

Williams makes Lawrence say the words which he only indirectly alludes to during his life, even 

in his most visionary works. On one hand, this twofold technique produces an involuntary fusion 

between the masculine and feminine sides of Lawrence’s nature. On the other hand, this 

technique tells us something about the struggle between the masculine and feminine sides of 

Williams’ nature. 

 In Williams’ 1944 “Preface to My Poems,” he illustrates his own anxieties about going 

“packing around the world with women” and thereby discovering “the little old maid in” himself. 

After quoting one of his “earliest lyrics,” which disposes of “women poets” (i.e., Edna St. 

Vincent Millay) in a “cavalier manner,” he goes on to say that his poems won “many little prizes 

from women’s clubs and poetry groups in Mississippi and Missouri” (1-2). He also tells an 

anecdote about writing an elegy for an officer in his mother’s DAR chapter, which “resulted in a 

very moving catharsis” (2). Despite his initially cavalier disposal of women poets, Williams’ 

poetry is most moving to audiences of enthusiastic, middle-aged women. This poetry became his 

“undoing,” too, as he is eventually dismissed from his job at a wholesale shoe factory for the 

“unbusinesslike” practice of “working out rhyme schemes” in the bathroom during his shifts (2). 
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This preface provides a record of Williams’ own complicated orientation to women and 

femininity. His hyper-masculine cavalier posturing at the outset is swiftly exposed for what it is: 

a disguise meant to deflect attention from his kinship with middle-aged, genteel Southern 

women. Williams concedes that he is neither a cavalier nor a man fit for warehouse work, noting 

that he “never regained any standing in the commercial world” ever again. 

Williams traces his ambivalent embrace of the feminine world of the DAR, as well as his 

rebellion against the masculine, commercial world, to a “nearly fatal” illness that he underwent 

during his childhood. This illness “changed” his “nature as drastically as it did” his “physical 

health” (Memoirs 14). Williams describes this transformation in detail: 

I was a very slight youth. I don’t think I had effeminate mannerisms but 

somewhere deep in my nerves there was imprisoned a young girl, a sort of 

blushing school maiden much like the one described in a certain poem or song 

‘she trembled at your frown.’ Well, the school maiden imprisoned in my hidden 

self, I mean selves, did not need a frown to make her tremble, she needed only a 

glance. (Memoirs 22) 

Williams made this observation in his Memoirs, in 1975, over thirty years after he put these 

words in Lawrence’s mouth in the dialogue of “I Rise in Flame.” The old maid he identified with 

through Lawrence is transformed, in his later years, into a young, school maiden. This inversion 

suggests that Williams’ own process of recognizing the feminine side of his nature was just as 

tumultuous as he perceived Lawrence’s process to be. 

In “I Rise in Flame,” this gradual, unconscious process of recognition surfaces in the 

gestural movements dictated by the stage directions. At the beginning of the play, Lawrence is 

“seated motionless in the sunlight—wrapped in a checkered blanket and lavender wool 
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shawl…The tiger in him is trapped, but not destroyed yet” (291). The blanket and the shawl have 

“trapped” him, but they also function as concrete, external symbols that liberate the abstracted, 

internal “old maid” in Lawrence. Later, Lawrence “wriggles fretfully in the chair for a moment, 

then throws off the blanket and pushes himself to his feet” (297). As he stumbles toward the sun 

porch to escape his fear of being surrounded by “hens” at the moment of his passing, “[h]e looks 

anxiously back at the chair” then “[h]e looks up at the Phoenix [mounted on the wall], 

straightens himself heroically and goes out” (297). His fear does indeed materialize when Bertha 

enters with Frieda, but he has momentarily made an escape. When he goes back inside he clucks 

at Frieda incessantly, and she retorts, “A wonderful Chanticleer you make in that lavender 

shawl” (299). Frieda exchanges the cruelty of the clucking for this blow to Lawrence’s 

masculinity, and she falls right into Lawrence’s patriarchal trap: “Who put it on me? You, you 

bitch! (He flings [the shawl] off)” (299). Underneath the surface of what seems like a purely 

antagonistic exchange there are traces of attraction. Lawrence triggers the “hen” in Frieda by 

antagonizing her, and she makes a hen out of him in turn. This is not to say that they are 

somehow transformed into a lesbian couple, but rather to suggest that Lawrence, as he is filtered 

through Williams’ gaze, tends toward a hyper-masculine performance (which always ultimately 

negates one‘s masculine side altogether). The shawl appears once more, at the end of the play, 

when Frieda “puts the shawl about him” (302) right before he (again) struggles to his feet and 

stumbles out on to the sun porch. 

Although Lawrence submits to Frieda’s wrapping him up like an old maid, she keeps a 

promise she made to him at the beginning of the play by refusing to allow Bertha to follow him: 

BERTHA: (struggling fiercely with Frieda) Let me go, let me go, I want to go to 

him. 



 Thomas   42 

   
 

FRIEDA: I promised “no women”! 

BERTHA: You go! 

FRIEDA: Nobody, nobody goes to him! Not you, not me, no woman! 

BERTHA: He can’t die alone, I won’t let him! No human being would let him! 

FRIEDA: (agonized) I will, I promised, I’ll let him! (303) 

Frieda’s struggle with Bertha represents her battle to possess Lawrence more literally. In a more 

abstract way, however, Frieda’s struggle draws attention to the battle between the two (or more) 

women residing within Lawrence. This runs parallel with Williams’ acknowledgement, over 

thirty years later, that he has many “hidden…selves” (Memoirs 22). In his younger years, 

Lawrence was a symbolic vehicle for Williams’ recognition of his own plurality of selves. By the 

end of the play, Lawrence absorbs some of the symbolic value of the Phoenix which appears 

physically on a woven banner mounted on one of the walls inside the sun porch. 

With the literal representation of the Phoenix in the background, the play ends with a 

more metaphorical symbolic gesture that one might read as both destructive and regenerative. At 

the last minute, “faintly, as if from a distance” Lawrence’s calls out, “Frieda” (303)! Then, 

sweeping, “like a great winged bird,” Frieda rushes out to the terrace, presumably to join 

Lawrence in the moments immediately preceding his death. This last impression destroys the 

illusion that Lawrence has somehow freed himself from the feminine and it reinforces the 

powerful tension underlying his marriage with Frieda. Lawrence’s battle with his feminine selves 

is left unresolved, including his constant struggle to dominate Frieda. However, Frieda emerges 

as the embodiment of the Phoenix (and perhaps also the hen), a great winged bird no longer 

confined to its flat representation on the banner. Although Williams does not resolve the problem 
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of negotiating one’s own plurality of selves, he does, however, enact a threesome between 

himself and the Lawrences within the regenerative fires of the Phoenix’s resurrection. 

 In his recent biography of Williams, John Lahr identifies a similarly regenerative “change 

in the geography of [Williams’] interior” (Mad Pilgrimage of the Flesh 29). Lahr notes that this 

change is characterized by “romantic idealism,” that is, “the notion of beauty and sensation as a 

means of redemption” (Mad Pilgrimage 29). As Lahr instructs, this romantic idealism is: 

[…] the guide and inspiration for [Williams’] young adult self. “That is the one 

ineluctable gift of the artist, to project himself beyond time and space through 

grasp and communion with eternal values,” Williams wrote to his friend Joseph    

Hazan in 1940, invoking Van Gogh, D. H. Lawrence, and Katherine Mansfield. 

He went on, “Isn’t there beauty in the fact of their passion, so much of which is 

replete with purest compassion…Let us both have the courage to believe in it—

though people may call us ‘esthetes,’ ‘romantics,’ and ‘escapists’—let’s cling 

tenaciously to our conviction that this world is the only reality worth our 

devotion.” (Mad Pilgrimage 29) 

Williams’ sense of the redemptive potential of the threesome in “I Rise in Flame” echoes the 

conviction that he had in his letter to Hazan, written roughly a year before he finished his one-act 

about Lawrence and Frieda. Lahr also quotes from a poem Williams wrote around this time, 

“Speech from the Stairs”: “O lonely man, / the long, long rope of blood, / the belly’s rope that 

swung you from your mother, / […] has now at last been broken lastingly— / You must turn for 

parentage toward the stars…” (Mad Pilgrimage 29). This poem as well as the letter to Hazan 

transforms the threesome Williams enacts between Frieda, Lawrence, and himself into a familial 

relation, a “parentage” he has discovered not only by turning “toward the stars” but also by 
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devoting himself to the “world,” or “reality” of “passion” that he finds in the artistic works of his 

major influences. 

2. Non-Linear Influence and the Surfacing of Affect in The Trespasser (1912) 

“All individual life starts with the spark of sex. That spark develops into a tree, a columbine, a cow, a 
human being. So sex, with the elements that nourish the growing spark, is almost the essence of living. 
When Freud made his great discovery of the unconscious and sex, it was very important. But when he 

found the ‘complexes’ in the human individual he did not go far enough. The complexes were there all 
right, but they were not the root of the matter, but only a symptom. The human being had already broken 

its connection with the bigger sex, that spark which connects us with all life. Then something went askew 
in his own small personal sex. […] Our own little spark of sex is meaningless if it is not embedded in all 

the sex of the universe that links our being to everything” (18-9). 
 

-Frieda Lawrence, from her Memoirs 
 
“Two rivers of blood, are man and wife, two distinct eternal streams, that have the power of touching and 
communing and so renewing, making new one another, without any breaking of the subtle confines, any 

confusing or commingling. And the phallus is the connecting link between the two rivers, that establishes 
the two streams in a oneness, and gives out of their duality a single circuit, forever. And this, this oneness 
gradually accomplished throughout a life-time of twoness, is the highest achievement of time or eternity. 

From it all things human spring, children and beauty and well-made things, all the true creations of 
humanity. And all we know of the will of God is that he wishes this, this oneness, to take place, fulfilled 

over a life-time, this oneness within the great dual blood-stream of humanity” (3). 
 

-D. H. Lawrence, from “Apropos of Lady Chatterley’s Lover” 
 

As Williams indicated, Lawrence’s works—not only his paintings—were primitive in 

technique and sensual in matter. Through a complicated process of resurrection that restored 

some of his characters’ so-called ‘primitive’ instincts, Lawrence sought to move “beyond” the 

mechanical, industrialized modern world, cultivating a kind of pre-conscious sexuality in his 

characters. Not unlike Williams, Lawrence longed for the release that might come by embracing 

pure, non-separate sexuality and by enacting erotic encounters in which characters’ internal and 

external boundaries are blurred. As Williams explains in his “Foreword to Camino Real,” “the 

appeal of” this weird, surrealist play is “its unusual degree of freedom” (64). In Lawrence’s 

second novel, The Trespasser, he, too, exhibits an unusual degree of freedom in developing the 
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plot and the characters. Williams describes how allowing a sense of freedom to guide his writing 

process worked to produce “a new sensation of release” that he “could ‘ride out’ like a tenor sax 

taking the breaks in a Dixieland combo or a piano in a bop session” (64). This improvisatory 

freedom was meant to give audiences Williams’ “own sense of something wild and 

unrestricted…not chaos nor anarchy” but “the result of painstaking design” (64). 

The Trespasser is not a work of “painstaking design”; however, a painstaking design does 

surface through the novel’s central erotic encounter. Something wild and unrestricted is released 

in this encounter that Lawrence is not necessarily in control of. In Williams’ remarks about 

Camino Real, he says that certain playgoers fled the theaters during the middle of the 

performance when they went to see the play. Williams sees this response to the play’s 

‘implausible’ material as a desire to turn away from truth (and freedom): “A cage represents 

security as well as confinement to a bird that has grown used to being in it; and when…security 

seems challenged…instead of participating in [the play’s] sense of freedom, one out of a certain 

number of playgoers will rush back out to the more accustomed implausibility of the street he 

lives on” (“Foreword” 67).  

By the end of the central erotic encounter in The Trespasser, much like the playgoers 

who have suffered the shock of having their conventional notions challenged, Lawrence rushes 

back to “the more accustomed plausibility of the street he lives on.” When the boundaries 

between the two main characters have been almost dissolved, Lawrence takes a step back and 

finds comfort in a misogynistic rant about “dreaming women” and the dangers of removing 

boundaries between man and woman. Even though Lawrence often contradictorily retracts his 

own creations, clinging to his desire to maintain the boundary between man (as dominant) and 
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woman (as submissive); his text, perhaps in spite of himself, reveals the separation between man 

and woman as an illusion produced by culture. 

3. Hermaphroditic Desire and the Resurrection of the Pluralized Body in The Trespasser 

“Flaubert, a hysteric himself, the prey of crises that threatened his sanity, identifies himself with Mme. 
Bovary, but not in the way literary tradition would have it: he identifies in ‘sexual identity’ by wearing a 

woman’s skin. Michelet, who declares himself ‘Son of Woman,’ surrounds femininity with a reverse 
idolatry. Freud, who applies psychoanalysis to and against hysteria (hence against femininity), traverses it 
with ears open but eyes shut. Nevertheless, these men are filters that are less impervious than others to the 

myths that women, with no cultural function in the transmission of knowledge, could not themselves 
elaborate until recently. One must go through the audience of writers, psychiatrists, and judges to 

reconstitute the mythical stage on which women played their ambiguous role” (5).  
 

-Hélène Cixous, from “Sorceress and Hysteric” 

 
“[...] what is in question is often some experience which the patient dislikes discussing; but principally 

because he is genuinely unable to recollect it and often has no suspicion of the casual connection between 
the precipitating event and the pathological phenomenon. As a rule it is necessary to hypnotize the patient 

and to arouse his memories under hypnosis of the time at which the symptom made its first appearance; 
when this has been done, it becomes possible to demonstrate the connection in the clearest and most 

convincing fashion” (3). 
 

“Hysterical attacks, furthermore, appear in a specially interesting light if we bear in mind a theory that we 
have mentioned above, namely, that in hysteria groups of ideas originating in hypnoid states are present 
and that these are cut off from associative connection with the other ideas, but can be associated among 

themselves, and thus form the more or less highly organized rudiment of a second consciousness, a 
condition seconde” (15). 

 
-Freud & Breuer, from Studies in Hysteria 

 

 In his study of Sexual Enjoyment in British Romanticism, David Sigler suggests that, 

although many Romantic-era fiction writers defined and endorsed gendered, heteronormative 

sexuality in their narratives, there were other writers who “manipulated” the systemization of 

gender “around sexual enjoyment” to develop and experiment with “forms of non-gendered 

subjectivity” (3). In Lawrence’s work, these forms of non-gendered subjectivity resurface as 

forms that simultaneously realize and resist the potential for modern man to embody diverse 

masculine and feminine subjectivities. Lawrence also reappraises this divide between 

systemization and subversion in his work, as his characters often traverse and sometimes explode 
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the boundaries between gendered categories, carving out increasingly pluralized, or 

hermaphroditic subjectivities, especially in the context of sexual enjoyment. Despite Lawrence’s 

apparent spiritual and sexual progressivism, there is also a palpable tension in his work between 

inherited notions about masculinity and more mystical notions about potential unity somewhere 

beyond (or behind) the scope of civilization and its categories.  

This messy field of connections is particularly evident in the central erotic encounter in 

The Trespasser.10 During this encounter, two lovers live briefly, as a result of close physical 

union, in a reality where they embody a plurality of male and female selves, “two-in-one, the 

only Hermaphrodite” (64). Immediately after this union dissipates it becomes clear that the 

lovers are doomed. After all, they are engaged in an extramarital affair that begins as a 

relationship between teacher and student. Siegmund is a professional violinist who gives Helena 

lessons. Felman’s (and Freud’s) warning that counter-transference is another symptom that 

cannot be avoided and which must be dealt with in the context of the pedagogic encounter seems 

apt, here (“Education and Psychoanalysis” 37). Accordingly, one might argue that the 

transgressive relations between Siegmund and Helena produce the circumstances that seal their 

fates, providing a lesson or warning about the dangers of traversing boundaries. However, for the 

purposes of my reading, I will suggest that the momentary union between Siegmund and Helena 

is the point at which the narrative fully reveals a mystical ideal against which to read the 

circumstantial horrors that are imposed on human beings by culture, civilization, and 

industrialization.        

 
10 The Trespasser is a novel about an affair between a professional violinist and teacher, Siegmund, and 
his young, impressionable student, Helena. The most striking aspect of the novel’s plot is the strange, 
non-linear time line. Reading this novel almost feels like engaging in time travel.  
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Previous to the central erotic encounter in The Trespasser, the narrator repeatedly 

describes the sordid realities of industrial decay which contrasts with the characters’ emerging 

sensual awareness. The train is often the vehicle through which characters move through the 

industrialized landscape to travel to the brink of a mystical ideal that is fully realized when the 

novel's central erotic encounter takes place. For example, the narrator describes Siegmund’s 

commute home from a concert earlier in the novel:      

Mechanically, overcast with the reality of moonlight, he took his seat in the train, 

and watched the moving of things. He was in a kind of trance, his consciousness 

seeming suspended. The train slid out amongst lights and dark places. Siegmund   

watched the endless movement, fascinated. This was one of the crises of his life. 

For years he had suppressed his soul, in a kind of mechanical despair doing his 

duty and enduring the rest. Then his soul had been softly enticed from its 

bondage. Now he was going to break free altogether, to have at least a few days 

purely for his own joy. (The Trespasser 261)    

Siegmund begins his commute mechanically, immersed in the inner workings of the urban 

environment and the train. However, as the train moves away from the city into the relative 

darkness of the countryside, Siegmund turns to his dream of freedom. The desire for freedom 

starts at the point of crisis and forms a bridge between the mechanized world and Siegmund’s 

interior world. As this freedom approaches its realization there is an internal loosening of the 

bondage that Siegmund’s soul has been gripped by. Finally, there is the external loosening that 

will allow Siegmund to break free altogether, but only for a few days. The door to freedom is 

closed once again when he finally makes it home, entering the kitchen to find a “drab and 

dreary” room “littered” with the detritus generated by his children and his wife. This domestic 
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scene materially represents his inner crisis, making his eventual escape all the more urgent and 

complicated. 

 Earlier in the novel Siegmund begins the process of freeing himself which reaches its 

climax with the erotic encounter that takes place when he and Helena go on a holiday: “In the 

miles of morning sunshine, Siegmund’s shadows, his children, Beatrice, his sorrow, dissipated 

like mist, and he was elated as a young man setting forth to travel…everything had vanished but 

the old gay world of romance” (The Trespasser 264). This old world of romance recalls 

Williams’ romantic idealism in his young adult life. However, in light of the aforementioned 

urban and domestic environments, there is something fishy and false about this “old gay world.” 

Again, Siegmund’s desire for freedom grows out of the very loosening of this old world and its 

hold on him. On the other hand, the abstract mist provides an alternative to the concrete old 

world of romance, and provides a place from which regenerative experience can unfold. This 

mist returns during the erotic encounter with Helena when they are on holiday, materializing as 

dew on Siegmund’s mustache, and, finally, as an abstract presence that engulfs the lovers as they 

gradually progress towards a climactic union. This climactic union culminates in the lovers’ 

concrete, physical merging but it occurs as a result of the more abstract merging of words and 

styles in the language that describes these two characters as they eventually “melt and fuse 

together” (The Trespasser 268).  

The beginning and the end of the chapter are grounded in the geography and the more 

literal, physical contexts that surround these lovers and their affair. On the other hand, the 

journey from the beginning to the end of the chapter is comprised of moving over the surface of 

the human body to get through to the internal world of the soul, where the narrator inevitably 

comes up against the abstract, unconscious material of the human psyche. The narrator’s 
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description of the physical world that surrounds the lovers is simultaneously cynical and earnest 

in its overblown, romantic language. However, these overwrought romantic surroundings 

eventually intersect with the surfaces of the lovers’ bodies, as well as their involuntary affective 

responses to desire. Siegworth and Gregg describe the relationship between desire, affect, and 

the involuntary responses that this relation can produce:      

Affect, at its most anthropomorphic, is the name we give to those forces—visceral 

forces beneath, alongside, or generally other than conscious knowing, vital forces 

insisting beyond emotion—that can serve to drive us toward movement, toward 

thought and extension, that can likewise suspend us (as if in neutral) across a 

barely registering accretion of force-relations, or that can even leave us 

overwhelmed by the world's apparent intractability. Indeed, affect is persistent 

proof of a body's never less than ongoing immersion in and among the world's 

obstinacies and rhythms, its refusals as much as its invitations. (“Introduction” 1) 

Indeed, a pathway emerges through the ‘fog’ during the novel’s central erotic encounter, 

allowing the characters and the narrator to reach a kind of climax rooted in and routed towards 

what Siegworth & Gregg call “a body’s never less than ongoing immersion in and among the 

world’s obstinancies and rhythms, its refusals as much as its invitations.” This climax is 

anticlimactic, because the encounter comes to a halt after the kiss, leaving out what would 

presumably follow a passionate embrace such as this: “It was the long, supreme kiss, in which 

man and woman have one being, Two-in-one, the only Hermaphrodite” (The Trespasser 269). It 

is not particularly striking that this union is triggered by the intersection of the characters’ 

physical bodies and emotional responses. What is striking, however, is that in Lawrence’s work 

the word hermaphrodite comes to represent the union of the more abstract world with the more 
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physical, but no-less-understood, natural world. This bridging of the essentially unbridgeable is 

characterized by an “accretion” of “forces and intensities.” By eventually offering the 

“Hermaphrodite” as a climax, Lawrence not only suggests that there can be union between man 

and woman, and, in more abstract terms, between the spiritual world and the natural world; he 

also suggests that union is always the merging of two unknowns. 

The chapter in which the central erotic encounter takes place begins with an embellished 

description of the natural world: “The gold march of sunset passed quickly, the ragged curtains 

of mist closed to” (The Trespasser 268). In the next sentence, the lovers are added to this picture 

of the natural world, a picture that is not so slowly disappearing from the narration: “Soon 

Siegmund and Helena were shut alone within the dense wide fog” (268). In the context of the 

natural world’s disappearance, the ebullient tone of the chapter’s first sentence appears to be 

doing another kind of work. This sentence transforms what appeared to be an unnecessarily 

ornate description of the landscape; “the gold march of sunset” is revealed as a flimsy façade that 

is easily obscured by “the ragged curtains of mist.”11 These curtains are also obscured in the 

sentence that follows, as they become an amorphous “dense wide fog” that shuts the lovers in. 

And, besides the lovers, what falls within this fog? The short answer: some deeply interior 

things. The long answer, on the other hand, requires a closer look.  

The passage continues with a description of the lovers’ physical and emotional states, as 

well as how the lovers stand in relation to one another: “She shivered with the cold and the 

damp. Startled, he took her in his arms, where she lay and clung to him. Holding her closely, he 

bent forward, straight to her lips. His mustache was drenched cold with fog, so that she 

 
11 These curtains are akin to the screen device in Williams’ stage directions for The Glass Menagerie, 
where he outlines the tenets of plastic theater for the first time. Lawrence’s curtains are also clearly 
artificial, but the encounter that takes place within these ”ragged curtains of mist” constitutes the most 
truthful, raw moment that is shared between Siegmund and Helena in the novel.   
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shuddered slightly after his kiss, and shuddered again” (The Trespasser 268). Both characters 

have physical responses to the exterior environment—shivering, startling, clinging, holding, 

drenching, shuddering, and shuddering “again”—that are somehow converted into erotic 

responses to one another. At first, the response is purely a response to the external circumstances 

that surround the lovers: “She shivered with the cold and the damp.” This shivering creates a 

chain reaction in Siegmund, who is “startled” and thus called to action. When Siegmund takes 

“her in his arms” he bridges the gap that the fog produces between the lovers.    

This unifying gesture on the part of Siegmund shows that his desire for physical and 

emotional union (and freedom) is in the process of being realized. He is “startled” by Helena’s 

discomfort not simply because he wants to take it away; he is less interested in assuaging her 

than he is in awakening her. However, physical and emotional union is difficult to achieve in the 

mechanical context of modernity. Siegmund is a modern man with classical leanings. He is 

dissatisfied with his marriage and maybe even his career as a violinist, but he is, nevertheless, a 

musician-at-heart who has the ability to feel and experience the world around him with intensity, 

pleasure, and, more often, a sense of having been startled. Helena is also a modern woman, 

belonging, as the narrator suggests later on in the chapter, “to that class of ‘dreaming women’ 

with whom passion exhausts itself at the mouth” (The Trespasser 268). Despite both characters’ 

modern tendencies, however, this intimate moment “within the dense wide fog” progresses 

toward its climax, and they begin to reconcile the connection between their physical bodies and 

their emotional responses. 

In order to perform this reconciliation, Siegmund and Helena align themselves with the 

natural world, relying on their connection with each other to overcome its harsh conditions. The 

natural world also temporarily falls away as the bodies and the emotions of the lovers become 
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more and more central to the narrative. The internal thoughts of the two lovers are uncovered as 

they move closer to a more perfect union. Siegmund wonders why “a strong tremor” passes 

through Helena when his fog-drenched mustache brushes her face, and, “thinking” that she 

shuddered “with fear and with cold,” he buries her even closer to his chest beneath his overcoat. 

Siegmund’s response to Helena’s physical and emotional distress is both tender and dominant: 

“Pleadingly he hid his face on her shoulder, held her very tightly, till his face grew hot, buried 

against her soft, strong throat” (The Trespasser 268). His pleading and concealing are in contrast 

with his holding her very tightly, and Helena’s “soft, strong throat” produces a similar contrast 

between tenderness and strength. Even though Helena tries to pull away from this union of 

contrasting terms, she eventually surrenders to Siegmund’s embrace, “tucking her head in his 

breast, hiding her face…timidly [sliding] her hands along his sides, pressing softly, to find the 

contours of his figure” (The Trespasser 268). Siegmund tries to tone down his powerful 

masculinity by being tender even as he holds her tight, whereas Helena tones down her ‘passive’ 

femininity when she switches places with him and momentarily inhabits the dominant role. She 

remains timid, pressing softly, but still shows her desire for Siegmund by finding and caressing 

the contours of his body. 

Siegmund’s body is feminized under Helena’s touch, contrasting with the massive form 

that his body was, just a few sentences back, when she couldn’t get her arms around him. The 

ways in which both characters vacillate between masculine and feminine traits are not 

predictable and their orientation to these terms depends on the circumstances of any given 

moment. This vacillation also depends on the ways in which they are physically and emotionally 

positioned in relation to one another. In this particular encounter, the categories of feminine and 

of masculine are transformed in such a way that allows for a climactic union between the lovers 
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and reveals Lawrence’s (perhaps unconscious) lifelong project of destabilizing these categories 

in unpredictable and unexpected ways. 

Lawrence’s direct reference to “the only Hermaphrodite” is a point of origin for this 

lifelong project of exploring the relationship between the categories of masculine and feminine 

within himself and his characters. The hermaphrodite functions as an abstract, metaphorical 

concept, as well as a physical form onto which Lawrence builds branches of related themes. In 

fact, Lawrence’s use of the term “hermaphrodite” is insistently physical and pluralistic, unlike a 

term such as “androgyne.” In Lawrence’s later work, notions of what it means to go “beyond” 

the surface of human experience by way of orgasmic awakening, the process of becoming 

emotionally and physically “resurrected,” as well as certain recurring images or tropes (e.g. the 

phoenix) all tend to return to this site of “the only Hermaphrodite.” This recurring language and 

imagery in Lawrence’s work suggests a kind of union that happens both within the self and 

between two selves, and, in an even broader way, blurs or erases the boundary between the body 

and whatever else there is. 

4. Reframing the Erotic Experience in the Early Works of Lawrence & Williams 

“It is the responsibility of the writer to put his experience as a being into work that refines it and elevates 
it and that makes of it an essence that a wide audience can somehow manage to feel in themselves: ‘This 

is true.’ 
 

In all human experience, there are parallels which permit common understanding in the telling and 
hearing, and it is the frightening responsibility of an artist to make what is directly or allusively close to 

his own being communicable and understandable, however disturbingly, to the hearts and minds of all 
whom he addresses.” 

     
-Tennessee Williams, from “Too Personal?” 

  

Lawrence and Williams both sought a purification of consciousness as well as the 

renewal or ‘resurrection of the body.’ For both writers, this desire for purification and renewal 

was the result of a protest against the repressive cultural ideals embedded not only in the culture-
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at-large, but also in the realms of aesthetic practice and reception. In the works of Lawrence and 

Williams, aesthetic rebellion begins with the body and the senses. By reawakening the 

sexualized body and reanimating the sensory material of experience, Lawrence and Williams 

take direct aim at the sterile, asexual consciousness that supposedly dominates the experience of 

modern man. The slippery, unreliable contents of lived experience—and sexual experience, in 

particular—are the materials that Lawrence and Williams shape in their works. For Lawrence, 

this material is often couched in a stereotypically modernist critique of industrialization, decay, 

and the aforementioned sterilized consciousness; a strategy that aims to reveal the reader’s, the 

narrator’s, and the writer’s complicity in this modern scheme at the same time that it primes 

these participants for experiencing and feeling the material that comprises the more regenerative 

passages that emerge throughout Lawrence’s narratives. In D. H. Lawrence’s Language of 

Sacred Experience, Burack aptly describes Lawrence’s strategy of priming the reader for 

regenerative, “sacred” experiences as “the dual rhythm of destroying and creating” (6). Burack 

also describes this strategy in more detail, explaining that: 

Because Lawrence saw the reader’s consciousness as tainted and fragmented by 

excessive thought, reflexivity, and vision, one of his…strategies is to use literary 

devices that call attention to the splits in the reader’s consciousness between self 

and other, mind and body, ego and unconscious. Some of his devices exaggerate 

the verbal and visual features of modern consciousness associated with these 

splits…By using devices that amplify the ruptures in the reader’s consciousness, 

Lawrence in effect completes the splintering process: he shatters…the reader’s 

split subjectivity and prepares the way for new…forms of awareness. (8) 
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The “splintering process” that Lawrence sets in motion is a direct attack on traditional novelistic 

practices, particularly those associated with the realist novels of the nineteenth-century. Despite 

their reveling in the natural world, Lawrence’s narratives are, if not exactly non-linear, at least 

fragmented and ruptured in their formal consciousness.  

This attack against the novel as an (always already falsely) unified whole is not unlike the 

attack directed at the institution of art by the historical avant-garde movements. As Peter Bürger 

argues, “[t]he intention of the historical avant-garde movements was defined as the destruction of 

art as an institution set off from the praxis of life” (Theory 83). Lawrence, too, seeks to 

reintegrate “the praxis of life” within his narratives. Although his intention is not simply to 

shock, purposelessly, as the artists of the avant-garde movements sought to do, he does in fact 

shock the reader by blending (or perhaps not blending) conflicted consciousnesses in the 

narration as well as by directly illustrating erotic acts as integral if not originary sites in the 

narrative. In the context of the historical avant-garde movements, Bürger notes that “shocking 

the recipient” of art works “becomes the dominant principle of artistic intent” (Theory 18). In 

Lawrence’s works and in avant-gardiste works of art the intention to shock doesn’t necessarily 

achieve union between art and life, but it does limit the reception of the work to what Bürger 

calls “the real (historical) unfolding of the object” (Theory 19). Thus, by initiating a “splintering 

process” and thereby shocking the reader into what is only a partial and temporary awakening, 

Lawrence attempts to fuse modern, avant-garde techniques with his earnest, yet ultimately 

imperialistic goal of returning to a more ‘primitive,’ unified consciousness. 

 Lawrence’s imperialistic fantasy of returning to a more “primitive,’ unified 

consciousness is essentially unattainable, but he offers traces of this dream throughout his work 

via the anti-linear time techniques he deploys to move the characters and the reader away from 
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the comforting alibis which occlude the actual experience of bodies in time. Shoshana Felman 

describes psychoanalysis as analogous to “a pedagogical experience” that “gives” the analysand 

“access to a new knowledge hitherto denied to consciousness, it affords what might be called a 

lesson in cognition (and miscognition), an epistemological instruction” (“Psychoanalysis and 

Education” 27). As Felman notes, this “unique and radically original mode of learning” proceeds 

“not through linear progression, but through breakthroughs, leaps, discontinuities, regressions, 

and deferred action,” which questions “the traditional pedagogical belief in intellectual 

perfectability, the progressistic view of learning as a simple one-way road from ignorance to 

knowledge” (“Psychoanalysis and Education” 27).  

Lawrence’s work can be read as a map of the “breakthroughs, leaps, discontinuities, 

regression[s], and deferred action[s]” of his own learning process, through his willingness to 

channel “ruptures” in consciousness and allow the writing to analyze him. Lawrence and his 

characters move through this map in a non-linear way, jumping back and forth between 

“ignorance” and “knowledge,” between and among narrators, between the cynical modern man 

and the ‘new,’ resurrected man. 

 Williams learns to learn in this non-linear way, too, seeing himself—effeminate, sickly, 

restricted by his relationship with an overbearing mother—in Lawrence, but also recognizing 

himself as alienated by Lawrence’s “tangent obsessions” (“I Rise in Flame” 288). Williams’ 

emotional response to Lawrence’s influence on his writing fluctuates throughout his life. During 

the first half of his career, he has, as he confesses to Frieda Lawrence in a letter on July, 29, 

1938, “a profound admiration for” Lawrence’s “work,” noting also the monumental proportions 

of her “husband’s genius” (Selected Letters, Volume I 185). This letter reveals Williams’s naïve, 

boyish apprehension of the great ‘master,’ from whom he hopes to learn something about writing 
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sex. In contrast to his correspondence with Frieda, the play he eventually writes exposes 

different, conflicted feelings. 

 Although “I Rise in Flame” and its prefatory material express devotion to Lawrence, this 

devotion is also intercepted by the apparent ruptures that Williams perceives in Lawrence’s 

erotic style and especially in his approach to understanding gender. Felman describes the 

reciprocal process and experience of transference: “transference” is “an archaic emotional 

pattern” that Freud “saw as both as the energetic spring and as the interpretive key to the 

psychoanalytic situation. [...] Since ‘transference is the acting out of the reality of the 

unconscious,’ teaching is not a purely cognitive, informative experience, it is also an emotional, 

erotical experience” (“Psychoanalysis and Education” 35). Williams clearly experiences literary 

transference in the relationship he imagines having with Lawrence. He communes with 

Lawrence (and Frieda) in “an emotional, erotical experience” that he translates to his 

playwriting. 

 In “I Rise in Flame,” the ‘biographical’ materials that Williams works with, as opposed to 

the materials of other plays influenced indirectly by Lawrence, or that imitate Lawrence’s style, 

are particularly rife with potential for the revision and subsequent resurrection of Lawrence’s 

contribution to writing about erotic experiences. David Savran explains what Williams does to 

challenge and reinvigorate the practice of writing about sexuality: 

[…] the work of Tennessee Williams offers an urgent challenge to the stubborn 

antithesis between the political and the sexual, and between the public and the 

private, binarisms so crucial for normative constructions of gender during the 

1940s and 1950s. Unlike Arthur Miller, who attempts tirelessly…to police these 

binarisms, Williams insistently delights in their precariousness. Williams’ 
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destabilization of mid-century notions of masculinity and femininity is 

accomplished, in part, by his ability both to expose the often murderous violence 

that accompanies the exercise of male authority and to valorize female power and 

female sexual desire. (Cowboys, Communists, and Queers 80-81) 

In his one-act play about Frieda and Lawrence, Williams destabilizes the more stereotypically 

masculine traits of his influencer, instead celebrating Lawrence’s repressed, feminine traits. 

Williams ‘valorizes’ these traits in both Lawrence and Frieda, suggesting that female power and 

sexual desire are where the potential for resurrecting and embodying a more dynamic experience 

of sexuality (in life and in literature) resides. 

The way that Williams’ writing process intersects with Lawrence is made manifest in the 

latent quality of the structure and content of “I Rise in Flame.” As indicated by his stage 

directions and the prefatory notes he includes before the play, Williams’ writing process is non-

linear. The conspicuous presence of the process itself in the play’s many layers suggests that 

Lawrence’s influence on Williams was a non-linear relation, not unlike the one that develops 

between a student and his teacher, or between an analyst and the analysand. Williams imbibes 

Lawrence’s erotic style, imitating but also transforming Lawrence’s “visionary ambitions” when 

it comes to writing sex (Burack 6), a dual process of replication and nuanced translation that 

exposes Williams reading himself (and his sexuality) through Lawrence. In Williams’ version of 

what might have happened between Frieda and her husband right before his death, Lawrence is 

queered12 by the enlightenment he eventually reaches at the end of his life despite his resistance 

to a painful, purifying form of redemption, that is, the death of his physical body. He becomes 

 
12 Williams queers Lawrence’s image by mashing up and playing with certain feminine and masculine 
visual elements, e.g. the shawl and the beard, but he also imagines that the psychic demons Lawrence 
wrestled with were thinly veiled evidence of queerness (as revealed in the play’s dialogue).  
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“the Phoenix” resurrected from the ashes of what was once his own bigotry and shortsightedness. 

The revisionary strategies that Williams uses to shape this work reveal his devotion to what is to 

become a lifelong endeavor of reframing Lawrence’s attempts to make erotic life more 

immediate and accessible in fictional form. By opening himself up to being instructed by 

Lawrence, especially in his youth, Williams learns to know what might have remained entirely 

unconscious: that sexuality is a diverse, fluid, and pluralistic practice and, in its more open and 

unabashed forms, it carries the regenerative potential for intervention within modernity’s various 

social and historical crises. 
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Chapter 2--Tragic Ladies Go Pagan in Williams’ The Rose Tattoo and Lawrence’s “The 
Blue Moccasins” 
 

Over the course of his career Tennessee Williams perfected--and eventually, at the end of 

his life, when he was ‘cracking up,’ reneged on--the (re)visionary13 tactic of recasting 

Lawrentian women as characters that embody and wield the sensual power D. H. Lawrence only 

superficially attributed to them. In The Rose Tattoo, Williams makes his heroine (Serafina Delle 

Rose) a sensual, empowered, ultra-feminine goddess who becomes more and not less of a 

woman when her romantic illusions are shattered. Lawrence also crafted female characters that 

shed their romantic illusions, thus becoming more sensual and aware of themselves as embodied 

beings; however, he saw this rite of passage as necessarily dependent on a woman’s subservience 

to men.  

Lawrence’s approach to creating his female characters often made them appear as 

grotesque apparitions of his own psychic demons. In “The Blue Moccasins,” for example, he 

describes his heroine in the following way: 

The fashion in women changes nowadays even faster than women’s fashions. At 

twenty, Lina M’Leod was almost painfully modern. At sixty almost obsolete! 

She started off in life to be really independent. In that remote day, forty years ago, 

when a woman said she was going to be independent, it meant she was having no 

nonsense with men. She was kicking over the masculine traces, and living her 

own life, manless. (485) 

Lina M’Leod makes the rather daring choice to be her own woman but she doesn’t exactly get 

away with it. In typical Lawrentian fashion, Lina suffers the consequences for ‘kicking over the 

 
13 I am alluding to Charles Burack’s discussion of Lawrence’s ”visionary ambitions” (6).  
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masculine traces.’ These consequences are not necessarily undeserved. On one hand, Lina 

represents a toxic masculine approach to conquering the world around her and Lawrence is wise 

to critique this impulse of modern man’s. However, Lawrence’s decision to heap the blame for 

the global spread of white supremacy and patriarchy onto Lina M’Leod is absurd and sexist. In 

this chapter, I will outline Williams’ invigorating approach to creating Lawrentian women by 

comparing his 1951 play, The Rose Tattoo, to Lawrence’s 1928 story, “The Blue Moccasins.” In 

particular, I will compare and contrast the heroines of these narratives to show the ways in which 

Serafina Delle Rose is not a foil for but rather a revision of Lawrentian characters like Lina 

M’Leod. In making this comparison I will argue that Williams revamped Lawrence’s visionary 

poetics of eroticism, by refusing to create one-dimensional female characters and lovingly 

embracing what I will call “the monstrous feminine” as a kind of pagan ideal. I will also contend 

that Williams reinvigorated Lawrence’s vision of the sensually empowered woman and gave her 

life and power in her own right. 

1. Parodying Patriarchal Values in Williams’ The Rose Tattoo (1951)  

“The tradition of all the dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brain of the living. And just 
when they seem engaged in revolutionizing themselves and things, in creating something that has never 
yet existed, precisely in such periods of revolutionary crisis they anxiously conjure up the spirits of the 
past to their service and borrow from them names, battle cries and costumes in order to present the new 

scene of world history in this time-honored disguise and this borrowed language.” 
 

 -Marx, from The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte  
 

“When an actor takes on an established social role, usually he finds that a particular front has already 
been established for it. Whether his acquisition of the role was primarily motivated by a desire to perform 
the given task or by a desire to maintain the corresponding front, the actor will find that he must do both.” 

  
-Erving Goffman, from The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life  
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The Rose Tattoo is the love child of the earlier years of Williams’ partnership with Frank 

Merlo.14 This play is also Williams’ take on or perversion of the Greek tragic tradition in which 

he recasts the tragic hero as a hysterical, scorned Italian widow (and mother) living in what is 

essentially a trailer park “somewhere along the Gulf Coast between New Orleans and Mobile” 

(654). In effect, The Rose Tattoo straddles the boundary between the tragic and the hilarious. 

This play was also dedicated and made, with love, “[t]o Frank in Return for Sicily” (653). 

Williams exaggerates the suspension of time required of plays in the tragic tradition, drawing our 

attention to the ways in which time acts as a very real restraint for the characters in The Rose 

Tattoo. The setting of the play is unrealistic because it is located somewhere “between New 

Orleans and Mobile” and “seems almost tropical” (654); however, this stylized locale contrasts 

with the poverty of the Sicilian neighborhood in which most of the play’s action takes place. 

Williams blends a romanticized, genteel fantasy about the American South with a more realistic 

version of the South that reveals the ongoing dislocated conditions of the region.  

In the prefatory essay that accompanies The Rose Tattoo, "The Timeless World of A 

Play," Williams talks about how time influences the world of a play as well as the members of a 

play’s audience. He says, "[t]he diminishing influence of life's destroyer, time, must be somehow 

worked into the context of [the] play. Perhaps it is a certain foolery, a certain distortion toward 

the grotesque, which will solve the problem...[p]erhaps it is only restraint, putting a mute on the 

strings that would like to break all bounds" (650). Aristotle says that, "a whole is that which has 

beginning, middle, and end" (Poetics 634). The Rose Tattoo follows this three-part structure, but 

Williams' disorienting use of time challenges conventional notions of what constitutes the 

beginning, middle, and end. Prior to his peculiar claim about the "diminishing influence...of 

 
14 Much like The Rose Tattoo’s heroine, Serafina Delle Rosa, Williams was a scorned lover (and mother) 
after Merlo’s untimely death.  
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time" on modern theater audiences, however, Williams takes up substantial space to describe the 

role of time in the tragic tradition. As he notes,  

So successfully have we [modern theatergoers] disguised from ourselves the 

intensity of our own feelings, the sensibility of our own hearts, that plays in the 

tragic tradition have begun to seem untrue. For a couple of hours we may 

surrender ourselves to a world of fiercely illuminated values in conflict, but when 

the stage is covered and the auditorium lighted, almost immediately there is a 

recoil of disbelief...we have convinced ourselves once more that life has as little 

resemblance to the curiously stirring and meaningful occurrences on the stage as a 

jingle has to an elegy of Rilke. (650)  

Williams’ Rilke analogy suggests that literary influence is always inextricably bound up with 

particular, ever-shifting historical contexts.15 He embraces the so-called "diminishing 

influence...of time" on the modern theatergoer as a creative constraint, even if his melodramatic 

tone reveals a nostalgia for allegedly more stable, predictable times. As Williams notes, 

incorporating " a certain foolery" or "a certain distortion toward the grotesque" is a way of 

hijacking apathetic modern theatergoers and taking them on a wild ride which shows them that 

time does indeed still exist and that, in the tragic sense, it creates a container for processing 

difficult emotions. In The Rose Tattoo, the dualistic quality of the setting as well as the twofold 

 
15 Bloom and Eliot are far less attuned to fluctuation, which is why their theories, although both quite 
clever, elegant, and useful, fall short when thinking of another kind of less stable, male-dominated world 
in which literary influence itself is more fluid. This fluidity becomes both more and less transparent in the 
context of modernity. The speed of modern life, which Eliot abhors in theory and embraces as a poet, 
does not allow one to 'stop and smell the roses.' All is always flowing, and, in the flow, one is always 
subject to encountering those more heterogeneous, 'other' ways of being with little or no warning (or 
buffer, for that matter). Bloom's 'anxiety of influence' is essentially a fear of difference and otherness that 
is embodied by the poets and poetry of the eighteenth century. Or at least, a fear that Bloom projects, not 
unreasonably, on those poets and their poetry.  
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sense of time work as reparative gestures that seek to draw attention to the diversity and 

resilience of the people living in the American South.  

The Rose Tattoo’s  double setting provides its audience with a continuous reminder of 

segregation and other (post-)reconstruction institutions as well as their failure to effectively 

establish non-fluid relations among the South’s diverse residents. The bizarre interactions 

between stereotypical, white southerners and the Sicilian ‘outsiders’ in the play reimagine the 

real-life radical potential of the South’s diverse, volatile living conditions. The play creates an 

intertextual dialogue between and among the Sicilian characters in the play and the other 

characters (who have been transformed from insiders to outsiders by this play’s narrative 

structure). This dialogue critiques the continuously evolving colonial infrastructure of the 

American South and exposes the complicated relationship between the fantasy of 'reconstruction' 

and real conditions. In The Rose Tattoo, Williams envisions an American South that is 

continuously transitioning while simultaneously reimagining the tragic tradition and his 

complicated heroine in this context. 

The Rose Tattoo both conforms to and transcends the definition of tragedy. As Aristotle 

defines tragedy, it is “essentially an imitation not of persons but of action and life, of happiness 

and misery. All human happiness or misery takes the form of action; the end for which we live is 

a certain kind of activity, not a quality. Character gives us qualities, but it is in our actions--what 

we do--that we are happy or the reverse” (633). In The Rose Tattoo, the controlled chaos that 

Williams creates by stitching together various realities and fantasies corresponds directly with 

Aristotle's notion that tragedy imitates action and life. In the collective sense, modern living in 

the American South is defined by a layered, polyvocal response to disintegrative post-

reconstruction conditions. On a more personal level, Serafina’s painful awakening after the death 
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of her husband imitates the minutiae of individual (and particularly female) lived experience. By 

laying bare the unruliness of collective and individual lived experience, Williams goes straight to 

the source of the trauma to find the antidote for healing what might seem like irreparable 

wounds.16  

In prescribing a cure that involves reopening the wound, Williams enacts the struggle that 

he identifies between the timeless world of the play and the modern condition in which time is a 

constraint that (often unsuccessfully) aims to order an increasingly chaotic world. Especially at 

the beginning of the play, Serafina resists her status as an outsider and an immigrant by 

embracing the timelessness of love and devoting herself to Italian traditions. As the play’s 

narrative unfolds, however, this resistance is challenged and subsequently transformed by the 

intrusion of the chaotic world that surrounds her. Serafina has what Nietzsche calls "tragic 

insight, which, merely to be endured, needs art as a protection and remedy" (Birth of Tragedy 

98). Serafina's tragic insight grows out of her resistance to the conditions of her life and 

eventually provides her with a sense of purpose and reasons to go on living. 

Serafina's initially tenuous sense of self is revealed in the play’s first act, setting up the 

parameters for the painful transformation that she is about to undergo. She very abruptly 

switches from playing the role of a proud Baronessa, wife of Sicilian Baron turned truck driver, 

Rosario delle Rose, to playing the role of a disheveled, mentally unstable widow. The (post-

)Reconstruction conditions of the American South are the source of Serafina's transformation 

(and degradation): her husband’s death comes about because of the risky business he engages in 

as a drug smuggler. In Staging Place, Una Chaudhuri describes the role of place in character 

development: 

 
16 
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[...] realism actually lives out, though surreptitiously, the kind of magical thinking 

that makes a place--say, Prospero's island, or the Forest of Arden--the cause of the 

drama's events and transformations. The characters of realism, written to be taken 

more seriously as "real people" than any characters ever before, perform a very 

specific version of the real, in which location is not contingent but profoundly 

determining. (80) 

Serafina and Rosario both perform "a very specific version of the real" which lays the 

groundwork for Serafina's restorative transformation from a delusional and duped wife to an 

empowered, self-actualized woman.  

Serafina’s attachment to her role as the doting Italian wife ironically provides her with 

the tools she needs to become self-sufficient after Rosario’s death. Thus, the play begins with a 

particularly Italian sense of time in the foreground: "It is the hour that the Italians call ‘prima 

sera,’ the beginning of dusk. Between the house and the palm tree burns the female star with an 

almost emerald lustre" (657). These stage directions emphasize the Sicilian neighborhood’s 

‘difference’ in relation to its surroundings and creates a border between Serafina's blissful 

matrimony and the grief that she experiences when her perception is shattered by her husband's 

untimely death. "Prima sera" signifies the literal transition from day to night as well as the 

figurative transition that occurs when Rosario dies and leaves Serafina to the dark confines of her 

house. Serafina waits in vain for her husband's return during this transition from day to night 

(and dark to light): "The interior of the house begins to be visible. Serafina delle Rose is seen on 

the parlor sofa, waiting for her husband's Rosario's return. Between the curtains is a table set 

lovingly for supper; there is wine in a silver ice-bucket and a great bowl of roses"  (Williams 



 Thomas   68 

   
 

657). The house, the palm tree, and the star of Venus form the boundary that separates the delle 

Rose household from the surrounding world. 

The delle Rose home changes drastically when Serafina finds out that Rosario is dead, 

but it remains central to the action of the play. In fact, the family home becomes even more 

crucial to the narrative after Rosario’s death as Serafina practically confines herself within its 

walls. Chaudhuri discusses the role of "home" in modern drama: 

[...] home always was, among other things, a place of distinctive and (for the 

inhabitants) memorable language use. A family was, and is, among other things, a 

community of speakers. Even more to the point for us, these speakers were often 

storytellers, participants in the creation and repetition of narratives that then came 

to constitute the unofficial family history. (Staging Place 137) 

After Rosario’s death, Serafina quells her longing for a different time and place by curating a 

home that tells the story of her family’s Italian heritage. As Chaudhuri suggests about 

“Williams’s drama” in particular, "dislocation…also extends to place and clarifies the terms of 

what might be called a negative ecology of drama" (78). Despite her best efforts, Serafina's 

artificial sense of what home is or should be dislocates her Sicilian identity before she even 

realizes the extent of her family's dysfunctional "story." However, Serafina eventually reverts 

back to a more authentically Italian and womanly version of herself by allowing herself to 

become unhinged.  

Before Rosario's death, Serafina superficially plays the devoted wife and mother by 

tending obsessively to her home. Being a mother and a wife is also inextricably linked to 

Serafina’s cultural identity. Her meticulous maintenance of her home and her marriage to 

Rosario each symbolize social advancement in the context of Sicilian culture. In Sicily, Rosario 
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came from a more distinguished family than Serafina and she flaunts her husband’s old-world 

social status when she interacts with the other Sicilian women in the neighborhood. The first 

description of her in the stage directions underscores her pompous attitude: 

Serafina looks like a plump little Italian opera singer in the role of Madame 

Butterfly. Her black hair is done in a high pompadour that glitters like wet coal. A 

rose is held in place by glittering jet hairpins. Her voluptuous figure is sheathed in 

pale rose silk. On her feet are dainty slippers with glittering buckles and French 

heels. (657) 

This physical description provides a twofold definition of Serafina: she is always both dignified 

and hysterical. Bailey McDaniel identifies Serafina’s feminist resistance in both the play and the 

film adaptation: "Williams's play and Mann's film posit a construction of the maternal that, while 

certainly melodramatic, exists as uniquely resistant if not revolutionary in her unapologetic 

sexuality and entrepreneurial acumen" (274). Anna Magnani’s performance in Mann’s film 

adaptation (re)vivifies Serafina’s resistance, amping up Williams’ already rebellious tendencies 

in writing his female characters. 

What McDaniel calls unique resistance is conveyed in the play text with the first 

description of Serafina's physical appearance: “She sits very erect, in an attitude of forced 

composure, her ankles daintily crossed and her plump little hands holding a yellow paper fan on 

which is painted a rose. Jewels gleam on her fingers, her wrists and her ears and about her throat. 

Expectancy shines in her eyes. For a few moments she seems to be posing for a picture” (657). 

Despite the apparent authenticity of Serafina’s haughty air, her dignity is forced and hard-won as 

she is restricted by her hyper-feminine gender performance. Her resemblance to "Madame 

Butterfly," stipulated in the stage directions, on the other hand, suggests that Serafina also resists 
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hyper-femininity at the same time that she embraces it. The reference to Madame Butterfly casts 

her as not fully feminine and this non-binary definition applies to other characters in the play, 

too. Serafina’s role as a stereotypical Italian woman ("like a plump little Italian opera singer") 

and her gaudy, flamboyant style reinforce her exaggerated Sicilian identity.  

Despite Williams’ reductive notions about Italian culture, Serafina's performance of self-

making is bold, rebellious, and original. It becomes clear that her performed dignity is merely a 

façade that stands in for the more multifaceted self that she develops as a result of living in the 

South rather than in Sicily. Although Serafina attempts to contain herself by adhering to strict 

cultural guidelines in her roles as both a wife and a mother, her off-kilter performance of these 

roles reveals that her identity has been displaced by the volatility of lived experience. As the 

narrative progresses Serafina maintains traces of superficial pride and dignity, but her physical 

appearance and her emotional distress draw attention to the collapse of the categories that she 

tried to stuff herself into prior to Rosario’s death. Right before Serafina finds out that Rosario 

has died she tells an older woman in the neighborhood, Assunta, a story about how she knew that 

she had conceived a child with Rosario because she woke in the middle of the night and found a 

rose tattoo like his on her breast. Although Assunta sells powders and potions in the 

neighborhood this magical thinking is too preposterous even for her: "Ecco! You sell the 

powders" (659). Assunta recognizes that Serafina’s magical thinking is deluded (and diluted) by 

a distracting obsession with Rosario’s beauty and status.  

After Rosario dies, however, Serafina is forced to confront her own delusions. Thus, 

Assunta’s critique of Serafina’s foolishness in act one foreshadows the painful but ultimately 

restorative self-liberation that Serafina experiences at the end of the play. Their conversation 
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continues and Assunta responds to the story about the rose tattoo by drawing attention to 

Serafina's false sense of security:  

ASSUNTA: Serafina, for you everything has got to be different. A sign, a 

miracle, a wonder of some kind. You speak to Our Lady. You say that she 

answers your questions. She nods or shakes Her head at you. Look, Serafina, 

underneath Our Lady you have a candle. The wind through the shutters makes the 

candle flicker. The shadows move. Our Lady seems to be nodding! 

SERAFINA: She gives me signs. 

ASSUNTA: Only to you? Because you are more important? The wife of a  

barone? Serafina! In Sicily they called his uncle a baron, but in Sicily everybody's 

a baron that owns a piece of the land and a separate house for the goats! (660) 

Serafina creates her own crisis of status by relying on superstitious delusions. She is an outsider 

but she builds her own insider status out of her pride in her marriage and her Sicilian heritage. 

Even after Rosario dies Serafina relegates herself to her home as a way of denying the tenuous 

border between her perceived status and her real status as an outsider. As Assunta says, for 

Serafina "everything has got to be different." She thinks she is special and that her relationship 

with Rosario, the 'Baron,' allows her to exist outside of geographical and temporal limitations. 

Chaudhuri addresses this type of crisis of place in drama: 

The problem of place--and place as problem--informs realist drama deeply, 

appearing as a series of ruptures and displacements in various orders of location, 

from the micro- to the macrospatial, from home to nature, with intermediary space 

concepts such as neighborhood, hometown, community, and country ranged in 

between. (Staging Place 55) 
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Over time, Serafina's false sense of place reveals "a series of ruptures and displacements" that 

correspond with her resistance. 

Even though Serafina's faith in the "signs" she receives from "Our Lady" is founded by 

her superficial attachment to her husband, she persistently asserts her Sicilian brand of 

Catholicism as a way of preserving her cultural identity and customs. As Assunta points out, 

Rosario's family title means nothing America. Assunta expresses her skepticism further: "--But 

here what's he do? Drives a truck of bananas?" (660). Assunta's emphasis on "here" obviously 

asserts that Rosario’s status is null and void in the states, but it also foreshadows his shady 

dealings. Serafina responds to Assunta: "On top of the truck is bananas! But underneath--

something else!" (660). This "something else" is later revealed to be "dope." And Serafina isn’t 

exactly naive to this reality: "Whatever it is that the Brothers Romano want hauled out of the 

state, he hauls it for them, underneath the bananas! (She nods her head importantly.) And money, 

he gets so much it spills from his pockets! Soon I don't have to make dresses" (660)! Serafina's 

notion that "whatever it is" that Rosario hauls doesn't matter may seem like a denial of her 

husband's criminal activities, but she also recognizes that "whatever it is" allows Rosario to 

retain his Sicilian status in the States. This is another feature of Serafina's resistance; she 

understands that making money is the way to gain status in America and she supports her 

husband's choice to do "whatever" it takes to provide for his family. 

Of course, Rosario's risk-taking gets him killed and his death is foreshadowed by 

Assunta's observations as well as Serafina's anxiety as she waits for him to return from work: 

ASSUNTA (turning away): Soon I think you will have to make a black veil! 

SERAFINA: Tonight is the last time he does it! Tomorrow he quits hauling stuff 

for the Brothers Romano! He pays for the 10-ton truck and works for himself. We   
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live with dignity in America, then! Own truck! Own house! And in the house will 

be everything electric! Stove--deep-freeze--tutto!--. (660-61) 

Again, Serafina emphasizes that what it takes to "live with dignity in America" is money. She 

justifies Rosario's drug smuggling because it is a means for economic independence. Serafina 

views this economic independence in America as the equivalent to Rosario's privileged status in 

Sicily. Wealth is not enduring in the way lineage is, however, and Serafina's justification of 

Rosario's work is the only way that she can maintain faith in her own resistance to the dominant 

culture. The underlying anxiety behind Serafina's speech reveals her suspicion that she and her 

family may never be able to move beyond their circumstances. This suspicion comes into the 

foreground as the action of the play progresses. Serafina almost always expresses a general 

distrust for American culture and customs before (and after) Rosario's death. Rosario's death is 

the first of many occurrences in the play that awaken Serafina to the lies that her initial resistance 

to American culture is founded on; it is only after these occurrences that Serafina learns to 

remodel her resistance so that it fits her changing experience of the world around her. 

Serafina also uses her love for Rosario as a way to evoke her own (false) insider status 

within a community of outsiders. As she says to Assunta, "In his hair...he has--oil of roses. And 

when I wake up at night--the air, the dark room's--full of--roses…Each time is the first time with 

him. Time doesn't pass…" (660-61). By defining their love as timeless, Serafina constructs her 

own privileged vantage point in the foreign world that surrounds her. This privileging is also a 

form of resistance, but, like her false justifications for Rosario's drug smuggling, it is a form of 

resistance that ironically prevents her from her from being her best self. Serafina prefers 

preserving her traditional Sicilian values, rather than creating a set of values inspired by the 
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community in which she currently lives. Thus, Serafina's resistance is paradoxically de-centered 

and dislocated.  

Bailey McDaniel defines the nature of Serafina's resistance in terms of her 

femininity: Serafina's digressions from paradigms of femininity nearly always 

emerge out of broader contexts, specifically maternity. As with all texts 

prominently featuring mother constructs, but especially within melodrama, the 

articulation of and adherence to gender-specific virtue (or in this case, a subject's 

refusal of it) can reveal as much about maternal/gender ideologies as it does 

broader issues of power. ("Reel Italian" 275) 

Serafina's refusal of her "gender-specific virtue" of being neighborly spawns her new 

multifaceted identity. Serafina wants to preserve certain traditions, but she rejects traditional 

models for femininity as well as artificial "Southern hospitality.” Her refusal to identify with the 

other Sicilian people in her neighborhood, however, works against her desire to preserve 

tradition. This refusal is evidence of Serafina's paradoxical desire to fit in to American society 

while at the same time remaining ‘true’ to Sicily. She wants her home to contain all of the 

comforts of American life, but she also wants to dress flamboyantly, indulge in magical thinking, 

and retain her status as a Baroness at least within her own home. 

Serafina’s appearance becomes significantly less dignified after the death of her husband 

and this surface decay signals the beginning of her inner transformation. Even though Serafina’s 

looks are more polished at the outset of the play, the initial description of her in the stage 

directions provides fodder for the ways in which she reinvents herself. For example, her 

resemblance to Madame Butterfly becomes more and more apparent as the play progresses. In 

"The Rose Tattoo as Comedy of the Grotesque," Brian Parker makes some keen observations 
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about the play’s symbolism: "Proliferation adds a comic dimension to a symbol that could easily 

be romantically sentimental, and also acts as a grotesque distancing device to ensure an 

environment that is manifestly non-realistic" (15). The Madame Butterfly comparison borders on 

becoming "a grotesque distancing device," however, this allusion also epitomizes Serafina's 

dynamic and oftentimes contradictory persona.  

After Rosario dies Serafina exiles herself to her home. She rarely leaves the house and 

she is always in "a soiled pink slip," with her hair messy and "wild" (669). In scene four of act 

one, there is a three-year leap forward in time. As a result of this leap, the prideful arrogance 

Serafina exhibits in the first scene of Act I continues to inform her new persona. In The Rose 

Tattoo, temporal structure always mirrors the stages of Serafina's transformation. At the 

beginning of Act I scene iv, the other women in the neighborhood are milling around outside of 

Serafina's house, demanding that she give them the graduation dresses she was supposed to have 

made for their daughters. In response, however, Serafina tries to block out this bustling exterior 

environment. She wants to remain exiled in her home, which ironically draws attention to the 

flimsiness of the border that separates her from the outside world. Chaudhuri discusses the 

symbolic implications of landscape in modern plays, where the physical landscape is often 

referenced indirectly. Chaudhuri explains that, 

[…] the logical conclusion is to ask whether every landscape is not always  

in fact also a "culturescape." And indeed, the principal definitional debate has 

occurred around the issue of whether landscape refers to an empirical reality, a 

piece of the world that is actually "out there," or is always a representation--an 

image, idea, rendering, conceptualization, or fantasy about what's out there. 

(Staging Place 12) 
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The stage directions at the beginning of the scene set the tone for the landscape, or 

"culturescape" of Serafina's life after Rosario. They also reflect the changing character of the 

neighborhood: "Most of the women are chattering continually in Sicilian, racing about the house 

and banging the doors and shutters. The scene moves swiftly and violently until the moment 

when Rosa finally comes out in her graduation dress" (668). At the beginning of the play, the 

border between interior and exterior is very clear. Starting with scene iv, however, the border 

between interior and exterior is penetrated and traversed by all of the other characters in the play.  

Even though Serafina continues to spend most of her time in her house or on her porch 

she cannot prevent the outside world from intruding. The illusions on which her perceived status 

and her devotion to her husband are founded get exposed by Rosario’s death. The neighbors 

knew about Rosario’s drug smuggling and cheating before he died, but his death somehow 

sanctions their open acknowledgement of his indiscretions.17 Thus, Serafina attempts to remain 

separate from the outside world and dwell in her distorted memories. Despite the sexist 

implications of her neighbors’ various intrusions, however, these messages from the outside 

world enter her moral universe and challenge her sense of self. These challenges ultimately 

change the terms of Serafina’s resistance to the world-at-large and help heal her anesthetized 

consciousness.  

At the beginning of scene iv, for example, the women in the neighborhood attack 

Serafina for not ‘holding it together’ in the face of her grief. On one hand, these women have 

good reason to complain; they arranged for Serafina to make their daughters’ graduation dresses 

and they were counting on her to come through. However, these women are also cold and 

insensitive in their approach to working with Serafina; they expect her to be an unemotional 

 
17 The neighbors are afraid to call Rosario out when he is alive because he is the man of the house, but 
they have no problem blaming Serafina for her husband’s indiscretions when he is dead.  
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businesswoman and they also take sadistic pleasure in her suffering. The neighborhood women 

criticize Serafina for her lazy work ethic, her unconventional parenting methods, and her 

disheveled appearance. Although she was always gossiped about in the neighborhood, after 

Rosario's death Serafina is subject to the judgment of the women in the neighborhood in a way 

that she never was when she had a husband to legitimize her. 

In response to losing control of her circumstances as well as the respect of her neighbors, 

Serafina takes drastic measures to control her daughter, Rosa. She plays the patriarch, 

overcompensating to combat her compromised position within her community. In scene iv a 

fight ensues when Serafina takes Rosa's clothes  on the day of her graduation and refuses to give 

them back. Yet again, Serafina's disapproval is challenged by Rosa's teacher, Miss Yorke, who 

visits the house and makes Serafina give Rosa back her graduation gown. Miss Yorke is not 

Sicilian and she looks down on the women in the neighborhood, refusing to listen to their 

outbursts: "You ladies know I don't understand Italian! So, please…" (670). When Miss Yorke 

enters the house to talk to Serafina she criticizes her hysterical behavior: "Mrs. Delle Rose, you 

are talking and behaving very badly. I don't understand how a woman that acts like you could 

have such a sweet and refined young girl for a daughter!--You don't deserve it!--Really…" (673). 

In addition to the women in the neighborhood usurping Serafina's authority over her own 

household, Miss Yorke marginalizes immigrants in general and strips Serafina of her authority as 

a parent. These efforts to strip Serafina of her dignity are ultimately unsuccessful, however, as 

Serafina sloughs off her old, falsely dignified self and embraces a flawed, broken, and more 

multifaceted version of herself.  
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After fighting off these toxic external forces in Act I and at the beginning of Act II, 

Serafina meets a young, Italian truck driver who crosses the protective barrier that she 

establishes between the outside world and her home: 

(As soon as he enters, he bursts into rending sobs, leaning against a wall and 

shaking convulsively. The spectators outside laugh as they scatter. Serafina 

slowly    enters the house. The screen door rasps loudly on its rusty springs as she 

lets it swing gradually shut behind her, her eyes remaining fixed with a look of 

stupefied   wonder upon the sobbing figure of the truck driver. We must 

understand her profound unconscious response to this sudden contact with 

distress as acute as her own. There is a long pause as the screen door makes its 

whining, catlike noise swinging shut by degrees.) 

SERAFINA: Somebody's--in my house? (finally, in a hoarse, tremulous whisper) 

What are you--doing in here? Why have you--come in my house? (702) 

Alvaro's candid emotional response to being run off the road by a careless salesman surprises 

Serafina. His sobbing presence immediately challenges her to risk being emotionally open. 

Serafina does not refuse him entrance as she does with other outsiders because Alvaro leads with 

his emotions rather than his intellect. Serafina also moves through the world according to her 

emotional whims; therefore, she immediately connects with Alvaro and recognizes him as a 

kindred spirit. "The spectators”  disperse and Serafina finds herself alone with Alvaro inside the 

house and the screen door mimics the scattering of the spectators as it swings "shut by degrees." 

Alvaro is both an insider and an outsider from Serafina's perspective. He is an Italian truck driver 

like her husband, and, like her, he follows his instincts and embraces his emotions. Alvaro is also 

an outsider by default, however, as he stumbles upon Serafina and her house by chance and 
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enters without her permission. Alvaro at once interrupts and reemphasizes Serafina's self-

imposed exile. 

When Alvaro first stumbles upon Serafina she is astounded by how easily he enters her 

house and she repeatedly questions how he got there. At first, Serafina wonders "what is the 

matter with" Alvaro, but then she begins to cry, too: "(All at once her face puckers up, and for 

the first time in the play Serafina begins to weep, at first soundlessly, then audibly. Soon she is 

sobbing as loudly as Alvaro. She speaks between sobs.)--I always cry--when somebody else is 

crying…" (702-3). Serafina realizes that her inner world has been reinvigorated as a result of 

Alvaro’s presence and she begins to cry, releasing years of repressed feelings. Serafina does 

show her emotions prior to Rosario’s death, but the display is usually more about attention-

seeking rather than authentic expression. Serafina's newfound authenticity is proof of the ways in 

which Rosario’s death transformed her a more compassionate, well-rounded character.  

Serafina's genuine compassion for Alvaro suggests that she has found a new approach to 

expressing her femininity. Rather than decking herself out in expensive clothing and painful 

corsets, she simply shows her emotions and allows herself to be vulnerable. Serafina may be a 

wreck on the outside after Rosario’s death, but her inner resilience is stronger than it has ever 

been. The catharsis she experiences when she meets Alvaro allows Serafina to re-imagine herself 

in a world in which her family and her love for her husband have been irreparably compromised. 

She says, "I wanted to cry all day" (703). Serafina indulges in her softer side, illustrating her will 

to survive. As Alvaro says in the lines that follow, "Even a Wop truck driver's a human being! 

And human beings must cry…" (705). Both Serafina and Alvaro feel marginalized by being 

Sicilian and living on the Gulf Coast, but they become human again through the act of crying. 

Alvaro's "sudden disruptive articulation" of the ethnic slur, "wop," also represents his desire to 
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resist the oppressive discourse that confines him to a certain social role and standing. Thus, 

crying is not only a release for Serafina and Alvaro, it is also evidence of their articulated 

resistance against the dominant culture.  

Act III marks the final stage of Serafina's self-awakening. Alvaro’s integral role in 

Serafina's transformation becomes apparent when he returns to her house for dinner. They end up 

arguing, which culminates in Serafina confirming Rosario's infidelity with a blonde woman 

named Estelle Hohengarten. This revelation shatters Serafina’s delusions about her pure, 

immortal love for Rosario. The fact that Estelle Hohengarten is a blonde woman with a 

Germanic surname contrasts with Serafina's Sicilian-ness. This contrast fully reveals Serafina's 

status as an outsider as well as the fact that the insider identity she constructed when Rosario was 

alive was merely a performance. When Serafina confirms that Rosario was unfaithful she 

approaches a small shrine that she has built around an urn containing his ashes: 

(At this cry Serafina seizes the marble urn and hurls it violently into the furthest  

corner of the room. Then, instantly, she covers her face. Outside the mothers are    

heard calling their children home. Their voices are tender as music, fading in and 

out. The children appear slowly at the side of the house, exhausted from their wild 

play.) (725) 

Serafina breaks the urn to acknowledge that she no longer desires insider status within an 

oppressive social structure, which she can only maintain by lying to herself. Instead, she 

becomes a self-aware outsider who remains present rather than always living for a future that is 

never guaranteed.  

Rather than entering into her relationship with Alvaro with unrealistic expectations, like 

she did with Rosario, Serafina is fully aware of Alvaro's flawed characteristics. I will discuss 
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Alvaro’s indiscretions in more detail in the last section of this chapter, but suffice to say that the 

circumstances get messy and dangerous. Serafina still pursues Alvaro even though she knows 

that he is not an ideal man. She wants to have a chance at starting over but this time she will not 

be surprised and/or duped by unforeseen circumstances. Serafina's endurance in the face of 

oppressive circumstances is not necessarily a positive or a negative, or even a new development. 

She was always willing to move past the seedier side of existence for the purposes of survival. 

This time, however, she knows that her man is “a clown” (720). The future will not be any less 

precarious, but Serafina decides to move forward with her eyes open and an unprecedented level 

of self-awareness. D. H. Lawrence’s female characters are often just as dynamic as characters 

like Serafina. However, Lawrence always uses his female characters as scapegoats for what 

Williams has called his tengential “obsessions, such as his insistence upon the woman’s 

subservience to the male” (“I Rise” 288).  

2. Lawrence’s Critique of The New Woman in “The Blue Moccasins” (1928) 

In this section, I will illustrate the cracks in the design of one of Lawrence’s female 

characters, Lina M’Leod, going on to argue that Williams picks up on these flaws in Lawrence’s 

creations, builds on the inherent dynamism within Lawrence’s ‘women,’ and writes unruly 

heroines who are never without flaws but always learn to move forward (and sometimes thrive) 

despite their shortcomings and perhaps sometimes as a result of them. Lina M’Leod is the 

“painfully modern” anti-heroine of “The Blue Moccasins.” She is also a black widow according 

to the narrator of the story. In fact, the sins of modern man are dumped almost entirely on Lina.18 

Lawrence uses Lina M’Leod as a scapegoat, crafting her into a sterile, stunted, horrifying woman 

who preys on young men and subalterns. By the end of the story Lina is excluded from her small 

 
18 At least Lina is not finally sacrificed as Katie Leslie is at the end of The Plumed Serpent. 
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community and her husband leaves her for a younger woman. Lina is scorned, not unlike 

Serafina delle Rose; however, unlike Serafina, the story doesn’t continue after she has been 

humiliated and broken. In The Rose Tattoo, on the other hand, the majority of the story is about 

the sort of redemption that Serafina might obtain after having experienced trauma and 

heartbreak. Serafina also becomes an outlier in her immediate community but she manages to 

take back her status as an insider within her own life. Serafina is redeemed whether or not she 

succeeds in a conventional way because she transforms into more (not less) of a woman by 

becoming unhinged and finding herself cut off from her community. She’s not cut off forever, 

though. Serafina’s disheveled honesty after Rosario’s death reinstates her position among the 

women in her community for better or for worse. Williams never shies away from the messiness 

of community and collectivity. Where Lawrence sees man as a monolithic entity, Williams sees 

people in heterogeneous terms, always already bound up in their circumstances and their 

communities. Williams picks up where Lawrence left off in his critique of the new woman, 

destabilizing this modern category entirely and replacing it with a model in which non-binary 

women self-consciously perform their gender as an act of resistance. 

Lawrence’s critique of the new woman and his other sexist theories fuel Williams’ desire 

to create dynamic, redeemable female characters in his works. Lina M’Leod constitutes one of 

Lawrence’s many unflattering interpretations of the “new woman,” but she is also the perfect foil 

(and double) for Serafina. After the narrator calls Lina “painfully modern” he outlines her new 

woman status in great detail: 

To-day, when a girl says she is going to be independent, it means she is going to 

devote her attentions almost exclusively to men; though not necessarily to “a 

man.” Miss M’Leod had an income from her mother. Therefore, at the age of 
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twenty, she turned her back on that image of tyranny, her father, and went to Paris 

to study art. Art having been studied, she turned her attention to the globe of 

earth. Being terribly independent, she soon made Africa look small; she dallied 

energetically with vast hinterlands of China; and she knew the Rocky Mountains 

and the deserts of Arizona as if she had been married to them. All this, to escape 

mere man [my emphasis]. It was in New Mexico she purchased the blue 

moccasins, blue bead moccasins, from an Indian who was her guide and her 

subordinate. In her independence she made use of men, of course, but merely as 

servants, subordinates. When the war broke out she came home. She was then 

forty-five, and already going grey. Her brother, two years older than herself, but a 

bachelor, went off to the war; she stayed at home in the small family mansion in 

the country, and did what she could. She was small and erect and brief in her 

speech, her face was like pale ivory, her skin like a very delicate parchment, and 

her eyes were very blue. There was no nonsense about her, though she did paint 

pictures. She never even touched her delicately parchment face with pigment. 

(485) 

Lina is masculine and predatory at the same time that she is dainty and doll-like. She might also 

be a version of Lawrence in drag.19 Lina turns out to be a creation over which Lawrence has little 

control.  

Lina comes home after her travels because “the war broke out” and she needs to claim 

her place in the hierarchical structure of her aristocratic family. She’s patriotic, or so it seems, 

 
19 As a side note, Lina is the feminine form of Linas (Lithuanian) or Linus. Lina is also a shortened version 
of Avelina (Russian). In Arabic, Lina means ”a small, young palm tree.“ And in Greek, Lina refers to the 
olive crown of the hero. Thus, even the origin of Lina’s name has hermaphroditic traces. Perhaps Lina is 
Lawrence’s hermaphroditic trace. 
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even if her own father is merely an “image of tyranny.” “Her brother,” on the other hand, is “two 

years older than herself...a bachelor” who “went off to the war” while “she stayed at home in the 

small family mansion in the country, and did what she could” (486). It becomes clear right from 

the start that the narrator has it out for Lina at the same time that he guiltily identifies with her. 

Lina appears as a confusing character--a devoted yet scheming sister, for example--because of 

the way the narrator describes her. The narrator is sympathetic but also annoyed and perhaps in a 

punishing mood. Lawrence’s mood seeps out right beneath the surface of the character(s) and the 

story. The narrator doesn’t tell us directly what Lina “could” do. Instead, he describes her 

appearance: “She was small and erect and brief in her speech, her face was like pale ivory, her 

skin like a very delicate parchment, and her eyes were very blue” (486-7). On the surface this 

description is strictly about looks but it also gets at some non-binary, subterranean part of Lina. 

Lawrence calls another one of his female characters “a changeling,”20 an androgynous term that 

might also apply to Lina. She’s childlike yet severe; tiny yet not particularly feminine: “There 

was no nonsense about her, though she did paint pictures. She never even touched her delicately 

parchment face with pigment. She was good enough as she was, honest-to-God, and the country 

town had tremendous respect for her” (487). Lina’s not a flat character, per se, even though 

Lawrence tries to project unflattering stereotypes onto her.  

Lina’s managing to “paint pictures” without being susceptible to “nonsense” is a feat. As 

Williams pointed out in his prefatory note for ”I Rise in Flame,” Lawrence also painted pictures. 

Thus, Lina is a primary vehicle for conveying affective states that Lawrence often finds difficult 

to navigate as/by himself. When Lawrence disguises himself as his female pro-/antagonists, his 

dynamism surfaces and he reveals his queerness. 

 
20 “The Princess” (1925). 
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Characters like Lina are realistic as a result of their volatility (which is also always 

Lawrence’s volatility). Lina paints pictures but there’s “no nonsense about her,” which is why 

she doesn’t take paint to her face. Lina didn’t touch her surface because “[s]he was good enough 

as she was, honest-to-God.” In addition to the narrator’s resentment for Lina he appears to have 

an earnest desire to redeem her at least partially. Lina is whole and complete as a character even 

though she has myriad flaws and despite her status as a new woman. Lawrence is almost 

obsessively preoccupied with crafting whole characters even if his approach to attaining 

wholeness (in himself or in his characters) is misguided. In his works Lawrence often suggests 

that human beings can transcend and disavow their chaotic existence, trading it in for resurrected 

perfection. These lofty ideals are usually not quite right, but where Lawrence is right it is often 

where he doesn’t mean to be. Lina is whole despite her contradictory and volatile character. It 

turns out that there was something for Lina to do in lieu of going to war like her brother, that is, 

simply to be (ordinary, human, volatile, messy, even monstrous) in the British countryside where 

she was born and raised: “In her various activities she came pretty often into contact with Percy 

Barlow, the clerk at the bank. He was only twenty-two when she first set eyes on him in 1914, 

and she immediately liked him. He was a stranger in the town, his father being a poor country 

vicar in Yorkshire. But he was of the confiding sort” (487). Lina is a woman with a variety of 

moods, expressions, and experiences. Even when she is being ‘overbearing,’ imperialistic, or 

downright arrogant and violent, she’s also always flowing between these states of being.  

Through Lina and other characters like her Lawrence conveys something revolutionary 

about the way that consciousness might work. Lina’s perpetual traveling and essentially nomadic 
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state of being21 reflects the exiled status of many of Williams’ characters. What all of these 

characters have in common is (closeted yet flamboyant) queerness. As Sedgwick notes,  

[t]o say...that...the epistemology of the closet has given an overarching 

consistency to gay culture and identity throughout this century is not to deny that 

crucial possibilities around and outside the closet have been subject to most 

consequential change, for gay people. There are risks in making salient the 

continuity and centrality of the closet, in a historical narrative that does not have 

as a fulcrum a saving vision—whether located in past or future—of its 

apocalyptic rupture. (68) 

Sedgwick’s observations about the “risks” associated with “making salient the continuity and 

centrality of the closet” apply to Lawrence’s treatment of Lina. Even though Lina temporarily 

escapes country life by studying art, seeing the world, and becoming ‘independent,’ it becomes 

clear that her vision of freedom is illusory. The traveling Lina grew accustomed to is stalled by 

the war, but, as the narrator suggests, there wasn’t much she could do to help in a man’s war. 

Lina does, however, need to be present at the family property if she is to claim her inheritance. 

With the likelihood that her aging brother will die in the war Lina is wise to return home and 

hunker down at “the small family mansion.”  

Clearly Lina is always driven by a combination of colonizing motives and a genuine 

desire for movement. These motives tend to cross wires. It is usually difficult to tell the 

difference between Lina’s curiosity and her scheming. She cannot separate her curiosity from her 

impulse to colonize the world around her. And when she’s done traipsing all over the globe, it 

turns out that a (barely legal) young man named Percy Barlow is a manageable conquest for Lina 

 
21 Lina is never really at home even though she returns to the British countryside.  
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in the British countryside. It is important to note that the narrator describes Lina as having come 

into “contact” with Percy. Significantly, this encounter with a man much younger than herself is 

the first “contact” Lina’s ever had with a man.22 She’s had contact with the wide world, with the 

concept of men, with patriarchy. She’s even internalized these systems, which she makes clear 

by the way she looks at Percy. He’s “only twenty-two” and she’s at least “forty-five.” Yet, unlike 

Lina, Percy has a grown-up job as a “clerk at the bank,” which makes him still a provider despite 

Lina’s pigeonholing him into the role of her own private boy-Lolita.23 Percy is the perfect 

antidote for the mid-life crisis that Lina’s experiencing, especially because she never experienced 

a sexual awakening in her younger years.  

Lina chose education and travel over settling down and being a wife/mother. Now Lina is 

trying to do it all by getting involved with a literal and metaphorical orphan (Percy) to whom she 

can be both wife and mother. It is this (monstrous) mother that Lawrence wants to use as his 

scapegoat, but his desire for revenge against this sort of mother makes him a scary mother to his 

own creation(s).24 The narrator’s description of how the relationship between Percy and Lina 

blossoms illustrates both Lina’s and Lawrence’s sadistic tendencies when it comes to nurturing: 

He soon confided in Miss M’Leod, for whom he had a towering respect, how he 

disliked his stepmother, how he feared his father, was but as wax in the hands of 

that downright woman, and how, in consequence, he was homeless. Wrath shone 

in his pleasant features, but somehow it was an amusing wrath; at least to Miss 

M’Leod. (487)  

 
22 Freud’s concept of polymorphous perversity is a useful rubric for assessing Lina’s condition.  
23 Lolita is androgynous despite all her stylized imitations of femininity/feminine wiles. She’s really like a 
boy in a wig to Humbert. The rape of Hermaphroditus by Salmacis is also a case in point.  
24 In Lorenzo in Taos, Mabel Dodge Luhan suggested that Lawrence was not all that interested in sex 
despite the fact that he often wrote openly about erotic experiences (62).  
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Percy, being “the confiding sort,” falls right into Lina’s trap and reveals everything about himself 

too “soon.” He lacks personal boundaries which makes him the perfect conquest for a gluttonous 

explorer like Lina. Lina is amused because Percy’s “wrath” has grown out of a toxic relationship 

with a failed mother-figure; she’s also up for the challenge of intervening and providing him 

with a different mother-model. 

Even though Percy’s stepmother is a “downright” monstrous woman whom he loathes, he 

is attracted to Lina, another “downright woman,” almost as though he has Stockholm Syndrome. 

Like so many other poor chumps he goes after that which might destroy him. Ironically, and as 

pedantic and cheeky as the narrator of this story might be when it comes to describing women, 

he paints a rather loose and therefore complex picture of the way ‘they’ can be. Isn’t a downright 

woman just a woman, plain and simple? Percy’s stepmother is monstrous precisely because she 

embraces her womanhood in all its monstrous glory. Thus, downright femininity or womanliness 

is what causes Percy to be “as wax in the hands” of his stepmother, and this is yet another way 

that Percy reveals himself, and particularly his weaknesses, to Lina. Perhaps Lina is amused by 

Percy’s wrath because she knows it is a by-product of his desire to be dominated by downright 

women.  

Lina should be a little more thoughtful, though, because Percy might be a ‘sleeping 

giant.’ Lina has been living a sort of itinerant, nomadic existence; therefore, she has never been 

in one place long enough to find out what happens when the tables get turned (i.e. when the slave 

becomes the master). Percy’s homelessness, on the other hand, is not nomadic and it is not a 

choice. Even though Lina’s lifestyle appears to be of her own making, however, she is less at 

home in her home of origin than Percy, an orphan and technical outsider, will ever be. As the 

narrator indicates in that first description of Lina, she’s not quite right as women go. Even 
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though it appears that Lina was just living out a fantasy of being homeless and romanticizing the 

notion of a nomadic lifestyle, her status as an outsider in heterosexual, patriarchal culture 

necessitated becoming itinerant. However, it is also true that the more nitty gritty aspects of 

existence escape Lina. She turns everything, including the realities of orphanhood and 

homelessness, into a kind of market fantasy. She wraps everything up in romantic packaging 

and, in the meantime, her wheels are spinning about how she can transform Percy’s misfortune 

into an opportunity for her to capitalize on. Lina was never not privileged despite all her sundry 

adventures. Lina’s back to the “small family mansion” and for the foreseeable future she’s stuck 

there. It is important to remember that Lina did “[a]ll this,” that is, remained in constant motion, 

“to escape mere man” (486).  

The relationship between a downright woman and mere man is fraught, to say the least. 

These turbulent relations are figuratively (and usually not very literally) fleshed out as a bizarre 

bond begins to form between Lina and Percy. Lina cannot help chasing after Percy, Percy cannot 

help allowing himself to be caught, and the narrator cannot help observing a messy network of 

relations between man and woman within which the (usually overbearing) woman is at fault for 

things going awry.25  

Percy’s wrath is more palatable because he has “pleasant features.” Awful things can 

seem attractive when their delivery comes from a savory source:  

He was distinctly a good-looking boy, with stiff dark hair and odd, twinkling grey 

eyes under thick dark brows, and a rather full mouth and a queer, deep voice that 

had a caressing touch of hoarseness. It was his voice that somehow got behind 

 
25 The relationship between Lina and Percy is a lot like the relationship between Paul and Gertrude in 
Sons and Lovers. It is also important to note that the relationship between Paul and Gertrude was 
modeled after Lawrence’s relationship with his own mother.  
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Miss M’Leod’s reserve. Not that he had the faintest intention of doing so. He 

looked up to her immensely: “She’s miles above me.” (487)  

Percy is youthful, subordinate, and he might be an object for Lina’s consumption if he falls 

victim to her vampiric female gaze. However, he is also slightly brooding (though not quite 

despotic) with his “stiff dark hair” and his “wrath,” which contrasts with the ghastly, washed out 

quality that the narrator attributes to Lina’s physical appearance. Percy has “odd, twinkling grey 

eyes,” which make him dreamy but in an off-putting way. Grey eyes are not necessarily rare but 

they’re also not quite classifiable on the spectrum of eye colors; and they’re not necessarily the 

same thing as hazel eyes.26 Percy‘s “thick dark brows’ add to his mysterious, brooding air. 

Despite all his boyish naiveté, Percy is rather like a gothic anti-hero, not unlike Rochester or 

Heathcliff to name a few.27 Percy embodies the kind of contrast that Lawrence is interested in 

achieving not only in his characters, but in the overarching ethos of his work. Lawrence earnestly 

believes that reinvigorating human consciousness—in the context of his particular historical 

moment—will only come by embracing a more pluralized consciousness.  

What Lawrence calls “the old white psyche” (70) in Studies in Classic American 

Literature is a problem that he addresses in his work: 

There is a 'different' feeling in the old American classics. It is the shifting over 

from the old psyche to something new, a displacement. And displacements hurt. 

This hurts. So we try to tie it up, like a cut finger. Put a rag round it.  

It is a cut too. Cutting away the old emotions and consciousness. Don't ask what is 

left.  

 
26 The heroines in Gothic novels almost always have grey eyes, e.g. Jane Eyre.  
27 At one point in the story Percy walks into Lina’s bedroom as she is brushing her long, grey hair. This, 
too, falls into the category of a gothic trope.  
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Art-speech is the only truth. An artist is usually a damned liar, but his art, if it be 

art, will tell you the truth of his day. And that is all that matters. Away with 

eternal truth. Truth lives from day to day, and the marvelous Plato of yesterday is 

chiefly bosh today. (3)  

Percy is the embodiment of “something new” that Lawrence wants to instate. In this story Lina is 

the one with the stale, old “white psyche” that needs to be regulated. Lina is the unofficial 

monstrous mother in this story and she needs to be punished for her role in perpetuating the 

white psyche. Lawrence often casts his female characters as being less capable of reinvigorating 

their consciousness; they usually need the help of a man to do so. Williams takes issue with the 

way that Lawrence uses women as scapegoats in his work. Williams had a monstrous mother, 

too, but he still learns to love, respect, and revere women as divine beings. 

Lina M’Leod is a woman unto herself and thus she embodies what Lawrence perceives as 

the vicious, exclusive nature of women. Lawrence has psychic wounds that need to be addressed 

and, as a result, he robs all his characters of their humanity, men and women alike.  Sometimes, 

however, Lawrence’s scope becomes wider and more inclusive, and he taps into a kind of 

visionary, restorative consciousness. Lina never catches a glimpse of the wider consciousness, 

personally, but, as she becomes a vehicle for Lawrence’s feminine self, she also plays a role in 

the larger therapeutic project that this story accidentally takes part in. Like the American stories 

that Lawrence lovingly critiques and chides in Studies in Classic American Literature, this story 

gets out of hand in the best way possible. As a result of the unruliness in the storytelling, this 

particular thing becomes less of a love story or a tale of revenge, and more of an exploration of 

what Lawrence calls “the deepest self” in his introduction to Studies:  
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Men are not free when they are doing just what they like. The moment you can do 

just what you like, there is nothing you care about doing. Men are only free when 

they are doing what the deepest self likes. And there is getting down to the 

deepest self! It takes some diving. Because the deepest self is way down, and the 

conscious self is an obstinate monkey. But of one thing we may be sure. If one 

wants to be free, one has to give up the illusion of doing what one likes, and seek 

what IT wishes done. But before you can do what IT likes, you must first break 

the spell of the old mastery, the old IT.” (7-8) 

Lawrence also seeks freedom and it comes at the price of control over one’s own creations. Thus, 

things get out of control, especially in Lawrence’s earlier works, and “what the deeper self 

wants” is slowly revealed. Arguably, these deep and largely unconscious revelations form the 

basis for more consciously revelatory and formally pleasing works like Women in Love or even 

Lady Chatterley’s Lover.  

“The Blue Moccasins” is not a love story in the conventional sense, but it qualifies as the 

kind of “love story” that Lawrence talks about in reference to the works of Poe in Studies: 

But Poe is rather a scientist than an artist. He is reducing his own self as a 

scientist reduces a salt in a crucible. It is an almost chemical analysis of the soul 

and consciousness. Whereas in true art there is always the double rhythm of 

creating and destroying. This is why Poe calls his things ‘tales.’ They are a 

concatenation of cause and effect. His best pieces, however, are not tales. They 

are more. They are ghastly stories of the human soul in its disruptive throes. 

Moreover, they are ‘love’ stories. Ligeia and “The Fall of the House of Usher” are 

really love stories. Love is the mysterious vital connection which draws things 
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together, closer, closer together. For this reason sex is the actual crisis of love. For 

in sex the two blood-systems, in the male and female, concentrate and come into 

contact, the merest film intervening. Yet if the intervening film breaks down, it is 

death.” (70-1) 

This passage provides evidence for Lawrence’s touchiness when it comes to the more visceral 

aspects of the erotic experience, and, when read in tandem with “The Blue Moccasins,” it 

suggests that Lawrence inherited Poe’s penchant for writing “ghastly” stories “of the human soul 

in its disruptive throes.” Together, Lina and Percy enact the battle between masculine and 

feminine forces within the human psyche. What Lawrence calls “disruptive throes” are 

essentially resistance to the restoration of balance between opposite forces. 

Lawrence also differentiates between a “tale” and a “story,” a distinction that is not 

unrelated to the way that Lawrence identifies masculinity and femininity as categories that must 

necessarily remain separate. This is, of course, counter to what Lawrence has to say about 

breaking “the spell of the old mastery.” When Lawrence talks about science there is anxiety 

beneath the surface of his pondering and this anxious talk uncovers some keys to understanding 

the hills and valleys of Lawrence’s psyche and how certain fluctuations in the writer’s inner 

landscape affect the writing: 

So there you are. There is a limit to everything. There is a limit to love. The 

central law of all organic life is that each organism is intrinsically isolate and 

single in itself. The moment its isolation breaks down, and there comes an actual 

mixing and confusion, death sets in. This is true of every individual organism, 

from man to amoeba. But the secondary law of all organic life is that each 
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organism only lives through contact with other matter, assimilation, and contact 

with other life, which means assimilation of new vibrations, non-material” (71). 

Finally, Lawrence claims that “[e]ach individual organism is vivified by intimate contact with 

fellow organisms: up to a certain point” (71). This is typically Lawrentian: one minute he 

advocates for the breaking down of old boundaries and the consciousness that accompanies a 

civilization that is bounded by these stale, outdated laws, and the next minutes he is ranting about 

the dire need for ‘new’ boundaries that look suspiciously like traces of “the old mastery.” If we 

take Lawrence’s advice about mining the depths and finding the deeper, more authentic contents 

of both consciousness as well as lived experience, we might learn something from the collective 

of voices and perspectives that seeps out of Lawrence’s works. We can, indeed, gain something 

from observing and tracing the affective ooze that remains as a by-product of all of Lawrence’s 

psychic breaks, emotional outbursts, clever quips and crafty narrative moves. Lawrence may 

appear to be excessively contrarian and therefore slightly useless, but it is worth paying attention 

to what he does because he lets everything loose (and that is always useful).  
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Chapter 3--Queer Sons and Monstrous Mothers in Williams’ Suddenly Last Summer and 
Lawrence’s Sons and Lovers  
 

Monstrous mother-son relationships are central to D. H. Lawrence’s 1913 novel, Sons 

and Lovers, as well as Tennessee Williams’ 1958 play, Suddenly Last Summer. The protagonists 

in both these stories make art (and love) that is fueled by the resentment and adoration that they 

have for their mothers.28 Paul Morel and Sebastian Venable inhabit their roles as sons and lovers 

in perverse, unorthodox ways.  Paul seems more innocent than Sebastian, who is clearly culpable 

and even predatory, but both characters are ‘guilty’ of performing masculinity in ways that draw 

attention to the elaborate farce that is conventional gender performance. Paul and Sebastian “sing 

the mysteries of manly love”29 by seeking out revenge against their abusive, overbearing 

mothers, by making art and avoiding ‘men’s work’ (Paul paints and Sebastian writes poems), and 

by engaging in reproducing a libidinal economy in which they are always the powerful, male 

aggressors.  

Sons and Lovers and Suddenly Last Summer can be read as slightly different versions of 

the same story. The monstrous relations between the sons and mothers (and lovers) of these 

stories take place in similarly dilapidated circumstances. The natural world is ever-present in 

both Williams’ play and Lawrence’s novel; however, it is usually described as having been 

ravaged by industrial modernity and its spoils. Suddenly begins with stage directions that 

describe “a mansion of Victorian, Gothic style…blended with a fantastic garden, which is more 

like a tropical jungle, or forest, in the prehistoric age of giant fern-forests when living creatures 

had flippers turning to limbs and scales to skin” (101). There are also “massive tree-flowers that 

suggest organs of a body, torn out, still glistening with undried blood” (101). This visceral, 

 
28 Paul Morel vs. Sebastian Venable, or Moral vs. Venerable. 
29 Lawrence says that Whitman “sings the mysteries of manly love” (111) in Studies in Classic American 
Literature.  
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seething garden is full of plants that either recall or resemble bodies in various stages of 

evolutionary development; but some of them could also stand-in for individual (sex) organs. In 

either case, these plants point visually to the origins of human life, or, perhaps more accurately, 

to the origins of the biology of sex. As these prefatory notes suggest, the giant ferns are more 

than a simple throwback to “the prehistoric age”: they originated there. They’ve somehow 

remained relatively unchanged, while other “living creatures” have evolved and adapted; 

however, the apparent consistency of these plants’ prehistoric design over time represents, for 

Williams at least, one of the traces of the biology of sex that has been more or less overlooked. 

The “massive tree-flowers” reify the images brought to mind by the ferns, at once physically 

evoking a body whose development has stalled and/or accelerated and visually suggesting, in an 

even more pronounced way, the individual (sex) “organs of a body.”30 In any case, these plants 

and the images recollected by them provide a foundation for the fantastic story that the 

homeowner—Mrs. Violet Venable—will tell to the psychiatric doctor—Cukrowicz.31  

 After the stage directions set the scene with a description of this monstrous, primal 

garden, Mrs. Venable tells Dr. Cukrowicz about a trip she took to the Galapagos with Sebastian 

 
30 These organs belong to “a body,” but not a male or a female body in particular. However, this body is 
not unsexed. These images are erotic, and, for the purposes of this argument, the body is both male and 
female. 
31 Suddenly Last Summer begins with a conversation between Mrs. Venable and Dr. Cukrowicz that 
revolves around Mrs. Venable's desire to have her niece, Cathy, lobotomized for exposing the truth about 
what happened to her son, Sebastian, last summer in Cabeza de Lobo. Mrs. Venable always 
accompanied Sebastian on his summer conquests abroad, where he used her as 'bait' to attract young 
men. When she has a stroke and becomes too old to lure these young men, however, Sebastian takes 
Cathy with him instead. Sebastian's choice to replace his mother with Cathy leads to his horrific death, 
that is, being cannibalized by the young men whom he pursued in Cabeza de Lobo. The conversation 
between Mrs. Venable and Dr. Cukrowicz is interrupted in the play-text, first, by Cathy's mother and 
brother, Mrs. Holly and George, and then, by Cathy and Sister Felicity, who arrive from the mental 
hospital where Cathy has been confined since she returned from Cabeza de Lobo. After Cathy arrives at 
the Venable home, her confession of what happened to Sebastian in Cabeza de Lobo slowly unfolds. She 
begins by confessing her own sexual transgressions, which eventually leads to her account of 
Sebastian's horrific death. There is also an odd, (somewhat) sterile romance that develops between 
Cathy and the Doctor over the course of her confession that interrupts, as do her sexual transgressions, 
the brief and eventual confession she makes about Sebastian's death. Her final confession of the truth 
about what happened to Sebastian comes at the end of the play. 
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which (re-)produces the off-kilter botanical features of the garden and provides context for their 

perversity. Sebastian’s interest in the Galapagos originates with his reading of Melville, which is 

significant enough; however, in light of the perverse botanical features of the garden as well as 

their tenuous connection to biological realities, it is also important to remember that Darwin was 

in the Galapagos, a visit which influenced The Origin of Species (1859) (Voyage 268). For 

Darwin, the various organisms he found on the Galapagos Archipelago provided a foundation for 

his claims about how life on earth evolved over time.32  

Sebastian’s reading of Darwin via Melville, and via his own experience of “God” as 

natural selection,33 becomes a kind of heretical dogma. He follows this dogma, and he eventually 

allows himself to be destroyed by it when he is cannibalized by the hungry boys who chase him 

through the winding streets of Cabeza de Lobo. The story of Sebastian’s demise is told by Cathy 

and, as a result of this oracular, even ventriloquial storytelling,34 male and female voices are 

fused. I will suggest that the fusion between male and female voices, perspectives, and/or 

 
32 For more on Darwin’s observations about the development and evolution of species on remote islands 
(and especially the Galapagos Archipelago), see Chapter 12—“Geographical Distribution”—of The Origin 
of Species. In Chapter 4—“Natural Selection”—Darwin makes the following assumptions about sexual 
selection: “Inasmuch as peculiarities often appear under domestication in one sex and become 
hereditarily attached to that sex, the same fact probably occurs under nature, and if so, natural selection 
will be able to modify one sex in its functional relations to the other sex, or in relation to wholly different 
habits of life in the two sexes, as is sometimes the case with insects. And this leads me to say a few 
words on what I call Sexual Selection. This depends, not on a struggle for existence, but on a struggle 
between the males for possession of the females; the result is not death to the unsuccessful competitor, 
but few or no offspring. Sexual selection is, therefore, less rigorous than natural selection” (73). However 
short-sighted these observations might seem, now, it is important to start here in thinking about the 
evolution of theories about the biological origins of sex. And, another important question we might ask, in 
light of what we think we know about Sebastian’s views on “natural selection”: what is the relationship 
between natural and sexual selection for modern man? 
33 The summer before his death, Sebastian travels to the Encantadas with his mother and witnesses the 
baby sea turtles being devoured by “carnivorous” birds. As Mrs. Venable tells Dr. Cukrowicz: “Yes, well, 
now, I can tell you without any hesitation that my son was looking for God, I mean for a clear image of 
him. He spent that whole blazing equatorial day in the crow’s-nest of the schooner watching this thing (my 
emphasis) on the beach till it was too dark to see it, and when he came down the rigging he said ‘Well, 
now I’ve seen Him!,’ and he meant God.—And for several weeks after that he had a fever, he was 
delirious with it.—” (107). 
34 Cathy is the priestess, who her dead cousin speaks through, as well as a version of Sebastian (and 
Williams) in drag.  
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bodies—a common feature in Williams’ writing—coincides with the power struggle between 

mother and son in D. H. Lawrence’s most conventional novel, Sons and Lovers. In Suddenly Last 

Summer Williams manipulates Lawrence’s vision by somewhat-openly queering familial and 

sexual relations. Again, Sedgwick‘s claims about the “startling” erotic congruence between 

Melville and Wilde applies, here, between Lawrence’s popular novel and Williams’ most 

controversial play from the relatively tamer first half of his career. I will explore what Sedgwick 

calls “the conventionally obvious differences” between the “style, literary positioning, national 

origin, class ethos, structure, and thematics” of Sons and Lovers and Suddenly Last Summer to 

discover and interrogate the erotic congruence between these two works (48-9). 

1. Queerness, Affect, and Madwomen in Williams’ Suddenly Last Summer (1958) 

"Memory is most certainly constructed and, more important, always political” (35). 
 

“Queerness is a structuring and educated mode of desiring that allows us to see and feel beyond the 
quagmire of the present. The here and now is a prison house. We must strive, in the face of the here and 

now’s totalizing rendering of reality, to think and feel a then and there. Some will say that all we have are 
the pleasures of this moment, but we must never settle for that minimal transport; we must dream and 

enact new and better pleasures, other ways of being in the world, and ultimately new worlds. Queerness is 
a longing that propels us onward, beyond romances of the negative and toiling in the present. Queerness 

is that thing that lets us feel that this world is not enough, that indeed something is missing” (1). 
 

-José Esteban Muñoz, from Cruising Utopia 

 
"[...] a dream works under a kind of compulsion which forces it to combine into a unified whole all the 

sources of dream-stimulation which are offered to it” (216). 
 

“When in a dream something has the character of a spoken utterance—that is, when it is said or heard, not 
merely thought—and the distinction can usually be made with certainty—then it originates in the 

utterances of waking life, which have, of course, been treated as raw material, dismembered, and slightly 
altered, and above all removed from their context. In the work of interpretation we may take such 

utterances as our starting-point" (219). 
 

-Sigmund Freud, from The Interpretation of Dreams 
 

In Suddenly Last Summer queerness is "eclipsed" by a palimpsest of silenced voices and 

mediated subject positions. This eclipsing is produced in the bizarre world of the play by the 
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unpredictable movement between revealing and concealing in the dialogue. As a further 

extension of this metaphor, the undulations between revealing and concealing in the dialogue 

match the interplay between light and shadow in the stage directions. The ways that light and 

shadow interact reveal and conceal Sebastian, the absent and ironically central (and gay) subject 

of this play. His eclipsed role in the narrative is located somewhere between the 'closet' and the 

rest of the world. Thus Sebastian lives in a liminal place which allows him to reappear 

throughout the narrative35 to adapt (that is, to queer) the very palimpsest that eclipses him. By 

becoming an agent in the narrative despite his absence, Sebastian evades the confinement of the 

closet. The characters in the play make a spectacle out of Sebastian’s life and in telling his story 

they expose the perverse amatory activities in which he reveled. I will first discuss the ways in 

which Cathy’s account of her cousin’s demise in Cabeza de Lobo is, at least metaphorically, a 

ventriloquized version of Sebastian’s (post-mortem) coming out. As Cathy reveals what 

Sebastian could not when he was still alive, queerness materializes as a palimpsest of masculine 

and feminine perspectives that is not only a subject position but also an affective atmosphere. 

Later, I will examine Joseph Mankiewicz's 1959 feature-film adaptation in which the queered 

world of the play is unintentionally reproduced, further emphasizing an affective atmosphere 

where non-binary sensuality can thrive.36  

In Suddenly Last Summer, a 'shadow' exists between Sebastian's identity and his 

awareness of identity as a performance, and this shadow is articulated by the eclipsing of light in 

the stage directions. In the dialogue, Mrs. Venable paradoxically enacts the tension between light 

and shadow that is evident in the stage directions. First, she claims that, "most people's lives" are 

 
35 Both in the play and in Mankiewicz‘s film adaptation. 
36 Lawrence’s influence and Williams’ intentional queering of Lawrence’s devices comprise additional 
layers of this palimpsest. 
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nothing "but trails of debris, each day more debris, more debris, long, long trails of debris with 

nothing to clean it all up but, finally, death…" (Suddenly 111). Superficially, Mrs. Venable 

reinforces her sense that "everyone else" was "eclipsed" by the special relationship that she had 

with Sebastian; however, she also sheds light on the shadow that eclipses Sebastian's 'queerness.' 

Although Mrs. Venable is referring to other, less special "people's lives," she inadvertently draws 

attention to the inevitable death of the modern, queer subject in the world of this play. She 

contradicts her first illuminating, albeit unintentional enactment of Sebastian's 'queerness' by 

saying that she and Sebastian "left behind" them, rather than "a trails of debris," "a trail of days 

like a gallery of sculpture" (Suddenly 111). 

Mrs. Venable's first observation, which supposedly contrasts with the way that she and 

Sebastian lived their lives, blends the surface (the light) with the depths (the shadows) of human 

existence.37 By exposing her son's cruel vision of the world and suggesting that this vision is 

‘symptomatic’ of queerness, Mrs. Venable inadvertently exposes (and punishes) Sebastian for 

being gay. From the very beginning of the play it is clear that Mrs. Venable is a monstrous 

mother who cannibalizes Sebastian metaphorically with her words both before and after his 

death. The dialogue and stage directions in Suddenly Last Summer employ light to obscure 

Sebastian's closeted queerness as well as the horrific circumstances of his death.  

Over the course of Cathy's 'confession' she reveals her past sexual transgressions as the 

primary subtext for Sebastian's 'queerness.' Cathy implies that, by using her as "bait" to attract 

young boys, Sebastian exploited her mental instability in order to make her complicit in his own 

 
37 This complex interplay between light and shadow is also evident in the dialogue and stage directions of 
many of Williams' other plays. In Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, for example, "the grace and comfort of light" and 
"the reassurance it gives" is meant to "gently" console the play's characters even with the imminent threat 
and "dread of death" that pervades its atmosphere (Cat 880). In this play, Big Daddy's terminal illness 
alludes to the metaphorical shadow of death; thus, light is used in the stage directions to obscure the 
shadow of death.  
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sexually transgressive schemes. In Dramatizing Dementia, Jacqueline O'Connor explains that 

Cathy is "trapped by" her "present circumstances into a course of action that tests" her "courage," 

for she is "limited by the rules of the asylum, and by the choices of" her "past" (25). As Cathy's 

story unfolds, her perception of her own marginalized subjectivity as a sexually transgressive 

(mad)woman and her perception of Sebastian as a gay man who is literally devoured by his 

desires overlap and merge. This palimpsest of perspectives informs Cathy's process of telling 

Sebastian’s story, reflecting Sebastian’s own way of navigating through the "the trails of debris.” 

Throughout Suddenly Last Summer, there are many ways in which a particularly mid-

century closeted version of public queerness eclipses a more flamboyant version of private 

queerness. In the world of this play, the truth is more fantastic than the lie. When Cathy’s mother 

insinuates that she might be embellishing what happened in Cabeza de Lobo, Cathy responds: 

"But, Mother, I DIDN'T invent it. I know it's a hideous story but it’s a true story of our time and 

the world we live in and what did truly happen to Cousin Sebastian in Cabeza de Lobo…" 

(Suddenly 122-3). The "hideous" reality of the truth is made to look like an invention in the 

modern world. In Memory, Myth, and Symbol, Judith Thompson compares the relationship 

between Sebastian and Mrs. Venable to "the myth of Attis and Cybele," and explains that, in the 

play, the myth is  

shattered and retold not as a ceremony of ritual sacrifice to ensure the renewed 

fertility of life, but as its demonic counterpart: a fable of the modern world's  

rapacity, exploitation and lust. What remains is not the promise of life's  

springtime renewal of fertility, but the wasteland's sterile 'heap of broken 

images': an existential hell." (117) 
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Mrs. Venable tells Dr. Cukrowicz about "springtime renewal" and "fertility" gone awry when she 

visited the Encantadas with Sebastian one summer, where they saw the hatching of the sea 

turtles. Mrs. Venable is horrified by the flesh-eating birds who prey on the newly hatched sea 

turtles, "tearing" their "undersides open and rending and eating their flesh" (Suddenly 105). 

Sebastian, on the other hand, sees his cruel vision of God in this "sterile heap of broken images" 

that is "a fable of the modern world's rapacity, exploitation, and lust." He asserts, via Cathy, that 

the hideous reality of the truth is its being made to look like an invention. 

Mrs. Venable tries to invert Sebastian's public and private lives when she describes him 

to Dr. Cukrowicz in the first scene: "I'm devoting all that's left of my life, Doctor, to the defense 

of a dead poet's reputation. Sebastian had no public name as a poet, he didn't want one, he 

refused to have one. He dreaded, abhorred!--false values that come from being publicly known, 

from fame, from personal--exploitation…" (103). It is monotonous that Mrs. Venable has 

devoted her life to defending Sebastian's "reputation" when he supposedly "abhorred" the 

consequences that come with "being publicly known." Mrs. Venable's perception not only 

mediates Sebastian's identity, but also exposes the conflicted relationship between Sebastian's 

private self and his public self. Because of Mrs. Venable's oddly revealing perspective, it 

becomes clear that Sebastian eclipses himself through a performance of an idealized self. In his 

Memoirs, Williams mirrors Sebastian’s paradoxical performance of queerness as he is slightly 

repressed, exceedingly polite, but also exceptionally candid about his sexual exploits. Williams 

makes several references to his awareness of the way that others perceive him as a gay man. He 

recalls bumping into an old friend from college, an encounter that leaves him wondering if his 

friend knows that he has "turned queer" (Memoirs 156). This brief incident is evidence of 

Williams' desire to keep his homosexuality private, and, when he outwardly discusses gay sex, 
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he always couches it in euphemistic terminology. For example, Williams discusses his early 

"cruising," musing over whether or not he did this "for the pleasure of" his "cruising partner's 

companionship and for the sport of pursuit," or "for the pretty repetitive and superficial 

satisfactions of the act itself" (Memoirs 66). Williams is often skeptical of the possibility that his 

sexual encounters will do anything to cure his loneliness; by describing these encounters as 'acts' 

that produce "repetitive and superficial satisfactions," he does not distinguish homosexual 

encounters from heterosexual ones and he conceals the physical differences between 

heterosexual sex and gay, male sex. Williams also discusses his anxiety about living according to 

societal rules and conventions: "Of course, I also existed outside of conventional society while 

contriving somewhat precariously to remain in contact with it. For me this was not only 

precarious but a matter of dark unconscious disturbance" (Memoirs 204-5). This dark 

unconscious realm recalls the world of light and shadow inhabited by Sebastian and Mrs. 

Venable. In Suddenly Last Summer, the effort to eclipse Sebastian's queerness is challenged by 

the emergence of a new, hybridized queer subject: Cathy as the 'mad' woman who holds the key 

to Sebastian's queerness. From Cathy's perspective, the moment of Sebastian's death is the 

ultimate representation of the cannibalistic relationship between the public self and the private 

self:

When we got back to where my cousin Sebastian had disappeared in the flock of 

featherless little black sparrows, he--he was lying naked as 

they had been naked against a white wall, and this you won't believe, nobody 

has believed it, nobody could believe it, nobody, nobody on earth could possibly 

believe it, and I don't blame them!--They had devoured parts of him. (147) 
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Cathy's description illustrates the catastrophic results of the continuous tension that exists 

between Sebastian's private self and public self. Also marginalized, cast out, and betrayed by her 

own family, Cathy appears to be an unreliable narrator. As O'Connor points out, Cathy's role as 

narrator "signals her desire to take control of her environment and assert herself as an 

autonomous member of society" (Dramatizing Dementia 24), a "desire" that is fulfilled, 

ironically, by reading the varying degrees of light and shadow that eclipse queerness as she tells 

Sebastian’s story.38 Cathy's story momentarily brings queerness to the foreground only to 

reemphasize its more nearly permanent position somewhere between the foreground and the 

background. The tension between public and private, or, in the play's language, between light 

and shadow, eventually creates the conditions for Sebastian's disappearance "in the flock of 

featherless little black sparrows." In other words, Sebastian's public self and private self devour 

one another. 

Cathy’s stuttering storytelling style urges her audience to read and/or witness the 

spectacle of revealing and concealing queerness. In Tony Kushner in Conversation, the Angels in 

America playwright discusses the ways in which the AIDS epidemic drew attention to the social 

consequences of homophobic discourse: 

Another change that is happening, completely as a consequence of the AIDS    

epidemic, is that it’s becoming clearer and clearer to the gay and lesbian    

community in the States, and probably elsewhere, that there are life and death    

consequences to homophobia...Whatever the root causes of homophobia are, they 

38 As I've indicated previously, this interplay between light and shadow is a common trope in Williams' 
plays. In A Streetcar Named Desire, for example, the stage directions note that, Blanche's "delicate 
beauty must avoid a strong light. There is something about her uncertain manner, as well as her white 
clothes, that suggests a moth" (471). Sebastian possesses a similar "moth"-like quality and he wears 
"white clothes" that fateful and fatal day in Cabeza de Lobo. Sebastian gets too close, much like Blanche 
does in Streetcar, to the "strong light" of his 'deviant' sexual desires as well as to the light that illuminates 
his queer subject position; the  'shadow' of his death always obscures and resists the light.  
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are very deep and must in some way be integral to the structure of the    

heterosexual majority consciousness. (20) 

Although "the life and death consequences" of homophobia are untenable, Kushner suggests that 

they produce an open, public discourse with regard to queerness that challenges "the structure of 

the heterosexual majority consciousness.” In Suddenly, Dr. Cukrowicz attempts to isolate Cathy's 

story for the sterile, impersonal purposes of his research; however, Cathy's agency is expressed 

through her rebellious reaction to institutional confinement and the "extremely specific and 

concrete mode of discourse" with which she tells her story. As Cathy realizes that the doctor will 

make her tell the truth, regardless of any resistance on her part, bits and pieces of her story 

escape. She says, as she looks at the doctor through the slanted shutters, "His eyes are so blue…I 

wonder why he ain't blonde? We were going to blondes, blondes were next on the 

menu…Cousin Sebastian said he was famished for blondes" (123). Even though Cathy can no 

longer conceal her story she still indirectly resists institutional oppression by appraising the 

doctor's physical body through the queer, male gaze of her deceased cousin. 

Eventually everyone gathers on the porch and the tense atmosphere that pervades the 

already claustrophobic, screened-in porch escalates, resulting in the other characters' pursuit and 

subsequent cornering of Cathy at the edge of the garden, where she retreats, screaming like a 

'mad' woman. O'Connor discusses the ways that the performance of madness in Williams' drama 

is publicized: "Ironically, the shame and attempts at suppression of the madness that operate 

within the plays are counterbalanced by the public nature of the performance, for the mad 

person's ravings and eventual confinement become the public spectacle, with the theater 

audience as witness" (Dramatizing Dementia 18). The characters' pursuit of Cathy into the 

garden gestures symbolically toward what Savran suggests, via David Frost, is society's 
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inevitable and unavoidable "rape of the individual subject." Although it is monstrous and 

teeming with potential hazards the garden is a safer space to inhabit than the liminal space of the 

porch, the screen of which doubles as a cage. 

As Cathy begins to answer the doctor's questions, she makes a revealing statement about 

the relationship between love and manipulation: "Yes, we all use each other and that's what we 

think of as love, and not being able to use each is what's--hate…." (125). Cathy's vision of love 

mirrors Sebastian's vision of a cruel God. David Savran discusses how "Williams' destabilization 

of mid-century notions of masculinity and femininity is accomplished, in part, by his ability both 

to expose the often murderous violence that accompanies the exercise of male authority and to 

valorize female power and female sexual desire" (Communists, Cowboys, and Queers 81).39 

Williams' primary project in Suddenly Last Summer is thus to provide a palimpsest of masculine 

and feminine perspectives that can be revised within constantly changing historical and cultural 

contexts and that will reveal, as this palimpsest is adapted to fit different mediums, the mobility 

and adaptability of queerness.  

2. Mother Knows Best and Other Monstrosities in Lawrence’s Sons and Lovers (1913)

“At the time of medieval sorcery, incest has such a broad definition that it includes almost all the 
members of the same village. [...] So on the occasion of sabbat, the participants commit incest. They 

rediscover there the objects of their childhood love; there, in this obvious wild state, they rediscover their 
true order, the order of their first attachments, with neighbors and cousins. ‘Incest is the serf’s universal 

condition, a condition perfectly manifested in the sabbat which is their only freedom, their true life, in 
which they show what they are,’ writes Michelet. Paradoxically, or on the contrary—logically, this 

reverse side is the truth: ‘At the sabbat natural attractions bloomed. The young man rediscovered there the 
one he knew and loved already [...]. You can be sure he preferred her and scarcely remembered the 

impediments of church law....A strong conspiracy and faithful mutual agreement which kept love tightly 
bound up within the family, excluded the stranger.’ The sabbat, hence, is endogamous love; a repeat of 

39 Michael Paller discusses Williams' work in the context of the rampant censorship of social deviance in 
the 1940s and 1950s. He identifies "'Employment of Homosexuals and Other Sex Perverts in the 
Government,' a report issued by the Senate Committee on Expenditures in the Executive Department" 
(Gentlemen Callers 54), as indicative of a growing suspicion of homosexual practices within American 
politics, culture, and everyday life that resulted in the institutionally sanctioned "surveillance of law-abiding 
civilian gay men and lesbians" (Gentlemen Callers 55). This surveillance confined and oppressed not only 
homosexual men and women, but also anyone who was deemed socially and sexually transgressive. 



 Thomas   107 

the childish past, it is also anticipation of the future family, restricted and bourgeois, which will succeed 
the system of extended kinship” (30-1). 

-Hélène Cixous, from “Sorceress and Hysteric”

“The oedipal myth we accept as a given of Western culture suggests that the son grows into desire 
through his frustrated longing for his mother, his father’s woman. The family romance of the novel, 

however, often tells a different story to those who would hear it. This same son learns to be a man from 
this same father, and the son is much more likely in these stories to observe his patriarchal nemesis and 

model in the throes of desire for an altogether different woman—a daughter, his daughter” (6). 

-Lynda Zwinger, from Daughters, Fathers, and the Novel

“Meanwhile William grew bigger and stronger and more active, while Paul, always rather delicate and 
quiet, got slimmer, and trotted after his mother like her shadow. He was usually active and interested, but 

sometimes he would have fits of depression. Then the mother would find the boy of three or four crying 
on the sofa. 

‘What’s the matter?’ she asked, and got no answer. 

‘What’s the matter?’ she insisted, getting cross. 

‘I don’t know,’ sobbed the child. 

So she tried to reason him out of it, or to amuse him, but without effect. It made her feel beside herself. 
Then the father, always impatient, would jump from his chair and shout: 

‘If he doesn’t stop, I’ll smack him till he does.’ 

‘You’ll do nothing of the sort,’ said the mother coldly. And then she carried the child into the yard, 
plumped him into his little chair, and said: ‘Now cry there, Misery!’ 

And then a butterfly on the rhubarb-leaves perhaps caught his eye, or at last he cried himself to sleep. 
These fits were not often, but they caused a shadow in Mrs. Morel’s heart, and her treatment of Paul was 

different from that of the other children” (86). 

-D. H. Lawrence, from Sons and Lovers

In Lawrence’s third and most ‘conservative’ novel, Sons and Lovers, the palimpsest of 

queer relations is no less dynamic, but the relations themselves are often submerged beneath 

layers of patriarchal lineage, hard facts about the exploitation of the working classes40, and 

nostalgia for an idealized, primal past which surfaces in the moments during which characters 

40 Particularly the workers in the coal mines in the English countryside. 
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are immersed in seemingly untouched and therefore still fertile portions of the landscape. In this 

fairly conventional early-twentieth century British novel the queer relations are built in to the 

conventional narrative and manifest most apparently as and within the relationship Paul Morel 

shares with his mother, Gertrude. Paul Morel is Gertrude’s youngest son. William is her eldest 

and most rule-abiding son, but Paul becomes Gertrude’s new favorite when William gets sick 

and eventually dies. Paul is accidentally a good son, but he is also a lover to Gertrude and others. 

He loves and sometimes lusts after Miriam Leivers41 and lusts after and maybe loves Clara 

Dawes,42 but his allegiance as both a son and a lover is always primarily to Gertrude. Paul even 

acts as her caretaker when she gets sick and dies at the end of the novel. Paul’s upbringing is the 

cause and effect of his dysfunctional orientation toward love: his father is mostly absent, his 

mother is all-too-present, and he’s working class by birth but has aspirations of being an 

accomplished artist. After Gertrude is gone Paul uses his grief as an excuse to swear off romantic 

love. In the final chapter of the novel Paul refuses Miriam’s suggestion that they marry, choosing 

instead to wallow in his pain, “himself, infinitesimal, at the core of a nothingness, and yet not 

nothing...But no, he would not give in. Turning sharply, he walked towards the city’s gold 

phosphorescence” (436). It appears that Paul is devastated by Gertrude’s death, but, just slightly 

beneath the surface it is clear that he sees his mother/lover as a burden and now he can make art 

and be free of lovers (who are also always mothers to him).  

41 Miriam is Paul’s first love. She is the daughter of a farmer, ”a common girl” (Sons 172) by her own 
estimate, and quite religious. Paul is often disconcerted by Miriam’s spiritual nature and the way in which 
she appears to be disconnected from her body. As the narrator suggests, ” [a]ll the life of Miriam’s body 
was in her eyes, which were usually dark as a dark church, but could flame with light like a conflagration. 
Her face scarcely ever altered from its look of brooding. She might have been one of the women who 
went with Mary when Jesus was dead. Her body was not flexible and living. She walked with a swing, 
rather heavily, her head bowed forward, pondering” (Sons 203).  
42 ”[...] Clara Dawes was the daughter of an old friend of Mrs. Leivers. [...] her husband, Baxter Dawes, 
was smith for the factory, making the irons for cripple instruments, and so on. Through her Miriam felt 
she...could estimate better Paul’s position. But Mrs. Dawes was separated from her husband, and had 
taken up Women’s Rights. She was supposed to be clever. It interested Paul” (Sons 238). Unlike Miriam, 
Clara is ”extraordinarily provocative” (Sons 324) to Paul, and her body is strong and robust.  
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Throughout the novel Paul and Gertrude have a bizarre relationship that bears a striking 

resemblance to the relationship between Sebastian and Violet in Williams’ Suddenly. Even 

though Paul likes women around his own age, unlike Sebastian, who has a preference for 

adolescent boys,43 he still uses Gertrude to manipulate, seduce, and eventually slough off the 

young women he pursues. In the process of playing these women Paul also reaps the benefit of 

making Gertrude wildly jealous and thus exacting his revenge on her for being emotionally 

abusive. Williams refigures this monstrous mother-son dynamic by imagining Sebastian and 

Violet as nominal lovers and yet he exposes their relationship as a sham that is somehow a less 

scandalous version of the ‘awful’ truth about Sebastian. The relationship that Mrs. Venable has 

with Sebastian is certainly unconventional, but it is also more honest and, in its slightly more 

lighthearted moments, their performance as a duo can be characterized as a twisted, sadistic form 

of high camp.44 

There are some camp sensibilities or dandy sensibilities that make their way into Sons 

and Lovers. Paul Morel is obsessed with his mother after she nurses him back to health. He uses 

his mother as a buffer for life; she is like a shield he holds up so that he can stand back and 

observe his existence without actually getting involved. Paul witnesses his father abusing his 

mother and feels somehow responsible and also enraged. His affection for his mother and his 

desire to protect to her are at an all-time high: 

43 Of course, it is only through Cathy’s story and Mrs. Venable’s rampant desire to keep what Cathy 
knows a secret that we know about Sebastian’s preferences. This self-punishing mechanism in response 
to queerness surfacing in his plays is common during the first half of Williams’ career, up until The Night 
of the Iguana, which marks a certain shift in his (and the zeitgeist’s) consciousness.  
44 Susan Sontag’s note on camp is apt, here: “50. Aristocracy is a position vis-à-vis culture (as well as vis-
à-vis power), and the history of Camp taste is part of the history of snob taste. But since no authentic 
aristocrats in the old sense exist today to sponsor special tastes, who is the bearer of this taste? Answer: 
an improvised self-elected class, mainly homosexuals, who constitute themselves as aristocrats of taste” 
(”Notes on Camp” 12). 
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Paul was dissatisfied with himself and with everything. The deepest of his love 

belonged to his mother. When he felt he had hurt her, or wounded his love for her, 

he could not bear it. Now it was spring, and there was battle between him and 

Miriam. This year he had a good deal against her. She was vaguely aware of it. 

The old feeling that she was to be a sacrifice to this love, which she had had when 

she prayed, was mingled in all her emotions. She did not at the bottom believe she 

would ever have him. She did not believe in herself primarily: doubted whether 

she could ever be what he would demand of her. Certainly she never saw herself 

living happily through a lifetime with him. She saw tragedy, sorrow, and sacrifice 

ahead. And in sacrifice she was proud, in renunciation she was strong, for she did 

not trust herself to support everyday life. She was prepared for the big things and 

the deep things, like tragedy. It was the sufficiency of the small day-life she could 

not trust. (271) 

 Paul’s uncouth feelings for his mother weigh on him so he takes it out on Miriam. Even though 

Miriam is actually quite a lot like Gertrude, she does not measure up in a few key ways. She’s 

puritanical, but not in the same way that Gertrude is. Gertrude resists her prudish self and seeks 

out the wildness in Walter Morel (which is essentially in herself, too).  

Gertrude was never really looking for Walter, or a man like him, at all. Instead, she was 

searching for her own wildness and masculinity. Miriam, on the other hand, has “the old feeling 

that she was to be a sacrifice to this love” (271). There’s also something inherently old about 

Miriam’s way of loving: 

With the spring came again the old madness and battle. Now he knew he would 

have to go to Miriam. But what was his reluctance? He told himself it was only a 
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sort of overstrong virginity in her and him which neither could break through. He 

might have married her; but his circumstances at home made it difficult, and, 

moreover, he did not want to marry. Marriage was for life, and because they had 

become close companions, he and she, he did not see that it should inevitably 

follow they should be man and wife. He did not feel that he wanted marriage with 

Miriam. He wished he did. He would have given his head to have felt a joyous 

desire to marry her and have her. Then why couldn’t he bring it off? There was 

some obstacle; and what was the obstacle? It lay in the physical bondage. (339) 

Paul thinks, without the benefit of a broader consciousness, that it’s their mutual and “overstrong 

virginity” that creates dissonance between he and Miriam but there’s something else that 

repulses him. It would be too simplistic to say that Paul desires his mother, but, “[t]he deepest of 

his love belonged to his mother.”  

Paul’s enmeshed relationship with his mother causes him to push his young, female 

lovers away vehemently, almost as though they threaten his very ability to exist. This paranoid 

response to romantic intrigue spoils the experience of loving another person and reinforces a 

fantasy that modern man has about the power that femininity has to encircle and devour a more 

‘practical,’ masculine approach to the world. Elizabeth Grosz discusses this fantasy in terms of 

Roger Callois’ ethological determinations about the praying mantis, who, because of “its close 

and curious associations with femininity, with female sexuality—above all, with the fantasy of 

the vagina dentata; with orality, digestion, and incorporation; and with women’s (fantasized) 

jealousy of and power over men” (Space 191), becomes the perfect insect counterpart for 

monstrous mothers like Gertrude Morel and Violet Venable. As Grosz points out, 
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[t]his small insect is heir to a whole series of fundamentally paranoid projections,

whereby it is not the male subject or the phallus that threatens the female lover 

but rather, the female lover who threatens the phallus. The father’s castrating 

position vis-à-vis the son is transformed into the image of the devouring mother. 

The mother is no longer the potential object of rape, but rather the perpetrator of a 

theft, castrating the son and keeping his phallus for herself, in a kind of retaliation 

against the father’s authority and law. (191-2) 

Paul does, in fact, try to protect Gertrude from the always drunk and sometimes physically 

abusive Mr. Morel. However, in the process of turning against his father and choosing to 

wholeheartedly claim his allegiance to his mother, Paul begins to resent Gertrude. Even though 

he blames Mr. Morel on a surface level, he harbors resentment for his mother’s inability to 

support her husband at all costs and submit to his authority. Despite Paul’s as well as his other 

siblings’ resistance to Mr. Morel’s tyranny, Mr. Morel is ultimately cast as the useless patriarch 

who has unwittingly sacrificed himself to the hard labor of working in a mine. Thus, the tone of 

the novel produces sympathy for Mr. Morel even when the narrative appears to critique his 

behavior. Gertrude becomes the central “perpetrator” of the novel. However, Paul’s loyalty to his 

mother is unwavering and he seeks revenge for his mother’s sins in his relationships with his 

‘lovers,’ instead.  

The “battle” between Paul and Miriam returns again, in a cyclical fashion, in “spring.” 

However, this time “the old madness” is added to the mix: 

Mrs. Morel sat brooding—about her daughter, about Paul, about Arthur. She 

fretted at losing Annie. The family was very closely bound. And she felt she must 

live now, to be with her children. Life was so rich for her. Paul wanted her, and so 
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did Arthur. Arthur never knew how deeply he loved her. He was a creature of the 

moment. Never yet had he been forced to realize himself. The army had 

disciplined his body, but not his soul. He was in perfect health and very 

handsome. His dark, vigorous hair sat close to his smallish head. There was 

something childish about his nose, something almost girlish about his dark blue 

eyes. But he had the full red mouth of a man under his brown mustache, and his 

jaw was strong. It was his father’s mouth; it was the nose and eyes of her own 

mother’s people—good-looking, weak-principled folk. Mrs. Morel was anxious 

about him. Once he had really run the rig he was safe. But how far would he go. 

(304) 

Mrs. Morel lets Annie go pretty easily, despite her apparent “fretting” about the matter of 

“losing” her to grown-up life. She also releases Arthur from his familial obligations (and his 

obligations to the state) by deciding “to buy [him] out of the army” (305). Her “brooding” is 

more directed at the situation with Paul (and Miriam). Miriam is the perfect target for her 

projections about the very things she hates inside herself, that is, her homeliness and her inability 

to move beyond provincial life.  

Returning to the time when Gertrude met Walter Morel, her resemblance to Miriam is 

apparent. It’s hard to remember that Miriam actually does have a body, because the narrator so 

thoroughly sympathizes with Gertrude’s plight. Miriam is not at all asexual in spite of her 

strange religious leanings, but Paul becomes more and more fixated on Clara’s robust form: 

The drama continued. He saw it all in the distance, going on somewhere; he did 

not know where, but it seemed far away inside him. He was Clara’s white heavy 

arms, her throat, her moving bosom. That seemed to be himself. Then away 
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somewhere the play went on, and he was identified with that also. There was no 

himself. (396) 

Paul loses himself to Clara. As the title of the chapter suggests, this is “Passion.” Paul has 

passion for Miriam, too, but it is grounded in something more antagonistic and sinister. First, 

Miriam is a lot like his mother. She is devout, masochistic, and worshipful. Miriam gives herself 

to Paul in a certain way, but she also judges the world around her from a superior vantage point. 

She loves Paul because he threatens to cross fleshy boundaries and entangle her in the basest of 

human connections (sex). Miriam likes this but she is also repelled by it, not unlike the way in 

which Paul is resistant to his desire to get closer to her. Miriam’s response to her love for and 

attraction to Paul is akin to Gertrude’s first meeting with Walter. However, Paul is not really like 

Walter. He is not cut out for hard, physical labor, and, despite his overblown sense of being a 

strong and sensual man in relation to the women he is attracted to, he is not stereotypically 

masculine. In fact, Paul is downright sickly in his youth which is what makes his mother shift her 

affections to him. He’s sick but he doesn’t die. Walter Morel, on the other hand, is pure sex. He 

even moves the right way during that first encounter with Gertrude at the dance, because he can 

anticipate, in an instinctual, bodily way, what Gertrude wants. 

Miriam sees Paul as a sensual being despite his slightly feminine physique. In an intimate 

moment between the two of them she admires the way he moves his body. Paul comes to tea 

despite his being “made with restlessness” when it comes to Miriam and they find the thrush’s 

nest: 

He [Paul] put aside the thorns, and took out the eggs, holding them in the palm of 

his hand. 

‘They are quite hot—I think we frightened her off them,’ he said. 
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[…] 

Miriam could not help touching the eggs, and his hand which, it seemed to her, 

cradled them so well. 

‘Isn’t it a strange warmth!’ she murmured, to get near him. 

‘Blood heat,’ he answered. 

She watched him putting them back, his body pressed against the hedge, his arm 

reaching slowly through the thorns, his hand folded carefully over the eggs. He 

was concentrated on the act. Seeing him so, she loved him; he seemed so simple 

and sufficient to himself. And she could not get to him. 

After tea she stood hesitating at the bookshelf…” (279-80) 

According to the narrator, Miriam is always “hesitating” and otherwise making herself 

unattractive (in terms of sensual appeal, that is). Clara is, on the other hand, always sexy and 

sensual; e.g. her “white heavy arms, her throat, her moving bosom” (396). 

In the above passage, Miriam’s gaze represents an odd combination of masculine and 

feminine qualities. She cannot help touching the eggs or Paul’s hand, “which cradled” the eggs 

“so well.” His gesture is also twofold. Being compelled to hold the eggs is simultaneously a 

maternal gesture and a colonizing power play. He cradles the eggs well, but he’s also aware that 

he and Miriam must have “frightened” the mother thrush away from her eggs. Paul’s incubating 

gesture naturally propels Miriam towards him, as he acts like a surrogate. Miriam is attracted to 

this “strange warmth” like a moth to the flame. All reproductive or procreative urges in 

Lawrence’s characters are always (in)tensely bound by the relationship between creation and 

destruction: “Seeing him so, she loved him; he seemed so simple and sufficient to himself. And 

she could not get to him” (280). Miriam loves Paul’s maternal instinct and she defines his 
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maternalism as independence and self-sufficiency. Paul frightens the mother thrush and then he 

takes her place and replaces her warmth with his (likely boney) teenage hand. Only a mother like 

Paul can be independent and self-sufficient. Paul has inherited Gertrude’s maternal instincts, a 

queering that takes place as a result of his childhood illness. Thus, Paul is not exactly 

heterosexual even though he fancies young women.45 

3. All Talk and No Action in Joseph Mankiewicz’s Suddenly Last Summer (1959)

“In contrast with the possession-love that Plato works out in Phaedrus, the Symposium proposes, perhaps 
even opposes, a uniting-love. In each case the loved object is a lacking object; but Diotima, more 

feminine or maternal, reaches it by uniting with it, while Lysias and Socrates, in the pantomime of the 
soul, arrive at it through the master and slave game. Diotima’s love is a daemon, but contrary to the 

Christian demon, and more peacefully than in Phaedrus, it is above all a unifying go-between, an agent of 
synthesis. It is also more feminine to base love less on pleasure than on procreation or creation, at any rate 

on the production of bodies or works aiming for immortality. [...] As if in Phaedrus Eros were displayed 
in its libidinal economy while Diotima, in the Symposium, presented it more along the lines of an 

idealized object relationship that it takes for granted” (72). 

-Julia Kristeva, from Tales of Love

“No play written by Tennessee Williams, however, got its bearings until a fog rolled across the boards, 
from which a female form emerged. 

‘I do not know why this is,’ Tenn confessed to me, ‘but there is a premonitory moment before a woman, 
an important, powerful woman, enters my subconscious, and this moment is announced by the arrival of 
fog. Perhaps it is some detritus of my brain belching forth both waste and a woman. I do not know, but it 

comes with a smell, and it is the crisp, pungent smell of radiators hissing and clanking and rattling in 
rooms in New Orleans and St. Louis and New York. Rooms in which I wrote and dreamed and starved 

and fucked and cried and read and prayed, and perhaps all that action and all that steam creates both this 
fog and this woman’” (5). 

-James Grissom, from Follies of God

In Epistemology of the Closet, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick suggests that reading texts 

concerned with queerness must include an attention to their "performative aspects…and to what 

are often blandly called their 'reader relations,' as sites of definitional creation, violence, and 

rupture in relation to particular readers" and "particular institutional circumstances" (3). Even 

45 As I’ve already indicated, both Miriam and Clara possess an odd combination of masculine and 
feminine qualities which is likely the reason that Paul desires these young women.  
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though Mankiewicz's adaptation strives to conceal queerness and to pose a heterosexual cure for 

deviant sexuality, this process of concealing ultimately draws attention to the interplay of light 

and shadow, which is always representative of queerness in the symbolic order of Williams’ 

plays. 

In "Reading Film and Literature," Brian McFarlane discusses current trends in adaptation 

theory and scholarship and suggests that, "the cross-over from the reading of literary texts to the 

'reading' of a film is…problematic…notice how this term 'reading' is still much used for film, 

both strengthening the tie to the earlier medium and implying its primacy" (18). The adaptation I 

will examine asserts its status as an original work that is inextricably linked with Williams' 

original play-text. The approach that Mankiewicz’s film takes to adapting Cathy's story 

challenges and reaffirms the "problematic" issue of visualizing the play-text's investigation of the 

relationship between discourse and memory as well as its adaptation of palimpsestic contexts, 

voices, and mediated subject positions. In the film, the "problematic" issue of "the cross-over 

from the reading of literary texts to the 'reading' of film" is located at the site of the conflict 

between the discourse that shapes Cathy's story and the visual narrative that (sometimes) 

obscures this discourse. 

As McFarlane notes, plays are "virtually all" about "talk" ("Reading Film and Literature" 

25). Moreover, "'talk' is often seen as the enemy of film; it is not usually a complement to a film 

to describe it as 'stagy' or 'theatrical'" (25). Mankiewicz's adaptation obscures the intentions of 

the original play-text by constructing a (gendered and sexually) politicized spectacle with 

Elizabeth Taylor's fetishistically eroticized female body as its focal point. Ironically, by 

obscuring Cathy's story in favor of exploiting the image of her body, Mankiewicz's adaptation 
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enacts an even more "stagy" and "theatrical" discursive environment than the original play-text 

demands. McFarlane eventually claims that, 

it is not, however, a matter of talk per se that is a problem to film: the quality of      

the talk is one obvious criterion one would want to apply, but also how it is    

delivered (by actors who know how to make it mean), how it is shot (by a director 

and cinematographer who know how to reinforce and complement the meaning of 

the words), and what it reveals. ("Reading Literature and Film" 25) 

In Mankiewicz's adaptation, it is not that the actors do not "know how to make" the language of 

the original play-text "mean"; meaning is (already) obscured in the world of the film as a result 

of the closeted and censored discourse surrounding homosexuality in the fifties. Thus Cathy's 

story can never be fully "delivered." 

In A Theory of Adaptation, Linda Hutcheon defines adaptation as “an acknowledged 

transposition of a recognizable work,” “a creative and interpretive act of 

appropriation/salvaging," and “an extended intertextual engagement with the adapted work” (8-

9). Despite Mankiewicz's denial of the truth that Williams unveils about the modern, queer 

subject, his adaptation is certainly "an acknowledged transposition" of the original play-text. 

Indeed, his elaborate filmic strategies for concealing the truth and revealing heterosexual desire 

ultimately draw even more attention to the modern queer subject position. In "Literature on 

Screen," Timothy Corrigan points out that, "commercial and historical circumstances or contexts 

have always mediated the practices of and debates about cinematic specificity, fidelity, and 

adaptation" (33). Mankiewicz "appropriates" Williams' text. In dialogue with the original play-

text, the film creates an even more complex "palimpsestic thing" (Hutcheon 9) that reads and re-

reads the modern, queer subject position. 
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Joseph Mankiewicz's 1959 film adaptation of Suddenly Last Summer complicates 

Cathy's agency and her position as storyteller and mediator by over-sexualizing her and 

emphasizing her dependence on Doctor Cukrowicz. In "Devouring Creation," Kevin Ohi claims 

that Mankiewicz's film prescribes a heterosexual cure for the queer subject position that is 

revealed as Cathy's story reaches its climax in the play-text. Ohi claims that "the lobotomy and 

the talking cure" are "two competing cures for Catherine's madness," and that these two cures 

"end up enacting the gay desire they would occlude" ("Devouring Creation" 27). Further, Ohi 

posits that "this tendency toward enactment also implicates the heterosexualizing cure in the very 

desire it would cure, for it relies on Sebastian's method for seducing boys: it seduces by using a 

beautiful woman as bait" ("Devouring Creation" 27). 

Mankiewicz chooses to film the first encounter between Cathy and the Doctor at St. 

Mary's, a choice that diverges from the original play-text and emphasizes Cathy's imprisonment. 

In Tennessee Williams and Film, Maurice Yacowar discusses the visual, institutional framework 

of Mankiewicz's adaptation: "The film…opens with a subtle deviance. The credits appear against 

a dark brick wall. A sign pointing right directs the viewer to the asylum entrance, but the camera 

brings us inside by panning left instead. The camera gently aligns us with the deviant, by moving 

us against the command of the sign" (52). Yacowar's claim is tenuous, especially in the context 

of the original play-text, but, by drawing attention to the institutional framework of 

Mankiewicz's film, he indirectly points to oppressive institutional forces within the film that 

enact what Ohi calls "a heterosexualizing cure." Yacowar's suggestion that "the camera gently 

aligns us with the deviant" is correct, but, in the case of this film, we are aligned only with Cathy 

and not Sebastian. To extend Yacowar's claim, the camera gently aligns us with Cathy, who is 

deviant, but capable of being cured because, through the doctor's oppressive male gaze, she can 
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be transformed into an object of heterosexual desire. This institutional background always 

mediates (adapts, if you will) Cathy's story, her version and vision of Sebastian's life and death. 

When Sister Felicity walks into Cathy's room at St. Mary's, the camera tilts up, 

establishing the oppressive and repressive functions of institutions. Throughout this sequence, 

the shots of Cathy define her imprisonment not only within the literal space represented by St. 

Mary's, but also within her over-sexualized female role-playing. Ironically, Cathy's over-

determined femininity, as it is played in Mankiewicz's adaptation, becomes a parodic travesty of 

'proper femininity' not unlike homosexual men who dress up in drag to act out a socially 

perpetuated effeminate stereotype. In his Memoirs, Williams discusses this stereotype, noting 

that, at one point, he proselytized his "'gay' friends in the Quarter to conduct themselves in a 

fashion that was not just a travesty of the other sex," but that, "of course, 'swish' and 'camp' are 

products of self-mockery, imposed upon homosexuals by our society" (63). 

As Sister Felicity gazes down at Cathy, in her room, Cathy gazes back up at her with an 

expression of seductive meekness. Ohi discusses the role that Cathy's appearance plays in 

generating the heterosexual cure in Mankiewicz's adaptation: "As part of her cure, in fact, she is 

dressed and has her hair done: it is curiously important that she look attractive. Visually, then, 

the film seems at times to co-star Elizabeth Taylor's breasts, which, crammed into the most 

improbable dresses, often quite literally precede her" ("Devouring Creation" 37). Even though 

Cathy is somewhat disheveled and plain within the institutional space of St. Mary's, her make-up 

is still provocative and even her plain, coarse dress is tight and accentuates her breasts, as Ohi 

suggests. Cathy is forced to inhabit the role of the seductive temptress--a role as that is 

questioned and complicated much more in the play-text--and Mankiewicz's adaptation defines 

this role more simply as a technique for eclipsing the 'perverse' subject matter of the film. Even if 
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Cathy's sexuality upstages her account of Sebastian's life and death, it becomes an erotic 

spectacle that forms the foundation for the perverse, erotic ritual of the naked, starving boys in 

Cabeza de Lobo. 

As the St. Mary's sequence continues, the two women leave Cathy's room and move 

through a hallway lined with brick walls on which light and shadows cast from a paned window 

form a cage, a cinematic gobo visually doubling the oppressive sense of imprisonment already 

established at the beginning of this sequence by the doorway to Cathy's room, partially hidden 

alcoves in the right corner of the frame, and the stairway in the center of the frame. These spatial 

dimensions all emphasize the metaphorical play between light and shadow, which, in turn, 

prefigures the fragmented quality of Cathy's future confessions. O'Connor discusses the 

interconnectedness of madness and confinement in Williams' work, explaining that, "the theme 

of confinement is inextricably interwoven with the theme of madness" (O'Connor 17). She also 

claims that "Williams's plays demonstrate his preoccupation with images of entrapment, and he 

uses the theater space to convey the constricting nature of the characters' worlds" (O'Connor 17). 

Cathy is compelled, because of her physical and mental confinement at St. Mary's, to eventually 

concede to the male gaze; she trades her literal confinement within the walls of St. Mary's for 

being cornered, confined, and consumed by the male gaze when she eventually encounters the 

doctor. 

Thompson discusses the way that Cathy's story unfolds in the play-text: 

As dramatically realized, then, the play is structured not in the sequential 

pattern of a story told, then reenacted, but by the simultaneous revelations of the 

fate of Sebastian and the fate of Catharine--thereby heightening the suspense of 

each   revelation and creating emotional tension by withholding the full 

understanding of  their analogical significance until the play's very end. (98)  
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By separating Cathy's confession into two parts, the first of which takes place at St. Mary's and 

concerns mostly her own sexual transgressions, Mankiewicz prevents "the simultaneous 

revelations" that occur in the play-text. As the St. Mary's sequence continues, Cathy eventually 

follows Sister Felicity into the small library where Dr. Cukrowicz, awaiting her, has hidden 

behind a bookshelf where he can secretly observe her, an action that helps establish her role as 

the object of the male gaze. The Doctor's hidden vantage point suggests that Cathy is always 

both a victim and a seductress and complicates Sebastian's 'disappearance' from the original 

play-text, a vanishing that is shaped by Cathy's memory and physical presence. 

Dr. Cukrowicz secretly observes as Cathy puts her cigarette out on Sister Felicity's hand. 

After this transgression, he emerges from the shadows and 'rescues' her from Sister Felicity's 

scolding by asking the nun to attend to her burn and leave them alone to talk. The Doctor's 

emergence provokes rhythmic movements and glances from Cathy, as she fixes her gaze on him. 

"You know, Doctor," she says, "you're very brave being in the room alone with me." She then 

tells a story about an elderly gardener whom she accused of making sexual advances to her. By 

drawing attention to the absurdity of this accusation through her casual, seductive delivery of the 

dialogue, Cathy exhibits knowingly the connection between her madness and her sexuality. Ohi 

takes up this point: "As if she can put on and shed her madness at will, Catherine's attesting to 

her sanity by talking about and staging her insanity not only undermines the necessity of a 

talking cure but also takes into account the doctor's desire, his libidinal investment in finding her 

sane" ("Devouring Creation" 34). Cathy's sexuality and powers of seduction immediately frame 

her conversation with the doctor and they induce a series of highly varied camera angles and 
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shot-reverse-shots that build steadily on the sexual tension between them. This sexual tension 

mounts as Cathy asks, "Besides, Doctor, haven't you noticed how oddly I've been looking at 

you…how I've been staring at your eyes, your beautiful, blue, frightened eyes. Why are they so 

frightened?" Cathy's seductive questions and movements culminate in her rushing toward the 

Doctor as though she is going to force herself on him, but the tension is momentarily quelled as 

she jokes about desperately wanting a cigarette. 

Dr. Cukrowicz gives her a cigarette, and, as she lights it, the sexual tension is 

reestablished. The way that Cathy smokes is sensual, and the smoke blends with both light and 

shadow in the frame to suggest that the interplay of revealing and concealing that takes place 

throughout this sequence is erotic. The interplay between the dialogue and the movement of the 

actors in the frame shows how, in Mankiewicz's film adaptation, Cathy's truth and Sebastian's 

queer identity are always being eclipsed by erotic (and mostly heteronormative) sexuality. In his 

review of the film for the New York Times, Bosley Crowther forthrightly discussed the queer 

subject position that the film strives to conceal:  

People who leap to conclusions may assume the trouble is that Sam Spiegel and his crew that 

made the picture were compelled to go easy with the ugly words. They may suspect that 

because the true nature of the most-talked-of character could not be tagged (he was 

obviously a homosexual, as well as a sadist of some sort, in the play) and because the precise 

and horrible details of his death could not be explained (he was literally eaten by urchins), 

the point of it all is missed. (December 23, 1959) 
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The heterosexual, erotic interplay between Cathy and Dr. Cukrowicz, which is especially 

pronounced in the St. Mary's sequence, underscores any "ugly words" that might reveal "the 

true nature of" Sebastian's "most-talked-of" and eclipsed queer subject position. Usurping 

Cathy's position as the mediator of truth in the play-text, this interplay not only eclipses queer 

eroticism, but brings heteronormative eroticism itself into question. 

Sebastian eventually enters the conversation between Cathy and Dr. Cukrowicz by way 

of faulty, or feigned ventriloquism. In Gentlemen Callers, Michael Paller discusses the 

connection between Williams' life and Sebastian's life, suggesting that Sebastian, "whose 

homosexuality is linked not only with a 'brutal, carnivorous sense of life,' but with Williams's 

own sexual behavior," ventriloquizes (via Cathy's mediation) the playwright's own desire for 

"being devoured" (146). Paller also discusses the critical reception of the play: 

Oddly, where critics blame Williams in other plays of indirectness and too firm 

an attachment to the closet, in Suddenly Last Summer it is not his closetedness 

that so discomfits them, it is his willingness to describe such down-and-dirty, and 

usually unspeakable, earthy appetites--not neat, not clean, not polite; neither 

'positive' nor 'correct.' (147) 

By emphasizing her role as an object of desire, Mankiewicz downplays Cathy's ability to speak 

for Sebastian and enact his queer subject position: in this film her ventriloquized confessions are 

always situated in the context of heterosexual desire. 

In the small library at St. Mary's, Dr. Cukrowicz asks Cathy about her aunt's late 

husband, Mr. Venable, and she says, "he was a good man, but dull to the point of genius," then 
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adds, "that was Sebastian you just heard talking…he would've said that and it wouldn't have 

sounded cruel." This is the first time that Sebastian actually enters the dialogue: his role as 

Cathy's supposed ventriloquist draws attention to her complicated role as a mediator of not only 

the story of his life and death, but also his queer subject position. As Sebastian plays 

ventriloquist with Cathy's words, Dr. Cukrowicz plays puppeteer with her movements. At this 

point in their conversation, Cathy is wedged between the eye of the camera and the Doctor's 

sensual, male look. Their pacing from one part of the room, which is partitioned by bookshelves 

and furniture, to another part is a physical representation of the Doctor's pursuit of Cathy's 

confession via his pursuit of her sexualized female body. 

Cathy frames her relationship with Sebastian through the story of "the Dueling Oaks," 

where she lost her "honor" to an older, married man. The way that Cathy tells the story heightens 

the intensity of the tension between her and the Doctor and her position in the frame, standing 

against one of the partitions with her arms and hands behind her back, suggests an erotic 

submission to the Doctor's male gaze. As she nears the story's literal and metaphorical climax, 

the camera cuts back and forth between her gripping the arms of the chair where she sits, and Dr. 

Cukrowicz's gazing intently and seductively back at her. The frenetic movement in this part of 

the sequence diverges from the more physically static movement and staging of Cathy's 

confession in the original play-text. In the play-text her confession is staged in the claustrophobic 

spaces of the Venable home and Sebastian's garden.     

When Cathy reaches the climax to her story, the camera once again moves back and forth 

between her and Dr. Cukrowicz, whose facial movements and hand gestures are growing 

increasingly more sensual and erotic. The Doctor eventually goes over to Cathy and kneels by 

her chair to comfort her. At this point the music grows softer and less menacing, suggesting Dr. 
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Cukrowicz's role as Cathy's savior. Cathy's distress becomes libidinal capital in an exchange that 

takes place between her and the Doctor.  In Hollywood's Tennessee, Palmer and Bray discuss the 

ways that the content of Cathy's story is concealed and upstaged by her sexuality:  

The dominating image of an attractive woman also hints at the story's resolution:its 

decisive rejection of Sebastian's 'deviance' and its restoration of sexual normality 

through the romance that develops between Cathy and the psychiatrist Dr. Cukrowicz, a 

Sebastian stand-in who prevents Cathy from being destroyed by the same kind of 

animalistic depravity that claimed the life of her cousin. (191)  

Cathy's distress is a key component in constructing her status as an "attractive" and "dominating 

image," and, when she finally gives in to being a 'damsel in distress,' the developing romance 

between her and Dr. Cukrowicz is established as the thematic focal point of the film, rather 

than, as in the play-text, her enactment of her story and Sebastian's queer subject position. After 

the story of the Dueling Oaks, Cathy attempts to suspend the rising sexual tension, only to 

reinforce it by participating in a psychodramatic "game" of shadows with Dr. Cukrowicz. He 

asks her what the shadows on the wall look like, and she says that she sees "a forest, trees, a 

girl," recalling not only the Dueling Oaks, but also Sebastian's monstrous garden. 

Cathy's reading of the shadows leads to a memory of Cabeza de Lobo, which Dr. 

Cukrowicz coaxes her to "try and remember." Ohi observes: 

[...] the doctor cannot simply distance himself from Sebastian by desiring Catherine, for to 

thus assure himself of his heterosexuality would be to  take Sebastian's bait. It is striking in 

this context that Catherine seems to desire the doctor not only as a new and improved 

heterosexual. version of Sebastian but also as Sebastian would   have desired 

him." ("Devouring Creation" 37)
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Because of his desire for Cathy, the doctor unknowingly provokes her recollection of the image 

of Sebastian's garden, and, in doing so, his role as "a new and improved heterosexual version of 

Sebastian" and his position as the sexual object that "Sebastian would have desired" are 

established. On the one hand, the doctor takes "Sebastian's bait," on the other, he obscures it with 

his heterosexual desire: indeed, his pursuit of Cathy only intensifies as she gets closer to partially 

revealing Sebastian's queer subject position. 

Cathy moves to the window and opens the curtains to let the sunlight in, a visual 

representation of her verbal description of the "white-hot" sun in Cabeza de Lobo. As she recalls 

the music played by the band of ravenous children, Mankiewicz's (accurate) rendition of this 

cacophonous music fades in, contrasting with the climactic, romantic music that has underscored 

most of the sequence. As Cathy's memory becomes too much for her, she rushes away from the 

window and screams, "Sebastian! Help!" This invocation of Sebastian is quickly interrupted 

when Sister Felicity rushes back into the room to scold her for the outburst. Dr. Cukrowicz asks 

Sister Felicity to leave them alone once more, and, when she leaves they both lean over a chair in 

the middle of the room as the Doctor extends his "help" to Cathy and she kisses him on the 

mouth. This kiss seals a sexual contract between Cathy and the Doctor, in which his help comes 

in exchange for her sexualized, female body. Indeed, Cathy's sexuality undermines Sebastian's 

identity in the world of the film and it provides the primary context for the film's marketing, 

which sought to conceal the movie's more transgressive subject matter both before and after its 

release. 
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In the marketing of Mankiewicz's film, as in its radically revised screenplay and its 

grotesquely theatrical performances, Hollywood glamour and iconicity eclipse queerness. 

According to Palmer and Bray,  

The pairing of Taylor and Clift decisively claims the film for heterosexuality, in a 

movement that makes the most of the actor's sexually ambiguous persona. As 

Violet earlier remarks, 'Dr. Sugar' reminds her of Sebastian and so in a sense the 

relationship that develops between Catherine and the psychiatrist images the 

sexual conversion of the bitter, unhappy poet manqué. (195)    

 

The notion that Dr. Cukrowicz is a stand-in for Sebastian is especially emphasized in the 

sequence at St. Mary's, where, as we have seen, he and Cathy metaphorically chase one another 

around the room. This sexually charged encounter between the two characters, both played by 

sexy, Hollywood icons (although Clift was maimed in a car crash before the film was produced, 

an accident that was carefully attended to through lighting, makeup, and camera work), certainly 

does seem to "claim the film for heterosexuality." 

Palmer and Bray categorize Mankiewicz's film as a "family melodrama," and they 

explain the ways in which Mankiewicz adapts the film to fit the expectations of spectators in the 

fifties: "The play ends ambiguously […]. But in the manner of the era's family melodrama, the 

film decisively separates virtue from vice, eliminating the possibility that Sebastian's vision of 

the world might triumph--but with great irony, of course" (Hollywood's Tennessee 195). In 

Mankiewicz's adaptation, the second, more provocative sequence, where Cathy's story is 

underscored by the vignetted inserts that visually obscure her narrative (even though they 
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literally contain shots of Sebastian's truncated body), posits the romance between Cathy and Dr. 

Cukrowicz as the only hope for "virtue" after the nature of Sebastian's "vice" is revealed. 

Mankiewicz's film reflects the circumstances of 1950s Hollywood and American 

modernity. Even Crowther, who reviewed the film right after its release in December 1959, 

identifies the ways in which the film reflects the censorship and social conservatism of the 

fifties: "There's no doubt that a great deal of the feeling of dank corruption that ran through the 

play has been lost or pitifully diluted by a tactful screening of the words" (December 23, 1959). 

Crowther's language indirectly (and perhaps unknowingly) reflects the paranoid mindset of 

1950s morality, as he suggests that the content of Cathy's story generates "a feeling of dank 

corruption" that rhetorically alienates the queer subject position by aligning it with the dark, 

corrupt side of human nature. Although Crowther criticizes the "screening of the words," he still 

acknowledges this as a "tactful" strategy of Mankiewicz and his cohorts and, in doing so, 

provides a sense of the strict generic conventions of the family melodrama of the period. 

Paranoia and spectacle were methods for stove piping and masking the truth when the 

play was written, and later, when the 1959 film was released. In Communists, Cowboys, and 

Queers, David Savran discusses Williams' own impulse towards the closet in his work: "Until the 

1960s, his full-length plays, almost all of them written for production on Broadway, practice a 

deep-seated yet extremely cautious reconfiguration of the styles, languages, and stereotypes 

prevailing in the commercial theater" (98). In Suddenly Last Summer, Williams straddles the 

boundary between revealing and concealing, a boundary that he was already in the process of 

dissolving, as the play was produced in 1958, at the end of the decade when Savran claims there 

is a marked shift in Williams' work. After 1960 Williams plays freely with the boundary between 

the concealed and the revealed: "In his fragmentation of narrative and the subject, his 
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questioning of universalist claims, his subversion of the antithesis between high and low art, 

philosophy and kitsch, he seems to have anticipated many of the theatrical practices that now 

pass as postmodernist" (Communists, Cowboys, and Queers 98).  

Mankiewicz constructs Williams' sense of the lush, Southern landscape as a grotesque, 

artificial, parody of the gothic. In Staging Place, Una Chaudhuri posits that modern drama must 

stage place and home in light of the "incoherence," disintegration, and fragmentation that 

pervade twentieth century culture and art: "As we have seen, the figure of home had, like other 

figures, a certain clear definition within the homogeneity of Western bourgeois culture: it was a 

problem, but an intramural problem, as it were, a problem whose solution was assumed to lie in 

close proximity to the figure of home itself, if not actually within it" (91). In Suddenly, this 

"problem" of home, or place, is represented by Sebastian's simultaneously nomadic and southern 

sensibilities. Sebastian's chaotic, overgrown garden is where the eventual climax of Cathy's story 

produces his absence in the play-text. Queerness emerges from Cathy's truth, suggesting that the 

solution to the problem of home, or, in the case of this play, locating the modern queer subject, is 

the reproduction of the very problem that eclipses their position in the first place. 



 Thomas   131 

Chapter 4--Sisterhood as Radical Love in Lawrence’s Women in Love and Williams’ The 
Mutilated 

“A culture of domination is anti-love. It requires violence to sustain itself. To choose love is to go against 
the prevailing values of the culture. Many people feel unable to love either themselves or others because 

they do not know what love is. [...] Not knowing how to love or even what love is, many people feel 
emotionally lost; others search for definitions, for ways to sustain a love ethic in a culture that negates 

human value and valorizes materialism” (4). 

-bell hooks, from “Love as the Practice of Freedom”

“Other love.—In the beginning are our differences. The new love dares for the other, wants for the other, 
makes dizzying, precipitous flights between knowledge and invention. The woman arriving over and over 

again does not stand still; she’s everywhere, she exchanges, she is the desire-that-gives. [...] She cuts 
through defensive love, motherages, and devourations: beyond selfish narcissism, in the moving, open, 

transitional space, she runs her risks” (893). 

-Hélène Cixous, from “The Laugh of the Medusa”

“The language of love is impossible, inadequate, immediately allusive when one would like it to be 
most straightforward; it is a flight of metaphors—it is literature” (1). 

-Julia Kristeva, from “In Praise of Love”

Some years after the publication of Women in Love, and under the influence of Lawrence, 

Williams began the business of crafting his own powerful, sensually embodied, goddess-like 

female characters. These women are never ‘quite right,’ which is why they have so much 

revolutionary potential. As Anne Helen Peterson argues in her recent book about ”highly visible” 

contemporary versions of the unruly woman, these women are “constant reminders of the chasm 

between what we think we believe and how we actually behave” (xiii). Both Lawrence and 

Williams created unruly female characters who ”could spark feelings of fascination and 

repulsion at the same time” (Peterson xvi). The unruly goddesses in the works of Lawrence and 

Williams are powerful on their own. However, when these flawed yet empowered female 

characters come in twos or threes or more, they begin to resemble a coven in which feminine 

magic is celebrated, culled, and employed to make things happen in a world where women are 
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stifled and policed. These impromptu and unofficial covens pop up in the works of both 

Lawrence and Williams to signify the potential for great shifts in collective consciousness. 

The sisterly bond does not have to be literal even though it is in Women in Love. The 

point is not that women must be sisters by blood in order to form a powerful bond; it is rather 

that women are always sisters even when their bond is soiled by rivalry, pettiness, and 

competition for the affections of men. For example, Hermione Roddice is still a part of the coven 

that forms in Women in Love even though she has awful intentions. A male character like Loerke 

can also belong to this coven, because he is clearly queer and non-binary. However, in this novel 

even the ‘men’s men,’ Gerald and Birkin, are non-binary in that they do not fit neatly into 

traditional male roles. Birkin is visibly masculine but he is also a dilettante and a dandy. Gerald 

is even more visibly masculine. In fact, he is often hyper-masculine in his approach to the world 

which ironically reveals his failure to adhere to the gentlemanly mores that his father imbibed as 

the supervisor of the family’s mine as well as his desire for a same-sex romance with Birkin. 

Thus, Gerald and Birkin are part of the coven, too. The majority of the characters that make up 

the younger generation in this novel are feminized as a way of suggesting the regenerative 

potential (and perhaps paradoxically the potential for decay and sterility) that comes from a 

renaissance of a certain kind of feminine consciousness. Femininity is a force that exists within 

all living things; it is the receptive, accepting, creative, and even destructive energy that sustains 

all life.  

This feminine consciousness is not unrelated to the (re-)emergence of the new woman in 

the first quarter of the 20th century. Although many of Williams’ characters are comparable to 

new women like Ursula and Gudrun, two women in particular—Trinket Dugan and Celeste 

Delacroix Griffin from 1967’s The Mutilated—are an ideal case study for thinking through the 
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radical potential of sisterhood in relation to the concept of the new woman in the 20th century. 

Trinket and Celeste don’t necessarily like one another and they are rivals, yet they are also 

eternal friends who are bonded by their mutually untenable circumstances. In a world where 

women as well as their inherent wildness are policed, Trinket and Celeste must be rivals. 

Ironically enough, this very rivalry is what reminds the women of their deeper connection and 

allegiance to one another. Trinket and Celeste are unlikely, unrelated sisters in a world where 

their solitary existence is, to put it lightly, always precarious and at-risk. Thus, sisterhood is one 

offshoot of the erotic and emotional potential that exists at the core of Lawrence’s as well as 

Williams’ renditions of (modern) women. 

After experiencing the hardships of World War I, being exiled from his own, now 

ravaged England, and spending a significant amount of time with Frieda, just the two of them, D. 

H. Lawrence was finally primed for writing a novel that featured two genuinely dynamic female 

characters. The Rainbow paves the way for Ursula’s (and even Gudrun’s) dynamism in Women 

in Love, but the sequel is by far the greater artifact of goddess worship.46 It is important to note 

that in the five years between the publication of The Rainbow and Women in Love World War I 

ended,47 the first piece of legislation allowing women to vote in Great Britain was passed,48 and 

the Lawrences had fully embraced their voluntary exile from the UK.49 In Women in Love 

Lawrence somehow manages, more so than in any other novel, to craft women of substance, 

complexity, and, for once, he doesn’t pass judgement on them and sacrifice them for the greater 

 
46 Women in Love was published in 1920 in America after years of controversy surrounding the novel’s 
contents. 
47 November 11, 1918. 
48 Representation of the People Act in 1918. 
49 Although Women in Love was largely written while they were staying in Cornwall. It is also apt to note 
that Lawrence had a relationship with a farmer named William Henry Hocking which strongly resembled 
the relationship between Gerald and Birkin in the novel. 
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good. To the extent that a character can or desires to survive in this bizarre, bleak world, Ursula 

and Gudrun are the ultimate survivors at the end of the novel. These blood sisters are goddesses 

through and through. They are not sweet or demure. In fact, sometimes they are downright 

cheeky and borderline monstrous. They are entitled but still not quite respectable members of 

bourgeois society; they are independent but also codependent; and they are stylish but in a garish 

way. These dynamic, fluid, and volatile female characters cannot be pigeonholed into any 

particular role. Arguably, Ursula and Gudrun survive because their non-binary dynamism gives 

them healing powers despite the dire historical circumstances in which they live. Healing is itself 

always a messy, non-linear process. One must stay present (and thus remain fluid) during the 

process of healing oneself and/or being healed by a shamanic third party. This is not to say that 

Women in Love is some corny new-age treatise about the regenerative powers of healing but 

rather to suggest that, through Gudrun and Ursula, Lawrence temporarily heals some 

fundamentally unbalanced aspects of his own wounded psyche.  

1. Sisterhood and the Restoration of Feminine Consciousness in Williams’ The Mutilated 

“Feminism is homework. When I use the word homework, I think first of being at school; I think of being given an 
assignment by a teacher to take home. I think of sitting down at the kitchen table and doing that work, before I am 

allowed to play. Homework is quite simply work you are asked to do when you are at home, usually assigned by 
those with authority outside the home. When feminism is understood as homework, it is not an assignment you have 

been given by a teacher, even though you have feminist teachers. If feminism is an assignment, it is a self-
assignment. We give ourselves this task. By homework, I am not suggesting we all feel at home in feminism in the 
sense of feeling safe or secure. Some of us might find a home here; some of us might not. Rather, I am suggesting 

feminism is homework because we have much to work out from not being at home in a world. In other words, 
homework is work on as well as at our homes. We do housework. Feminist housework does not simply clean and 

maintain a house. Feminist housework aims to transform the house, to rebuild the master’s residence” (7). 
-Sara Ahmed, from Living a Feminist Life 

“My own sex, I hope, will excuse me, if I treat them like rational creatures, instead of flattering their 
FASCINATING graces, and viewing them as if they were in a state of perpetual childhood, unable to 

stand alone. I earnestly wish to point out in what true dignity and human happiness consists—I wish to 
persuade women to endeavour to acquire strength, both of mind and body, and to convince them, that the 

soft phrases, susceptibility of heart, delicacy of sentiment, and refinement of taste, are almost 
synonymous with epithets of weakness, and that those beings who are only the objects of pity and that 

kind of love, which has been termed its sister, will soon become objects of contempt” (3). 
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-Mary Wollstonecraft from A Vindication of the Rights of Woman 

 

The “Production Notes” for this play are no less splendidly latent than the prefatory 

materials that surround Williams’ earlier plays. This play is by no means “later," but it was 

written in the second, postmodern half of Williams’ career in which he was openly flaunting his 

queerness. Williams employs the same “plastic” methods that he did in the first half of his career, 

but he discovers newer, deeper materials from the wreckage of his own wounded psyche to 

translate to the stage. The setting for The Mutilated is comprised of this psychic wreckage: “The 

sets are as delicate as Japanese line-drawings; they should be so abstract, so spidery, with the 

exception of Trinket Dugan’s bedroom, that the audience will accept the non-realistic style of the 

play” (4). Some Japanese line-drawings are inextricably linked with Buddhism, but even the 

ones that are not are always concerned with the non-separateness of existence. However, this is 

not really a reference to the ancient and Eastern art of Japanese line-drawings. Williams’ 

interpretation of the art as “delicate,” “abstract,” and “spidery” reveals his modernist tendency to 

appropriate Eastern culture. Williams’ interpretation is also influenced by the undercurrent of 

existentialist cynicism that underlies trends in mid-century Western philosophy. In particular, 

Williams’ sense that these line drawings signify all that is “non-realistic” is a misreading of 

Eastern culture that has its roots in Williams’ desire to heal himself (and Western culture) by 

reaching outside of himself/his culture. Williams appropriates and repurposes some things he 

probably should not, but his hope of finding a cure in that which is “Other” represents the queer 

turn in Williams’ life and work. Queerness thrives within the abstract, spidery, non-realistic 

setting of this play. These production notes are also significantly shorter, more terse, and less 

burdened by younger Williams’ romanticisms, allowing for the queerness that is often deeply 

embedded in earlier works to be openly on display.  
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Williams’ work was always shocking—pedophiles, cannibalism, castration, rape, and the 

list of taboos could go on—but there was a certain romantic, glossy tone to the plays before 

Night of the Iguana (1961). Annette Saddik aptly describes this “stylistic departure” in Williams’ 

later works: “[t]hese plays continued to exhibit the kinds of risks that had always made Williams 

exciting and inspirational, yet by the 1960s he was starting to more blatantly ignore the 

boundaries of social and dramatic convention, as he boldly embraced excess as a vehicle for 

artistic expression” (Theatre of Excess 2). However, Williams’ early short stories as well as his 

apprentice plays are exceptions to his tendency, in younger years, to adhere to convention. The 

early stories and the apprentice plays often contain the most gruesome, horrifying content 

without any of Williams’ clichéd romantic niceties. The non-linear trajectory of Williams’ 

development as a writer is similar to the non-linear trajectory of Lawrence’s writerly 

development. Especially in his earlier works, Lawrence also tended to employ a certain kind of 

purple, descriptive excess to conceal some of the more gruesome aspects of his work. Not unlike 

Williams, the latter half of his life and work was much more unapologetic in its willingness to 

explore and describe in great length the more abject aspects of human life and erotic experience. 

The descriptions of sexual acts in Lady Chatterley’s Lover, for example, are not exactly sexy; 

they often contain excessive details about the experience of being embodied. He even describes a 

man’s penis as a “blood column” in “Apropos of Lady Chatterley’s Lover” (2). In Lawrence’s 

life, this turn in his career as a writer is brought on by a marked decline in his health and his 

always imminent death. 

Additionally, Williams’ production notes for The Mutilated establish the importance of 

the relationship between the play’s two female protagonists. The notes continue as follows: 
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The first set represents The Silver Dollar Hotel on South Rampart Street in New 

Orleans with the front wall lifted except for a door-frame to the lobby which 

contains only the desk and switchboard, stage left, there is a spring-ruptured old 

sofa, and a Christmas tree which has shed nearly bare of its needles; a few steps 

curve behind the back wall of the lobby indicating stairway to the floors above. 

The name of the hotel appears in pale blue neon above the skeleton structure a 

few moments after the curtain has risen on it. 

The verses that appear preceding the play, after various scenes, and at the end of 

the play will be set to music (probably a cappella) and sung as “rounds” by a band 

of carolers. This band should comprise all the characters in the play and they will 

be signaled by a pitch pipe. Trinket and Celeste should sing in Trinket’s room or 

as they descend the exterior stairs to the forestage (4).  

The last sentence of these notes establishes the sisterly undertone of the relationship between 

Trinket and Celeste. They are meant to be together in the same enclosed, domestic place, which 

is also a feminine space. Even descending “the exterior stairs to the forestage” renders them 

inseparable from one another and also inherently separate from the other characters as well as 

from the bustling, anti-domestic streets of the French Quarter.  

Unlike the style of earlier plays in which Williams uses the production notes to preface 

and control the material that will follow in the play-text, these production notes are written in a 

kind of shorthand. Run-on sentences illustrate Williams’ clear and precise instructions like a 

checklist.  They actually say, in realistic and materialistic terms, how the set, staging, and 

blocking should be executed. They are also more vague and imprecise than the earlier ones in 

that they provide mostly material details about the production rather than musings about the 
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immaterial significance of the material details that comprise any given production. These 

production notes do not behave as we have learned to expect from Williams. This new behavior 

has to do with Williams’ very public embrace of his queerness in his work and in his public 

appearances in the second half of his career. Beyond the new style of these notes there are a 

handful of conspicuously queer symbols: “the skeleton structure” of the hotel, which indicates 

openness (as opposed to closetedness), the carolers singing a cappella, and the pitch pipe. This is 

not to say that Williams was not ‘out’ before. His sappy, romantic dedication to Frank Merlo in 

The Rose Tattoo is one of the many examples of Williams expressing his sexuality openly in his 

work.  

The biggest change in the second half of Williams’ career is, in fact, that he has lost his 

beloved partner to cancer. After Merlo’s death Williams’ addictions to drugs and self-loathing 

(among other things) were amplified. Not unlike Shannon in Night of the Iguana, the play that 

many scholars cite as the turning point in Williams’ career, Williams “cracks up” irrevocably. 

Prior to Merlo’s death as well as the cultural revolution of the 1960s, Williams always found a 

way to keep his romantic illusions intact even if he allowed these same illusions to be shattered 

for the strange heroines in his plays. After Merlo’s death, however, Williams could no longer 

hold on to the ultimately heteronormative romantic tropes that filled up his work and his personal 

life.  

The main characters in The Mutilated, Trinket and Celeste, come up against similarly 

shattering realizations in their lives. Trinket is physically mutilated by a mastectomy, a reminder 

of a cancer that is most often diagnosed in women. Celeste, on the other hand, has been 

metaphorically mutilated and cast off as a result of her addictions. The only thing that soothes 

both characters, in light of all this ‘mutilation’ and humiliation, is their fraught camaraderie. 
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They are stuck with each other, like teenage sisters who are forced to share a room and end up 

fighting over clothes, makeup, and boys but are also always bonded by the domestic space that 

they occupy together. The following exchange towards the end of the first scene reflects the 

love-hate dynamic that informs their sisterly relations: 

TRINKET. I would like for you to return me the key to my outside entrance. I’d 

be much obliged if you hand it back to me right now so I don’t have to put a 

padlock and a burglar alarm on that door.  

CELESTE. I thrown it away long ago. 

TRINKET. You know I know that’s a lie, and let me warn you that if tonight I 

discover any evidence that you’ve been in my room while I’m out, you’ll find 

yourself right back in the House of Detention, yes, right back there tonight. 

CELESTE. Tonight I’ll be at my brother’s for egg-nog and fruit-cake. Huey P. 

Long will be there. I love the King-fish and he seems to find me amusing. 

TRINKET. Who doesn’t find you absurd! 

CELESTE. Uh-huh, well, at least I won’t be alone with a continual gusher of 

jealousy in my heart, tonight and all other nights, forever and ever, Amen. (16)  

This exchange sounds like a typical spat between teenage sisters. Trinket is the ‘good,’ well-

behaved sister and Celeste is the hellion. Even though Trinket is justified in wanting Celeste to 

stay out of her room, she also has some sort of deeper connection with Celeste because she gave 

her the key in the first place. Trinket is threatened by Celeste’s apparent freedom to go wherever 

and to do whatever she pleases. Just slightly beneath her envy is the desire for her own freedom. 
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Celeste knows this, too, as she taunts Trinket with her (fake) familial bonds and her so-called 

freedom to experience and enjoy the external world. In reality, Celeste’s ability to experience the 

world is bound strictly by her circumstances. Most of her experiences are violent and traumatic, 

which is why she wants to sneak into Trinket’s safe, warm room.  

Trinket, on the other hand, has the comfort and stability that comes with possessing a 

place to live. However, her home is actually a “skeleton” with a “pale blue neon” sign on 

Rampart Street. The Silver Dollar Hotel is a thinly disguised brothel and it is the only place for 

Trinket, despite the high class airs that she puts on. To conceal her own awful predicament, 

Trinket not only puts on airs but she performs the role of the police in relation to Celeste by 

imbibing the language of the ‘Authorities.’ She calls the door to the hotel an “outside entrance,” 

threatens to install “a padlock and a burglar alarm,” suggests her powers to detect “evidence,” 

and ultimately claims the power to have Celeste thrown in “the House of Detention.” Trinket 

overcompensates by employing this language, ironically revealing her own absurdity by trying to 

project it on to Celeste. Celeste, on the other hand, leans in to her perceived absurdity, mocking 

Trinket’s “jealousy” as well as the rhetoric of religious expression like a sassy drag queen about 

to walk in a ball. However, Celeste’s courage to flaunt her worth despite her dire circumstances 

does not mean that she is not still in a precarious position.  

Both women want and even need what the other has. When Trinket leaves, Celeste 

predictably enters her room:  

CELESTE. --I wonder if I dare to put a record on the victrola? Hell, why not!--

Trinket will be gone for hours and I can turn it down low… (She plays “Seems 

Like Old Times.”) --Well, to be honest, of course I miss our friendship now that 

it’s over… (Drinks, with a slight sob.) --I’ve been on the bum ever since, turned 
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criminal, even. She kept me for two years because I knew her secret. When she 

suddenly quit, I hung on to the end of the rope by--various pretenses--became a 

shoplifter… (Rises and turns off victrola.) --I wonder what it would be worth to 

her, her with her West Texas gusher, to keep the secret about her mutilation? --I 

think one more inscription would prove that I mean business. Where shall I put it? 

Oh, I’ll write it on the wall of the bathroom, and then I’ll--no, first I’ll--get into 

one of her dresses! --A mad thing to do, but why not? (20) 

Celeste is always using Trinket and vice versa. This mutual arrangement is not necessarily 

unsisterly, though, especially under the canopy of patriarchal oppression. Women cannot know 

how to be sisterly to one another when all their models are not only masculine, but beyond that, 

basically not even human. In other words, there are no initiation rites that teach Trinket and 

Celeste how to relate to one another in non-toxic ways. 

In his own way, Williams enacts these initiation rites as the action of this play unfurls. 

These rites are not easy nor are they non-violent. Trinket and Celeste both learn to reconcile their 

individual sense that they are worthless by loving each other despite all the difficulties they’ve 

had along the way. The monologue that Celeste performs when she enters Trinket’s room 

represents the first step of the transformation that will take place not only in how these women 

relate to one another, but how they relate to themselves. Celeste puts on “Seems Like Old 

Times,” which sets the stage for her nostalgic monologue. This song is also a love song, perhaps 

suggesting that the relationship between Celeste and Trinket has been something more than just a 

sisterly one at some point in their past. As the song begins to play, Celeste makes a confession 

that she misses her friendship with Trinket now that it no longer exists. Celeste’s confession also 

reveals that she knows she has taken her friendship with Trinket for granted in the past. Even 
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though there appears to be some genuinely heartfelt regret in this confession, Celeste is also 

always thinking of her own survival. She is in a desperate position, after all. Thus, what begins 

as a confession and an apology becomes the development of a game plan. First, Celeste plans to 

vandalize Trinket’s walls, forcing the outside world into the domestic space that Trinket has 

worked so hard to protect. Second, Celeste plans to “get into one of [Trinket’s] dresses,” calling 

this violation of personal space “[a] mad thing to do” yet still saying, emphatically, “why not?” 

This rhetorical question suggests that stability, whether in comes in the form of material 

comforts or a strong sense of one’s identity, is an illusion. As the action of this play unfolds 

further, it becomes apparent that the most effective method for healing old wounds is to do away 

with individuality and stability and replace these false ideals with a more authentic approach to 

living which is rooted in collectivity and chaos.  

By the end of the play, Trinket and Celeste no longer have the need to exile or usurp or 

otherwise express some vague, imagined dominance over one another. A literal Christmas 

miracle is enacted, that is, what is foreshadowed at the beginning of the play in the carollers’ 

tune: “I THINK THE STRANGE, THE CRAZED, THE QUEER / WILL HAVE THEIR 

HOLIDAY THIS YEAR / AND FOR A WHILE, A LITTLE WHILE / THERE WILL BE PITY 

FOR THE WILD. / A MIRACLE, A MIRACLE! / A SANCTUARY FOR THE WILD” (5).3 

Trinket and Celeste learn to own and incorporate their own mutilations through their battle with 

(and love for) one another. At the end of the play they see a vision of “Our Lady” and this 

ecstatic experience symbolically represents the spiritual payoff for the healing rite that the play 

enacts. At the beginning, both women cling to their individuality and see each other as rivals. 

However, as the action of the play unravels, they lose track of their selfish individualism as they 

are both ritualistically humiliated and exposed. Finally, they are anointed and reborn in the 
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instance of the vision that they see as the action of the play comes to a close. The play also ends 

with carolling and this time Trinket and Celeste join in: “THE TOLLING OF A GHOSTLY 

BELL / WILL GATHER US FROM WHERE WE FELL, / AND, OH, SO LIGHTLY WILL WE 

RISE / WITH SO MUCH WONDER IN OUR EYES! / A MIRACLE, A MIRACLE! / THE 

LIGHT OF WONDER IN OUR EYES (41). Even though this “carol” features “Jack in Black” 

and suggests that a “farewell to flesh” is the price for the miracle(s), this death is not necessarily 

literal. In the play, death is also symbolically enacted as the humiliation and betrayal that these 

characters experience and survive. In fact, embracing the death of the phony self, that is, the self 

that hides its humiliation(s), is the key to resurrecting oneself as something more plural and 

dynamic. The movement of this play is suggestive of the life, death, and rebirth of the mythical 

phoenix that Lawrence was so obsessed with in his work. 

2. Sisters, Spells, and the Reinvention of Women’s Work in Women in Love  

“The sisters were women, Ursula twenty-six, and Gudrun twenty-five. But both had the remote, virgin 
look of modern girls, sisters of Artemis rather than of Hebe. Gudrun was very beautiful, passive, soft-

skinned, soft-limbed. She wore a dress of dark-blue silky stuff, with ruches of blue and green linen lace in 
the neck and sleeves; and she had emerald-green stockings. Her look of confidence and diffidence 

contrasted with Ursula’s sensitive expectancy. The provincial people, intimidated by Gudrun’s perfect 
sang-froid and exclusive bareness of manner, said of her: ‘She is a smart woman.’ She had just come back 

from London, where she had spent several years, working at an art-school, as a student, and living a 
studio life. […] Ursula...lived a good deal by herself, to herself, working, passing on from day to day, and 

always thinking, trying to lay hold on life, to grasp it in her own understanding. Her active living was 
suspended, but underneath, in the darkness, something was coming to pass. If only she could break 

through the last integuments! She seemed to try and put her hands out, like an infant in the womb, and she 
could not, not yet. Still she had a strange prescience, an intimation of something yet to come.” 

-from the first chapter of Women in Love 

In my little street, however, domesticity prevailed. The house painterwas descending his ladder; the 
nursemaid was wheeling the perambulatorcarefully in and out back to nursery tea; the coal-heaver was 

foldinghis empty sacks on top of each other; the woman who keeps the greengrocer's shop was adding up 
the day's takings with her hands in redmittens. But so engrossed was I with the problem you have laid 

upon myshoulders that I could not see even these usual sights without referringthem to one centre. I 
thought how much harder it is now than it musthave been even a century ago to say which of these em 

ployments is thehigher, the more necessary. Is it better to be a coal-heaver or anursemaid; is the 
charwoman who has brought up eight children of lessvalue to the world than, the barrister who has made 
a hundred thousandpounds?  it is useless to ask such questions; for nobody can answerthem. Not only do 

the comparative values of charwomen and lawyers riseand fall from decade to decade, but we have no 
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rods with which tomeasure them even as they are at the moment. I had been foolish to askmy professor to 
furnish me with 'indisputable proofs' of this or that inhis argument about women. Even if one could state 

the value of any onegift at the moment, those values will change; in a century's time verypossibly they 
will have changed completely. Moreover, in a hundredyears, I thought, reaching my own doorstep, 
women will have ceased to bethe protected sex. Logically they will take part in all the activitiesand 
exertions that were once denied them. The nursemaid will heave coal.The shopwoman will drive an 

engine. All assumptions founded on the factsobserved when women were the protected sex will have 
disappeared--as,for example (here a squad of soldiers marched down the street), thatwomen and 

clergymen and gardeners live longer than other people. Removethat protection, expose them to the same 
exertions and activities, makethem soldiers and sailors and engine-drivers and dock labourers, andwill not 

women die off so much younger, so much quicker, than men thatone will say, 'I saw a woman to-day', as 
one used to say, 'I saw anaeroplane'. Anything may happen when womanhood has ceased to be aprotected 

occupation, I thought, opening the door. But what bearing hasall this upon the subject of my paper, 
Women and Fiction? I asked, goingindoors” (32). 

-Virginia Woolf from A Room of One’s Own 

 

Women in Love begins with Ursula and Gudrun sitting “one morning in the window-bay 

of their father’s house in Beldover, working and talking. Ursula was stitching a piece of brightly-

coloured embroidery, and Gudrun was drawing upon a board which she held on her knee” (1). 

These first sentences immediately foreground a relationship between sisterhood and women’s 

work. Ursula and Gudrun are in “their father’s house,” but they are also the unconventional 

progenitors of a new, modern model for success that does not hinge on aristocratic ideals or 

being male. This first chapter is titled, aptly, “Sisters,” immediately suggesting that this novel is 

not just about these blood sisters, but also about the ways in which sisterhood might function as a 

regenerative model for how to perform in a world that is progressively more sterile and 

mechanized.  

As opposed to the fragile masculinity associated with modern man, sisterhood is 

conceptually grounded in paganism. Prior to the rise of patriarchy, human survival hinged on 

being receptive to the natural world rather than pillaging and plundering it. In a modern context, 

this more receptive, adaptable model survives in the practices of women’s work. As Ursula and 

Gudrun sat working, “[t]hey were mostly silent, talking as their thoughts strayed through their 
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minds” (1). Indeed, women’s work and the talk that women do to pass the time as they work is 

intuitive and improvisatory. Additionally, women’s work is never done. Women do not 

compartmentalize the various aspects of their lives, but rather learn to consistently communicate 

(silently) across various contexts. Later in the novel, for example, Ursula and Hermione Granger 

have a similarly intuitive and mostly silent exchange. Even though this interaction is 

antagonistic, the women share a double consciousness that allows them to communicate clearly, 

often without speaking.  

It is clear right from the start of the novel that Ursula is particularly primed for this sort of 

communication because of the bond that she has with Gudrun. Even though Ursula and 

Hermione have a toxic, competitive relationship, they are also bonded through their mutual 

adoration of Rupert Birkin. When Ursula (re-)encounters Hermione, after she has essentially 

‘won’ Birkin’s affections, she “was surprised, unpleasantly so, to see [her], of whom she had 

heard nothing for some time” (372). Although Ursula is unpleasantly surprised by Hermione’s 

appearance she still communicates, silently, as she would with Gudrun:  

The two women looked at each other. Ursula resented Hermione’s long, grave, 

downward-looking face. There was something of the stupidity and the 

unenlightened self-esteem of a horse in it. ‘She’s got a horse-face,’ Ursula said to 

herself, ‘she runs between blinkers.’ It did seem as if Hermione, like the moon, 

had only one side to her penny. There was no obverse. She stared out all the time 

on the narrow, but to her, complete world of the extant consciousness. In the 

darkness, she did not exist. Like the moon, one half of her was lost to life. Her 

self was all in her head, she did not know what it was, spontaneously to run or 
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move, like a fish in the water, or a weasel on the grass. She must always know” 

(372). 

 Ursula’s interior monologue excludes Hermione as the same time that it invites her to participate 

in the silent communication that can take place between sisters. Rivalry does not necessarily 

prevent sisterly communications from taking place because ‘a woman’s intuition,’ or double-

consciousness is not bound by time. Again, like many times before, the projections of 

Lawrence’s own wounded psyche are glaring out of this passage. The narrator is a thinly 

disguised version of Lawrence himself, joining in with Ursula in critiquing Hermione for having 

a “horse-face” and living in “the narrow...world of the extant consciousness.” At the same time, 

both critics are clearly pointing to their own flaws. Ursula and the narrator see themselves in 

Hermione as the rambling tone of this passage illustrates the very desire to “always know” that is 

so evident in Hermione’s approach to the world.  

Ursula’s rambling thoughts continue, drawing out the moments before the women 

formally begin their conversation:  

But Ursula only suffered from Hermione’s one-sidedness. She only felt 

Hermione’s cool evidence, which seemed to put her down as nothing. Hermione, 

who brooded and brooded till she was exhausted with the ache of her effort at 

consciousness, spent and ashen in her body, who gained so slowly and with such 

effort her final and barren conclusions of knowledge, was apt, in the presence of 

other women, whom she thought simply female, to wear the conclusions of her 

bitter assurance like jewels which conferred on her an unquestionable distinction, 

established her in a higher order of life. She was apt, mentally, to condescend to 

women such as Ursula, whom she regarded as purely emotional. Poor Hermione, 
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it was her one possession, this aching certainty of hers, it was her only 

justification. She must be confident here, for God knows, she felt rejected and 

deficient enough elsewhere. In the life of thought, of the spirit, she was one of the 

elect. And she wanted to be universal. But there was a devastating cynicism at the 

bottom of her. She did not believe in her own universals—they were sham. She 

did not believe in the inner life—it was a trick, not a reality. She did not believe in 

the spiritual world—it was an affectation. In the last resort, she believed in 

Mammon, the flesh, and the devil—these at least were not sham. She was a 

priestess without belief, without conviction, suckled in a creed outworn, and 

condemned to the reiteration of mysteries that were not divine to her. Yet there 

was no escape. She was a leaf upon a dying tree. What help was there then, but to 

fight still for the old, withered truths, to die for the old, outworn belief, to be a 

sacred and inviolate priestess of desecrated mysteries? The old great truths had 

been true. And she was a leaf of the old great tree of knowledge that was 

withering now. To the old and last truth then she must be faithful even though 

cynicism and mockery took place at the bottom of her soul (372-3). 

Hermione may be a “sacred and inviolate priestess of the desecrated mysteries,” but she is still a 

priestess. Ursula’s anxious thoughts are evidence that she fears her own “devastating cynicism” 

and “outworn beliefs.” In wanting to break free from her patriarchal desires, Ursula denies them 

and makes Hermione into a screen on which she can project the patriarchal values that she 

prefers to shed. As a result of the rambling quality of Ursula’s thoughts, Hermione has some time 

to process what is going on, silently, before the women begin speaking. Ursula becomes a 

vehicle for conveying the ways in which feminine (double-)consciousness has been penetrated 
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by patriarchal values. Despite this intrusion, however, the very purging and recognition of these 

thoughts produces regenerative potential for invigorating the feminine side of modern man’s 

patriarchal and very much still “extant consciousness.” 

When the women finally begin to communicate audibly, the tension underlying Ursula’s 

thoughts manifests both more and less palpably. Hermione starts the conversation on a shrill, 

phony note: “‘I am so glad to see you,’ she said to Ursula, in her slow voice, that was like an 

incantation. ‘You and Rupert have become quite friends’” (373)? Again, Hermione is in touch 

with her pagan roots: she is a priestess with a “slow voice, that was like an incantation.” The 

narrator’s tone suggests that these pagan tendencies are undesirable in Hermione, but these same 

tendencies in Ursula and Gudrun are what make them the ultimate survivors in this story. 

Ursula’s own pagan tendencies surface as the conversation between the women continues:  

“Oh yes,” said Ursula. “He is always somewhere in the background.” 

Hermione paused before she answered. She saw perfectly well the other woman’s 

vaunt: it seemed truly vulgar. 

“Is he?” she said slowly, and with perfect equanimity. “And do you think you will 

marry?” 

The question was so calm and mild, so simple and bare and dispassionate that 

Ursula was somewhat taken aback, rather attracted. It pleased her almost like a 

wickedness. There was some delightful naked irony in Hermione. (373) 

Ursula’s confident response comes as the result of her rambling thoughts which, despite their 

chaotic appearance, have allowed her to sort out what she thinks about Hermione. However, this 

time devoted to thinking is akin to what Ursula/the narrator identifies as Hermione’s need to know 
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everything. Ursula’s knowing, on the other hand, is improvised and conditional. She allows her 

thoughts to ramble and, in so doing, finds a kind of truth. Birkin is “always somewhere in the 

background” because Ursula’s interior world and sense of self takes precedence over her 

connection with Birkin. Thus, like Hermione, “her self” is also “all in her head.” In other words, 

Ursula and Hermione represent two sides of the same woman.  

Ursula thinks that Hermione has, “like the moon...only one side to her penny,” but she is 

not as different from Hermione as she would like to think. Hermione’s critique of Ursula’s “vaunt” 

and generally “vulgar” manner unfolds, like Ursula’s earlier critique, as an interior monologue. 

Ursula is eventually attracted to Hermione as she recognizes the “wickedness” of her “perfect 

equanimity,” which she picks up on because of her double consciousness and her sisterly 

knowledge about the communication that takes place in the silence shared between two women. 

Once Ursula recognizes that she is attracted by Hermione’s "delightful naked irony, she responds 

more playfully albeit no less antagonistically: “‘Well,’ replied Ursula, ‘He wants to, awfully, but 

I’m not so sure.’ Hermione watched her with slow calm eyes. She noted this new expression of 

vaunting. How she envied Ursula a certain unconscious positivity! even her vulgarity” (374). 

Ursula responds to Hermione in kind, wielding her feminine consciousness in a way that also 

exhibits and flaunts her masculine side. Again, Lawrence’s own struggle to shore up the feminine 

and masculine aspects of his own psyche is apparent in this exchange between the two women. 

In “The Spirit of Place” Lawrence accuses America and its literary works of the same kind 

of stale, yet still “extant consciousness” that Ursula accuses Hermione of indulging in:  

So much for the conscious American motive, and for democracy over here. 

Democracy in America is just the tool with which the old master of Europe, the 

European spirit, is undermined. Europe destroyed, potentially, American 
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democracy will evaporate. America will begin. American consciousness has so far 

been a false dawn. The negative ideal of democracy. But underneath, and contrary 

to this open ideal, the first hints and revelations of IT. IT, the American whole soul. 

You have got to pull the democratic and idealistic clothes off American utterance, 

and see what you can of the dusky body of IT underneath” (Studies 14).  

Lawrence outlines a project which is, on the surface, aimed at uncovering the truth about literary 

works that exist outside himself. Beneath the surface, however, Lawrence’s project is much more 

about examining his own internal, psychic discontinuities. Thus, the narrator, Ursula, and 

Hermione appear, not as separate entities, but as part of a larger whole that requires all of its 

parts to be reintegrated so that “the dusky body of IT underneath” can be uncovered and function 

again as something like a “whole soul.” Ursula and Hermione are more alike than they would 

care to notice. Ursula is, in her own right, a complex, educated, cynical, and distinctly modern 

woman. Ursula’s multidimensionality is striking and in contrast with most of Lawrence’s other 

‘women.’ Particularly, Ursula appears to be a prototype for Williams’ more dynamic female 

characters, i.e. Trinket and Celeste.  
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Conclusion: Lawrence, Williams, and Queer Futurity 

Lawrence and Williams were both ahead of their respective times in the ways that they 

thought about sex and sexuality. Both of these modernist writers represented sex openly, but, 

beyond their unapologetic rendering of erotic life, Lawrence and Williams revealed non-binary, 

pluralistic sexual practices as being part of the spectrum of human erotic life. Lawrence and 

Williams celebrated sex and sexuality in all of its polymorphous, pluralistic forms and this 

practice prefigures the era of gender fluidity that is just now emerging in the collective 

consciousness. The works of Lawrence and Williams can and do continue to inform 

contemporary moments like the #metoo movement, or the growing public awareness about trans 

rights and trans culture in general. In recent years, Williams’ later plays (which were rejected by 

Broadway at the time that they were written) have been reemerging in the contemporary theater 

world. As Annette Saddik explains in her recent book about Williams’ later plays,  

Williams was just as prolific in the last twenty-four years of his life as he had 

been in the previous twenty-four; in the forty-eight years from 1935 to 1983 he 

completed at least thirty-three full length plays and at least seventy one-acts. 

Ultimately, he was not backing down and he was not going away. He was still 

here, he was most definitely queer, and he wanted to make sure that everyone 

knew it. (Theatre of Excess 21).  

Saddik’s language echoes the language that has been used during recent protests and suggests 

that Williams’ later works were presciently aware of the possibilities that the future would hold. 

In this way, Williams lives on through his work, “still here,” “definitely queer,” and, as José 

Esteban Muñoz would have it, a ghost who exists “inside and out,” traversing “categorical 
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distinctions” and joining contemporary queer voices in fighting “battles for the present and 

future” (Cruising Utopia 46). 

Lawrence also lives on in the collective consciousness as his insights about the awful, 

dehumanizing effects of industrialization, imperialism, and the policing and censoring of the 

eroticized body have never been more useful and urgent. Even in his less enlightened moments, 

Lawrence was deeply aware of the temporariness and fragility of human life50; thus, he was 

relentless in his pursuit of truth in his work. For Lawrence, masculinity and femininity were 

ultimately limiting categories that did not adequately represent the spectrum of human erotic life. 

As an antidote to these limiting categories, Lawrence destabilized feminine and masculine 

performances by crafting characters who did not fit neatly into their prescribed roles. Freud’s 

conception of the polymorphous-perverse disposition dovetails with Lawrence’s philosophy 

about erotic life. As Freud explains, 

It is instructive to know that under the influence of seduction, the child may 

become polymorphous-perverse and may be misled into all sorts of 

transgressions. This goes to show that the child carries along the adaptation for 

them in his disposition. The formation of such perversions meets but slight 

resistance because the psychic dams against sexual transgressions, such as shame, 

loathing and morality—which depend on the age of the child—are not yet erected 

or are only in the process of formation. In this respect, the child perhaps does not 

behave differently from the average uncultured woman in whom the same 

polymorphous-perverse disposition exists. Such a woman may remain sexually 

 
50 Lawrence himself was ill with tuberculosis for his entire adult life, and, as a result, he vehemently 
pursued his project of unabashedly representing erotic life and critiquing industrial dehumanization with 
the urgency of someone who was living on borrowed time.  
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normal under usual conditions, but under the guidance of a clever seducer, she 

will find pleasure in every perversion and will retain it as her sexual activity 

(Interpretation 560). 

Lawrence celebrates this polymorphous-perverse disposition as the natural and fortuitous 

consequence of modern consciousness. It is interesting that Freud identifies this disposition in 

children and women, in particular, as it appears to be a complex that accompanies the repressed 

traumas that form the basis for modern consciousness in general. However, it is indeed 

instructive that Freud makes this choice in light of what Williams and Lawrence do in their 

writing to invigorate and empower their female characters and thus restore their sexuality, in all 

its potential polymorphous glory. Lawrence and Williams craft female characters who go 

through complex and sometimes painful trails to become reinvigorated; but their male characters 

often go through similarly difficult trials, eventually learning to perform masculinity (and 

femininity) in less toxic, patriarchally prescribed ways.  

Muñoz’s sense that “the future is queerness’s domain” applies to my reading of the non-

linear relation that develops between Lawrence and Williams when their works are discussed in 

tandem. Despite the fact that Lawrence was one of Williams’ literary fathers, Williams manages 

to revise and reimagine the project that Lawrence began during his life. As an openly queer man, 

Williams reveled in the pluralistic, even sometimes grotesque erotic practices that Lawrence only 

began to envision in his work. Lawrence was censored for describing the more visceral details of 

the sex act, and, even though he experienced the humiliation of unofficial censorship in the 

second half of his career, Williams extended these messy scenes to include violence, 

grotesquerie, dark humor, and other almost unimaginably irreverent materials. As Saddik 

explains, Williams’ “violent excesses serve as a vehicle for the exploration of our humanity” 
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(Theatre of Excess 159). Thus, as Williams’ work continues to resurface in popular culture and 

on the contemporary stage, it is important that his “violent excesses” are read in light of his 

Lawrentian roots. Saddik’s conclusion about Williams’ later works might also apply to 

Lawrence:  

Although Tennessee Williams’ later work demonstrates an ambivalence regarding 

the possibility of resurrection or renewal, he remained committed to a more direct, 

presentational style of theatre, shorter pieces that centered on the impact of excess 

in its many forms as a vehicle through which to challenge the hypocrisy of social 

norms, and consistently remained engaged with the sociopolitical landscape 

throughout his career. (161).  

Williams’ playful imagining of Lawrence’s last moments in which he wraps his hero in a 

lavender shawl like a “little old maid” (294) captures the fantastic excesses that Lawrence was 

apt to indulge in during his later years and this image also conjures Williams, in a crystal ball, at 

the end of his own long, difficult battle with being in the spotlight as a queer man in a queer 

business (Broadway) that resisted its own coming out until, perhaps, only quite recently.  
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Epilogue: A Tennessee Williams & D. H. Lawrence Mashup 

"I Rise in Flame, Cried the Trespasser” 

“Queerness is not yet here. Queerness is an ideality. Put another way, we are not yet queer, but we can 
feel it as the warm illumination of a horizon imbued with potentiality. We have never been queer, yet 
queerness exists for us as an ideality that can be distilled from the past and used to imagine a future.” 

-José Esteban Muñoz 

“So much for the past and present. The future is called ‘perhaps,’ which is the only possible thing to call 
the future. And the important thing is not to allow that to scare you.”  

-Tennessee Williams 

“I got the blues thinking of the future, so I left off and made some marmalade. It's amazing how it cheers 
one up to shred orange and scrub the floor.” 

-D. H. Lawrence 

'You are so big I can't hold you,' he whispered plaintively, catching his breath with fear. 

His small hands grasped at the breadth of Siegmund’s shoulders ineffectually. 

‘But all that I ever do is go packing around the world with women and manuscripts and a 

vile disposition. I pretend to be waging a war with bourgeois conceptions of morality, with 

prudery, with intellectuality, with all kinds of external forces that aren’t external at all. What I’m 

fighting with really’s the little old maid in myself, the breathless little spinster who scuttles back 

down the hill before God can answer the doorbell,’ said Siegmund.  

The gold march of sunset passed quickly, the ragged curtains of mist closed to. Soon 

Siegmund and Herbert were shut alone within the dense wide fog. Herbert shivered with the cold 

and the damp. Startled, Siegmund took Herbert in his arms, where he lay and clung to him. 

Holding him closely, Siegmund bent forward, straight to his lips. Siegmund’s moustache was 

drenched cold with fog, so that Herbert shuddered slightly after his kiss, and shuddered again. 

Siegmund did not know why the strong tremor passed through Herbert. Thinking it was with fear 

and with cold, he undid his overcoat, put Herbert close on his breast, and covered him as best he 



 Thomas   156 

   
 

could. That Herbert feared him at that moment was half pleasure, half shame to Siegmund. 

Pleadingly he hid his face on Herbert’s shoulder, held him very tightly, till his face grew hot, 

buried against Herbert’s soft strong throat. 

Herbert looked like a plump little Italian opera singer in the role of Madame Butterfly. 

His black hair was done in a high pompadour that glittered like wet coal. A rose was held in 

place by glittering jet hairpins. His voluptuous figure was sheathed in pale rose silk. On his feet 

were dainty slippers with glittering buckles and French heels. 

'You will be cold. Put your hands under my coat,' Siegmund whispered. 

He put Herbert inside his overcoat and his coat. Herbert came to his warm breast with a 

sharp intaking of delight and fear; Herbert tried to make his hands meet in the warmth of 

Siegmund’s shoulders, tried to clasp him. 

'See! I can't,' Herbert whispered. 

Siegmund laughed short, and pressed Herbert closer. 

Most people’s lives—what are they but trails of debris, each day more debris, more 

debris, long, long trails of debris with nothing to clean it all but, finally, death...Siegmund and 

Herbert constructed their days, each day, they would—carve out each day of their lives like a 

piece of sculpture. Yes, they left behind them a trail of days like a gallery of sculpture! But last 

summer...  

Siegmund tucked Herbert’s head in his breast, hiding his face, he timidly slid his hands 

along Siegmund’s sides, pressing softly, to find the contours of his figure. Softly Herbert’s hands 

crept over the silky back of Siegmund’s waistcoat, under his coats, and as they stirred, 
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Siegmund’s blood flushed up, and up again, with fire, till all Siegmund was hot blood, and his 

breast was one great ache. 

But Herbert just wasn’t interested in this sort of man-crazy business. He remembered his 

husband with a body like a young boy and hair on his head as thick and black as coal is and skin 

on him smooth and sweet as a yellow rose petal. 

Still, Siegmund crushed Herbert to him—crushed him in upon the ache of his chest. 

Siegmund’s muscles set hard and unyielding; at that moment he was a tense, vivid body of flesh, 

without a mind; his blood, alive and conscious, running towards Herbert. He remained perfectly 

still, locked about Helena, conscious of nothing. 

The candle-light service was over. The Holy Infant had been born in the manger. Now 

he’s under the starry blue robe of His Mother. His blind, sweet hands are fumbling to find her 

breast. Now he’s found it. His sweet, hungry lips are at her rose petal nipple.—Oh, such wanting 

things lips are, and such giving things, breasts. 

Herbert was hurt and crushed, but it was pain delicious to him. It was marvellous to him 

how strong Siegmund was, to keep up that grip of him like steel. Herbert swooned in a kind of 

intense bliss. At length he found himself released, taking a great breath, while Siegmund was 

moving his mouth over his throat, something like a dog snuffing him, but with his lips. Herbert’s 

heart leaped away in revulsion. Siegmund’s moustache thrilled her strangely. Siegmund’s lips, 

brushing and pressing his throat beneath the ear, and Siegmund’s warm breath flying 

rhythmically upon him, made him vibrate through all his body. Like a violin under the bow, 

Herbert thrilled beneath Siegmund’s mouth, and shuddered from his moustache. Herbert’s heart 

was like fire in his breast. 
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Herbert removed Siegmund’s jacket and handed it back to him. He didn't take it at once, 

staring at Herbert questioningly and then slowly taking the jacket in his hands and examining it, 

running his fingers curiously over the snakeskin. 

‘What is this stuff this thing's made of? It looks like it was snakeskin.’  

‘Yeah, well, that's what it is.’  

‘What're you doing with a snakeskin jacket?’  

‘It's a sort of a trademark, people call me Snakeskin.’ 

Suddenly Herbert strained madly to Siegmund, and, drawing back his head, placed his 

lips on Siegmund’s, close, till at the mouth they seemed to melt and fuse together. It was the 

long, supreme kiss, in which men have one being, Two-in-one, the only Hermaphrodite.  
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