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The Glass Menagerie
by Tennessee Williams

You will need to concentrate on the following: 

1. The historical period and the theatrical 
conventions of the period.

2. The style of the play.

3. Characters – interpretation, motivation, vocal 
aspects, movement and interaction, their use of 
the acting space, their use of props and set, their 
costume, make-up and hair and the relationship 
between the actors and the audience.

4. Staging – the effect of the production on 
different stages e.g. Thrust, Proscenium, Theatre 
in the Round and Traverse.

5. Design – the set and props, costumes, make-up 
and hair, lighting and sound. 

“For me, this is one of the most sensitive, 
wistful, beautiful and thrilling plays I have ever 
experienced.” - Emyr Edwards, author of the Welsh 
adaptation of the play Pethe Brau

“I don’t think I would have been the poet I am 
without that anguished familial situation.” - 
Tennessee Williams  

CLASS DISCUSSION TASKS

Before you start to study the drama, you need to 
remember some things that will help you with each 
task. 

1. Staging  
There are four main types of stage layouts: 
Proscenium, Thrust, Traverse and Theatre in the 
Round.

 • Make a sketch of each one. 

 • Add where the audience will be placed. 

 • Propose an idea of the kind of set that can be 
used on each stage. 

 • Remember that the floor, the stage and the 
roof are important.

 • The walls behind the audience can also be 
used.

2. Although it is usually the director who makes 
the decisions regarding staging, it is necessary 
to work with the designers.

 • Can you name each designer?

 • What is the role of each designer? 

 • Remember that the designers add to the 
atmosphere of the performance and enrich 
the audience’s experience.

 (More information and terminology regarding 
designers can be found in the appendix.)

3. You must remember that vocal skills, movement 
and interaction have to be discussed when 
discussing a performance.  Do you remember 
all the different elements which must be referred 
to when discussing each one?

4. You must understand the meaning of the term 
style. Can you explain what is the meaning 
of naturalistic style, symbolic style and 
minimalistic style?
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The background of the play

The Glass Menagerie is an autobiographical play. 
Therefore, it’s very important to consider the 
playwright’s background. 

Tennessee Williams was born in 1911 in Mississippi, 
USA. His father was a drunk, absent from family 
life, and a womaniser. As a result, Tennessee 
Williams was raised in his grandmother and 
grandfather’s house, and the character of Amanda 
is based on his mother. Tennessee Williams was a 
sickly child, and as a result, he grew close to his 
sister, Rose. She was also sickly and suffered from 
anxiety. Therefore, she was the inspiration behind 
the character of Laura in the play. 

Whilst growing up in St. Louis, he wrote many short 
stories and poems and won numerous prizes. Whilst 
living at home and whilst he worked for a shoe-
making company, he arranged that many ‘gentleman 
callers’ would come to visit the house. The name of 
one of these was Jim O’Connor.

The characters of Laura and Amanda seem to be 
a part of him – a reminder of his own past and the 
guilt he felt after he left home. 

After a number of difficult years trying to gain 
recognition as a writer, this play was first performed 
in Chicago in 1944. It was a successful production, 
and the audience response was incredible. 
Afterwards, he wrote several plays, and his 
collection of plays is regarded as some of the 20th 
century’s greatest masterpieces. 

The original performance

In his introduction to the play, Tennessee Williams 
says that this is a symbolic play and not a 
naturalistic one. As it’s a memory play, one must 
therefore bear in mind that some details have been 
emphasised and others completely forgotten. One 
has to look under the surface to see the internal truth. 

This is a central theme throughout his work, i.e. 
the difference between illusion and reality – the 
beauty of imagination on one hand and the cruelty 
of everyday life on the other. Each of the characters 
have their fantasies, dreams and recollections – 
fragile things which are only an illusion, and which 
are destroyed and broken in the real world. 

When the play was performed originally, one had to 
bear in mind that it was a “memory play” and that 
the playwright’s wish was to stage it as dreamily 
as possible, with each scene flowing from one to 
the next. The play was performed in The Playhouse 
Theatre on Broadway. The set was placed on a 
proscenium stage, and it reflected the family’s flat 
with the stairs in the back of the stage – a fire escape, 
which was a symbol of the world outside, the world 
Tom regularly escaped into. On the stage were 
common pieces of furniture at the time – a table and 
chairs, a simple sofa, and the picture of the father 
on the back wall. There were no signs of obvious 
wealth in the home, but Laura’s glass collection had 
a prominent place. 

The costumes reflected the style of the period, but 
they were again of ordinary quality and condition. 
There were different locations on stage – the dining 
area and the lounge with a lightweight curtain 
separating them. There was a particular emphasis 
on music in specific pieces, in order to add to the 
emotion, and sometimes the sadness of the moment, 
usually when attention is turned to Laura. 

The lighting was anti-naturalistic in order to keep 
to the play’s dreamy mood and was therefore low 
and dim. Sometimes the light would focus on the 
quiet character in the play and not on the person 
speaking, in order to demonstrate a deeper layer for 
the situation e.g. when Tom argues with his mother, 
the light is on the face of Laura, who is silent and in 
her own little word.  

The play begins and ends with the character of Tom 
facing the audience and addressing them directly, 
the scene behind him not yet having been revealed. 

1:

2:
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Gradually, the gauze is raised to show the family’s 
home. Tennessee Williams’ original wish was to 
have a screen in order to project images at different 
times in the play in order to emphasise a theme or to 
invoke a particular feeling, e.g. rose petals.  Despite 
this, the technique wasn’t used in the original 
performance, but since then, a number of theatre 
directors have experimented with projecting images 
when staging the play.

Structure

This play has a unique structure. It’s a memory  
play presented by means of a series of episodes with 
the Narrator linking each one. 

The technique of using flashbacks to develop the plot 
has been skilfully structured by the playwright. Tom, 
the puppet master, leads us into the world of Laura 
and Amanda. Although the play’s plot is conveyed 
as a memory, it’s a traditional one. The first scene 
introduces the characters and the background, with 
the father’s disappearance and the repercussions in 
its wake. 

The next five scenes concentrate on Amanda’s 
obsession with finding Laura a suitable husband. 
Although the ‘gentleman caller’ visits, the climax 
comes in the final scene of the play when it’s 
discovered that Jim is already engaged to another 
girl. 

As a result, the dreams of both Amanda and Laura 
are shattered. Like at the beginning of the play, Tom, 
as the Narrator once again, addresses the audience 
and explains that he left the family to pursue a career 
in the navy. 

It’s a tragic play which is full of sorrow. 

TASKS 

Look at Act 1, Scene 2.

1. Draw a picture of the shape of stage you would 
choose for this extract. In your answer, refer to 
the following: 

 • the positioning of the audience

 • your own ideas about the set.

State the reasons for your choices. 

2. Draw a picture of Amanda’s costume in this 
extract. In your drawing, refer to the following:

 • the period of the costume

 • the material and quality 

 • colours  

 • hair and make-up.  

The characters 

First look at pictures of the characters.

3:
4:
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Amanda Wingfield

Laura and Tom’s mother. She is a proud and vibrant 
woman but bound to dreams and images of her 
distant past. She imagines himself as a young 
woman, involved with the gentry and popular 
with men in the area. On the other hand, there is 
something childish about her – at times laughable. 
We feel sorry for her as she is unable to face 
reality, her daughter’s disability or her son’s lack of 
ambition.

Laura Wingfield 

She is the eldest child, but the weakest. She walks 
with a limp and has to wear a brace around her 
ankle. Although she’s 23 years old, she’s terribly shy, 
an uncertain and isolated person. She hardly leaves 
the house, and she has been unable to cope with 
a college course. Instead, she’s happy in her own 
company, losing herself in the world of the glass 
menagerie. There is something completely innocent 
and unselfish about her. She’s worried about her 
brother and her mother, and she tries to calm the 
constant quarrelling between both. It can be said that 
the glass unicorn is a symbol of her – delicate, not 
only physically, but also emotionally. 

Tom Wingfield 

Amanda’s son and Laura’s brother. He’s a dreamer 
and sees himself as a poet, but he works in a shoe 
warehouse to support the family. He hates the 
work, and regularly escapes into the world of films, 
literature, and also alcohol. He plays two roles – the 
Narrator and the son – and addresses the audience 
directly at important times in order to explain 
situations. Tom can easily lose his temper, which 
demonstrates his frustration, but then he can also 
appear indifferent. He has a close relationship with 
Laura, his sister, but this doesn’t prevent him from 
leaving home at the end of the play.  

Jim O’Connor 

Jim works for the same company as Tom, but in the 
office. He’s an ambitious and determined person and 
a popular man. Laura remembers him from their 
schooldays when he was a successful athlete and 
performer. Jim doesn’t reveal he’s engaged until 
later on in the play, and he does so in a sensitive and 
honourable way. He is enchanted by Laura’s naivety 

and is surprised that she has such a good recollection 
of him. Jim may be a symbol of the son Amanda 
would have liked to have had.

Mr Wingfield 

He is the husband and father who has disappeared, 
but his picture still hangs on the wall of the home. 
He was a handsome man and worked for a telephone 
company. Although he has left the family years ago, 
his presence is still felt, like someone watching from 
afar. 

TASKS

Look at Scene 3, from “DIM OUT” up until 
Amanda: “I don’t believe that lie!”

Ideas for short questions:

1. Briefly describe the relationship between 
Amanda and Tom in this extract.

2. Which two practise techniques could the 
director use to help the actors examine the 
relationship between both characters? State the 
reasons for your choices.

3. Suggest suitable costumes, hair and make-up for 
both characters and explain your choices.

4. Describe two suitable sound effects you could 
use in this extract.

5. How would Amanda’s character say the 
following line? Give an explanation for your 
vocal choices.

“Come back here, Tom Wingfield! I’m not 
through talking to you!”

6. As an actor, choose one movement, one gesture 
and one facial expression to communicate 
Tom’s character in this extract.

7. Describe two suitable lighting effects you could 
use in this extract.

8. As a designer, name the props both actors would 
use in this extract. Then describe the props, 
(colour, quality, period) and explain how the 
actors would use them.
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Ideas for question 4 (10–15 marks) 

1. Describe how you would stage this extract in a 
performance of The Glass Menagerie. In your 
answer, refer to the following:

 • your choice of stage

 • the style of the production

 • set and props.

State the reasons for your choices. 

2. As a designer, explain how you would use the 
set and the props on a Traverse stage in this 
section. In your answer, refer to the following:

 • placement of the audience

 • the style of the production

 • set and props. 

State the reasons for your choices. 

(You can adapt the shape of the stage, choosing 
either a Thrust, Proscenium or Theatre in the 
Round stage and so on.)

3. Explain how an actor portraying the part 
of Amanda would use physical skills to 
communicate the character to an audience in 
this section (you may change the character to 
Tom). In your answer, refer to the following:

 • character motivation in this extract

 • movement and gesture

 • posture

 • facial expression.

4. Explain how an actor portraying the part of 
Tom would use vocal skills to communicate the 
character to an audience (you may change the 
character to Amanda). In your answer, refer to 
the following:

 • character motivation in this extract

 • tone and tempo

 • pitch.

5. Describe how the actors would use the stage 
and interact in this extract. In your answer, refer 
to the following:

 • your choice of the shape of stage and space 

 • character positioning in the space

 • distance and proximity of characters in the 
space.

Important – When you’ll be studying the role 
of each character in the play, remember you need 
to consider the character’s age, background and 
social status. Also, as you choose a specific extract, 
concentrate on the character’s motivation in that 
extract, read the stage directions carefully in order to 
glean more information.

PERFORMING TASKS 

Choose one specific extract, one which may be very 
critical in the play. 

1. With your partner or in a group, discuss what 
the characters’ relationship is with each other in 
this extract.

2. What is the characters’ motivation in the 
extract?

3. How would they use the space, and remember, 
in order to do so, you must consider the shape 
of the stage. Discuss and experiment with the 
movements and the interaction in the extract.

4. Consider the proxemics, i.e. the distance and 
proximity between the characters in the extract.

5. Consider your character’s gestures, posture and 
gait. 

6. Consider your use of voice, tone, tempo and 
pitch.

7. Remember that your interpretation is unique, 
but you must fully consider the playwright’s 
intention.



6

GCSE Drama set text notes 

As you practise the extract, you may improvise and 
also use many other techniques e.g. hotseating in 
order to try and get to know the character better. 
Consider the following questions: 

 • Who am I?

 • Where am I?

 • When is it happening?

 • What do I want?

 • Why do I want it?

 • How will I get it?

 • What do I need to overcome? 

Perform the extract in front of the class to get 
their response. You may explain the reasons 
for your vocal choices, your movement and the 
interaction to them.

MORE GENERAL TASKS

1. Look at Scene 4 of the play. As a director, 
what are your ideas regarding staging the 
play in order to communicate the atmosphere 
to the audience?  In your answer, refer to the 
following:

 • the mood of the scene 

 • your choice of stage

 • the style of the production

 • set and props

 • lighting and colours

 • sound and music

 • costumes, hair and make-up. 

(Usually only around four of the above will 
come up in an examination question.)

2. Examine a specific extract of the conflict. As a 
director, how would you stage this e.g. Scene 2? 
In your answer, refer to the following:

 • your choice of stage

 • the style of the production

 • set and props

 • lighting and colours

 • sound and music

 • costumes, hair and make-up.

(Usually only around four of the above will 
come up in an examination question.)

3. Look at Scene 7, from Amanda saying “…
Well, well well...” until the end. As a director, 
what are your ideas regarding staging the 
extract in order to communicate the atmosphere 
to the audience? In your answer, refer to the 
following:

 • the atmosphere of the extract 

 • your choice of stage

 • the style of the production

 • set and props

 • lighting and colours

 • sound and music

 • costumes, hair and make-up. 

(Usually only around four of the above will 
come up in an examination question.)

Themes  

Escape from reality, dreams and 
recollections

There is a fine line between recollections and dreams 
in this play. Tennessee Williams suggests that 
memory can be clouded by false dreams at times. 
The recollection becomes unclear, and the characters 
in the play romanticise when recalling a specific 
event. This is certainly true in the case of Amanda. 

The family lives in a world filled with false dreams. 
Amanda dreams and longs for the past when she 
was wealthy and drew men’s attention. In addition 
to this, she refuses to accept her children’s situation: 
she tries to persuade Tom to attend college and 
refuses to accept that her daughter is disabled. 
However, it’s not only Amanda who escapes from 
everyday reality. Tom also hates his boring life and 

5:
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escapes to the world of films. He imagines himself 
sailing on the sea or spending time on safari. Laura 
confines herself within the claustrophobic home, 
hates the fact she has a limp and escapes into the 
world of her glass menagerie while listening to her 
father’s records. Despite this desire to escape, the 
characters still stay within the flat like animals in a 
zoo – confined and isolated. 

Marriage and relationships

Amanda has had to raise her children on her own. 
Nevertheless, she is trying to arrange visitors – 
young men – to visit Laura in the hope that one 
of them will become her prospective husband. 
However, neither Laura nor Tom are interested in 
getting married or being in a relationship. This may 
be because of the father’s departure and how he 
treated their mother. 

Tennessee Williams criticised marriage in the 
play and regards it as a game which is full of 
disappointments. This is, of course, reflected in his 
own life, as his own father left the family.

Responsibility

This is an important theme within the play. 
Obviously, Tennessee Williams blames his own 
father for abandoning his responsibilities as a 
husband and father, but on the other hand, when Tom 
leaves, he is full of guilt and insecurity. He wants 
to pursue his dream but feels responsibility for his 
sister and mother. This tussle between freedom and 
responsibility is also autobiographical. 

TASKS  

1. Work with a partner and make a list of scenes 
where the theme of escaping from reality is 
apparent. 
 
You can experiment with performing a specific 
extract, focusing on the characters’ voices and 
movements.  
 
You can use different practise techniques to 
develop the characters e.g. hot seating, levelling 
to demonstrate power, improvisation, dividing 
the extract up into units to discuss character 
motivation, mime work and freeze-frames.

2. As a set designer, create a model of the set, 
bearing in mind the theme of recollections/
dreams. Concentrate on colours, materials and 
levels.

3. As a costume, make-up and hair designer, 
note down ideas on how you would dress the 
following four characters: Tom, Amanda, Laura 
and Jim. Consider colour, material/fabric, 
quality, period, hair style, the make-up and any 
jewellery.

4. As a sound designer and a lighting designer, 
choose a specific extract where the theme of 
recollections/dreams is apparent. You can 
discuss the type of sound or music which would 
be appropriate to create an atmosphere in the 
extract and also the types of lighting, i.e. gels, 
lanterns, on-screen images, special effects, 
gobos, intensity and colour.

5. As a director, how would you present both 
worlds on stage – the real world and the 
world of fantasy? Would you differentiate 
between these two worlds? You might consider 
suggesting that there is a similarity between 
both worlds?

6. As a director, would you choose a symbolic 
style or a more minimalistic style to stage this 
play? State your reasons and refer to a few 
scenes. Compare your ideas with the original 
production.

Contemporary productions    6:
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This play will be performed in London in 2022 with 
Amy Adams portraying the part of Amanda, so you 
can look carefully at this most recent production. 
Of course, there have been many memorable 
performances in the past e.g. one by The Young Vic 
in 2010. 

It is a play that is also regularly performed by 
amateur theater companies. It can be staged in 
a number of styles – traditionally or in a more 
contemporary manner with modern costumes and 
a less complex set. However, most productions 
emphasise the visual elements and the unreal world 
of the play in order to create a highly symbolic set, 
costumes and light that are a feast for the eyes.

Sam Gold’s production in 2017 was very different 
and challenging, with a minimalist set and very few 
furniture. Also, modern costumes were used and the 
characters got onto the stage by walking through the 
audience. The theatre’s lighting was kept on for the 
first 20 minutes without any music at all. One of the 
most striking things was casting an actor who was 
in a wheelchair and who suffered from muscular 
dystrophy to portray the character of Laura, and 
therefore emphasising the character’s disability and 
frailty. This was a very brave choice at the time, and 
it made a deep impression on the audience.

“The actress performs with plainspoken grace and 
heartbreaking vulnerability.” - Christopher Kelly

Although it’s useful to look at these versions from 
the past (and many of them exist), remember 
that your individual and original ideas are just as 
important. You may borrow some ideas as you 
discuss and study the planning elements and then 
create your final version of each element of the 
staging. Remember that you need to remember how 
the play was originally staged and what were the 
playwright’s intentions. 

TASKS

Conduct research into previous productions of the 
play. Experiment with different types of stages e.g. 
Thrust, Proscenium, Theatre in the Round, Traverse 
or others of your own choice (special setting).

The Glass Menagerie – A dazzling debut 
production for 2022 - Theatre News and Reviews 
(londonboxoffice.co.uk)

Setting the Stage: The Glass Menagerie | Mary 
Louise Wells (ocps.net)

Ideas for question 5 in the examination 
paper – 15 marks

1. With reference to a key extract of the play, 
how would a designer choose to use lighting 
and sound to communicate the mood to 
an audience? In your answer, refer to the 
following:

 • the mood of the extract  

 • how lighting and sound were used in the 
original production

 • your ideas regarding lighting 

 • your ideas regarding sound.

State the reasons for your choices.

2. With reference to a key extract of the play, 
explain how you would communicate the role 
of any one of the characters to the audience. In 
your answer, refer to the following: 

 • character motivation

 • voice

 • movement

 • interaction. 

State the reasons for your choices.  

https://www.londonboxoffice.co.uk/news/post/glass-menagerie
https://www.londonboxoffice.co.uk/news/post/glass-menagerie
https://www.londonboxoffice.co.uk/news/post/glass-menagerie
http://teacherpress.ocps.net/wellsml/setting-the-stage-the-glass-menagerie/
http://teacherpress.ocps.net/wellsml/setting-the-stage-the-glass-menagerie/
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3. With reference to a key extract of the play, 
explain how a designer would use the set to 
communicate mood to an audience. In your 
answer, refer to the following:

 • the original production

 • your ideas on the shape of the stage and the 
style of the production

 • your ideas regarding a set.

State the reasons for your choices.

4. With reference to a key extract of the play, 
explain how a designer would use costumes, 
hair and make-up to communicate mood to an 
audience. In your answer, refer to the following:

 • the original production

 • your ideas on costume style, their colour, 
their quality and the period

 • your ideas on hair and make-up. 

State the reasons for your choices.

5. With reference to a key extract of the play, 
explain how the actors would interact to 
communicate their relationship to an audience. 
In your answer, refer to the following:

 • the acting style

 • actors’ movements

 • actors’ gestures and posture 

 • actors’ facial expressions.

State the reasons for your choices.
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APPENDIX

Terminology
Vocal skills

Pitch 
Tone 
Tempo 
Pause 
Accent  
Voice level 
Clarity 
Emphasis 

Physical skills

Gesture  
Posture 
Facial expressions – eyes 
Movement – gait  
Stillness 

Interaction

Proxemics – distance and 
proximity  
Positioning on stage  
Physical response 

Costume, make-up and hair 
design  

Material  
Quality 
Colour 
Time period 
Hair style 
Wigs  
Make-up  
Jewellery 

Sound design 

Music 
Sound effects  
Live sounds  
Recorded sounds  
Volume  
Echo  
Microphones  
Sound sources  
Instruments  
Live band 

Lighting design 

Intensity 
Focus 
Angles 
Special effects 
Colour – gels 
Gobos  
Different lanterns 

Set design 

Shape of stage 
Flats  
Backcloth / back drop  
Cyclorama  
Colour  
Rostra  
Exits, entrances  
Levels – blocks  
Floor  
Curtains  
Ceiling  
Stage equipment  
Furniture e.g. table  
Stairs 

Personal props

Handheld  
Portable props, e.g. chair or box 

http://resources@wjec.co.uk

