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ABSTRACT 

Author: Niki Pravlis Fotopoulos 

Title: Apollonian-Dionysian Conflict 

Institution: Florida Atlantic University 

Degree: Master of Arts 

Year: 1974 

This thesis explores the conflicts between and within the main 

characters in three Tennessee Williams plays: A Streetcar Named Desire , 

Summer and Smoke, and Orpheus Descending . It demonstrates that the 

conflicts between the characters, the inevitable outcome of the 

individual's persistent adherence to established ideals and denial 

of his instinctive impulses, are analogous to the antithetical 

Apollonian-Dionysian forces as explored by Friedrich Nietzsche and 

Euripides. Of these opposed forces, one represents the learned traits 

the other the unlearned primitive impulses. When further related to 

man's divided psyche they reveal that man's emotional stability 

depends upon the harmonious coexistence of both his conscious and 

unconscious impulses. However, as the study reveals, it is impossible 

for man to suppress and deny his natural impulses which, like nature 

itself, are too powerful and imperative to man's basic existence and 

spiritual salvation. To Williams Dionysus becomes the symbol of 

modern man who, haunted by ineffectual traditional values and threatened 

by technological encroachment, refuses to beccme extinct and defiantly 

fights to create a fresh and meaningful life. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

Although the critics vary in their opinions of Tennessee Williams' 

plays, many of them have observed in his plays some kind of conflict of 

opposites, be it moral, psychological, or societal, as well as a struggle 

for survival. This generally observed conflict in Williams' plays can be 

related to the antithetical Dionysian and Apollonian principles. 

Williams' plays demonstrate his interest in Nietzsche's version 

of these figures. Of the two mythological gods, Dionysus, the god of 

drunkenness and inspiration, of freedom and ecstasy, of joy and suffering, 

of life and death, ever suffering and contradicting, intrigued Friedrich 

Nietzsche, the German philosopher and philologist, so much that he 

called himself "the votary and disciple" 1 of Dionysus. And under such 

inspiration he wrote The Birth of Tragedy, a philosophical work in which 

he traces the origins of Greek tragedy, explores the Apollonian and 

Dionysian characteristics, and concludes that the co-existing of the 

two deities resulted in the greatness of Greek drama. 2 

Through Apollo and Dionysus, the two art-deities of the 
Greeks, we come to recognize that in the Greek world 
there existed a sharp opposition, in origin and aims, 
between the Apollonian art of sculpture, and the 
non-plastic, Dionysian, art of music. These two distinct 
tendencies run parallel to each other, for the most part 

1Friedrich Nietzsche, "An Attempt at Self-Criticism," in The 
Philosophy of Nietzsche (New York: Random House, 1954), p. 938. 

2Nietzsche, ''The Birth of Tragedy," in The Philosophy of Nietzsche 
(New York: Random House, 1954), p. 1011. Subsequent references to this 
work are in my text. 

1 
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openly at variance; and they continually incite each 
other to new and more pm.;erful births, which perpetuate 
an antagonism, only superficially r econciled by the 
CO!Th'T\On tenn "Art"; ti ll at last, by a metaphysical 
miracle of the lie llenic -.;vill, they appear coupled '"i th 
each other, and through this coupling eventually 
generate the art-product, equally Dionysian and 
Apollonian, of Attic tragedy . (Birth, p. 951) 

Furthermore, Nietzsche saw the only hope for man's survival in the modern 

world in "the gradual a'.;akening of the Dionysian spirit" (Birth, p. 1058) 

whose "magic" alone could transform "this g loomily depicted wilderness 

of our exhausted culture" (Birth, p. 1062). 

Williams himself, an avowed believer and follower of Dionysus, 

stresses the importance of the Dionysian spirit for man's survival. 

As may be seen in his plays A Streetcar Named Desire, Summer and Smoke, 

and Orpheus Descending, this vital and fighting Dionysian spirit is in 

constant confrontation with the Apollonian "dream" world and "appearance," 

which it often defeats, thus providing hope for renewal and faith in 

existence. To Williams, Dionysus is "the god of love, life, and 

regeneration." 3 He is the mysterious, unconfined, unpredictable, 

innocent and free spirit that "must not be confused with mere sexuality." 

In Williams' own words, the Dionysian spirit 

is the dissatisfaction with empiric evidence that makes 
the poet and mystic, for it is the lyric as well as 
the Bacchantic impulse .... Its purest form is probably 
manifested by children and birds in their rhapsodic 
moments of fli ght and play .. It is the limitless 
world of the dream. It is the rosa mystica, the light on 
the bare golden flesh of a god whose back is turned to us 
or whose face is covered and who flies away from us when 
we call Wait! and rushes past us when we try to stop him. 

3Benjamin Nelson, Tennessee Williams: The Man and HLs Work (New 
York: Ivan Obolensky, 1961), p. 160. 
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It is the fruit of the vine that takes earth, sun, 
and air and distills them into juices that deprive 
men not of reason but of a different thing called 
prudence.4 

The Bacchae is perhaps as important an analogue to the plays here 

discussed as is Nietzsche's theory. Although this source has not been 

pointed out in Hilliams' plays, I think observing it provides insight 

into their conflicts and ideas. Hilliams not only does not mention 

Nietzsche as source for Apollonian-Dionysian conflicts in his plays; 

I have not seen him mention The Bacchae. But he does admit his knowledge 

and admiration for Greek tragedy in his preface to The Rose Tattoo. 

The classic tragedies of Greece had tremendous nobility. 
The actors wore great masks, movements were formal, 
dance-like, and the speeches had an epic quality which 
doubtless were as removed from the normal conversation 
of their contemporary society as they seem today. Yet 
they did not seem false to the Greek audiences: the 
magnitude of the events and the passions aroused by 
them did not seem ~idiculously out of proportion to 
common experience.) 

Williams' acknowledgements that the "plays in the tragic tradition 

offer us a view of certain moral values in violent juxtaposition,"6 

further reinforces my observation of his awareness of Greek tragedy 

and myth. 

According to Greek myth, Dionysus is the god of music, of 

primitive animalistic joys, of irrationality, destruction and 

4Rev. of The Rose Tattoo, Vogue, March 1957, p. 96. 

STennessee \-Jilliams, "The Timeless World of a Play," in The 
Theatre of Tennessee 1-Jilliams, Vol. II, (New York: New Directions, 
1971), p. 260. 

6Ibid., p. 262. 
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regen e ra t ion. He is the god "mos t terrible, and ye t most gentle, to 

mankind . " 7 He possess e s a "double nature"8 of good and bad, of love 

and ha te , of j oy and sadness. He is thus the totality of our being . 

His dismemberu1ent by the Titans and his subsequent rebirth amid flames 

"symbolize the embodiment of life that is stronger than death," and our 

"belief in immor ta lity ." 9 He is the god of heat and moisture because 

he "was. born of fire and nursed by rain." lO Being the god of \vine and 

vegetation, Dionysus "represents the sap of life, the coursing of the 

blood through t he veins, the throbbing excitement of nature; thus he 

is the god of ecstasy and mysticism. 1111 

Apollo, in direct opposition to Dionysus, stands for objectivity, 

moderation , form and decorum. He is t he advocate of beauty, knowledge, 

and the arts. He is the god of light and truth, 12 of self.;.knO\vled ge 

and restraint, 13 the champion of culture and civilization, of law and 

order (Bir t h, p. 966-67). 

7william Arrm.,rsmith, trans., "The Bacchae," The Complete Gre~k 
Tragedies: Euripides V, ed. David Greene and Richmond Lattimore, 
(New York: I;Ja shing ton Square Press, 1969), p. 200. Subsequent references 
to this work are in my text. 

8Edith Hamilton, Mythology : Timeless Tales of Gods and Heroes 
(New York: New American Library, 1969), p. 60. 

9Ibid., p. 62. 

10Ibid., p. 55. 

11 Mark P.O. Morford and Robert J. Lenardon, Classical Mythology 
(New York: David McKay, 1971), p. 190. 

12H '1 am~ ton, p. 30. 

13 Morford, p. 151. 
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As indicated through the plays, Williams sees Apollo as idealistic 

and ironically self-destructive. In our scientifically advanced age, 

where religion and morality are losing ground, where tradition seems 

forgotten and obsolete, where ind ividuals are constantly replaced by 

computers and machines, Apol lonian idealism and rigidness cannot survive . 

But what can survive and give hope to man is the Dionysian spirit with 

its self-regenerating potential of survival and continuation. Han's 

instinctive groping for survival is very basic to his nature and very 

real, \vhereas Apollonian a loofness and pride seem vain and impractical 

in Williams' world. Williams himself ha s said that the most important 

moral problem of modern man is to achieve spiritual salvation and 

escape extinction. 

The great and only possible digni ty of man lies in 
his power deliberate l y to choose certain moral 
values by which t o live as steadfast l y as if he, 
too, like a character in a play, were immured against 
the corrupting rush of time. Snatching the eternal 
out of the desperately fleeting is the great ma gic 
trick of human existence. As far as we know, as far 
as there exists any kind of empiric evidence, there 
is no way to beat the game of being a gainst nonbeing, 
in which nonbeing is the predestined victor on realistic 
levels. 14 

And as Esther Jackson observes, for Williams "the function of modern 

drama is to expose man's hidden nature, to search out his motives, to 

discover his limits, and to help him find a mode of salvation."l5 

Tennessee Williams has discovered this kind of salvation, like Nietzsche, 

in the mythological god Dionysus and in the Dionysian spirit. 

14The Theatre of Tennessee Williams, Vol. II, p. 262. 

l5Esther Merle Jackson, The Broken World of Tennessee Williams 
(Wisconsin: Wisconsin University Press, 1965), p. 87. 
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Joseph Riddell has accused Williams of being a Nietzschean in 

"a very imperfect and perhaps over-impetuous way," 16 and for misusing 

the Dionysian-Apollonian motif to suit his purpose. He feels that 

Hilliams stresses the "Dionysiac nonn" without offering any kind of 

morality because, being unable to envision "the human tensions that 

Nietzsche found so integral to man's tragic dignity," he fails to 

provide us with "a plausible antithesis to his rejection of civiliza

tion--except a vaguely subscribed 'love' ." 17 Nevertheless, both 

Nietzsche and Williams emphasize the importance of the Dionysian spirit 

as being imperative to man's survival. Williams dramatizes both 

Apollonian and Dionysian figures in fundamental conflict, and he 

believes in the Dionysian spirit that lives, in Nietzsche's words, 

"ineradicably behind every civilization," and which, "despite the 

ceaseless change of generations and history of nations," remains "the 

same to all eternity" (Birth, p. 983). Likewise, he believes in the 

Dionysian "metaphysical comfort," that "in spite of the flux of 

phenomena, life at bottom is indestructibly powerful and pleasurable" 

(Birth, p. 983), and therefore worthy of pursuit even though it may 

bring despair and defeat. 

Esther Jackson perceives that in Williams' plays "there rages a 

critical struggle between ways of life," as seen in A Streetcar Named 

Desire, where Williams "polarizes this conflict in the school teacher 

16Joseph N. Riddell, "A Streetcar Named Desire--Nietzsche Descer..ding," 
Twentieth Century Interpretations of A Streetcar Named Desire, ed. Jordan 
Y. Miller (New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1971), p. 80. 

17 rbid., p. 88. 
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Blanche, with her talk of poetry and art, and the laborer Km·1alski, 

with his life of animal joys." 18 Furthermore, she perceives that 

through his main characters "Williams explores the question of choice 

for civiliza t ion itself, a choice between past and present, between 

soul and body ."l9 Lumley feels that in Williams plays there is a 

spiritua l rej ection leaving only "animal motivations, the instinctive 

groping to follm..r t he s ystem and to take what life offers before the 

realization of futility. " 20 Henry Popkin finds that in all Williams' 

plays "there is some strugg le to be free, to know the truth, and to 

know love." 21 And although, he says, the failures outnumber the 

successes, the message is very clear, that "the effort to escape 

repressions and restrictions is worth making," 22 even though it may 

result in defeats such as those of Blanche, who after her rape is sent 

off to an insane asylum, and of Val Xavier, in Orpheus Descending, who 

is burned by blm..rtorches and torn apart by dogs. Bigsby, on the other 

hand, recognizes Williams' admiration for such characters as John 

Buchanan in Summer and Smoke, and Stanley Kowalski in Streetcar, \..rhom 

Williams calls "Promethean figures brilliantly alive in a stagnant 

18 Jackson, p. 59. 

19Ibid., p. 60. 

20Frederick Lumley , Ne\..r Trends in T\..rentieth Century: A Survey 
Since Ibsen & Shaw (London: Oxford University Press, 1972), p. 185. 

21Henry Popkin, "The Plays of Tennessee Williams," The Tulane 
Drama Review, 4, No. 3 (March 1960), 52. 

22~.' P· 53. 
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society,'' "because they manage to survive in and even dominate comtempor

ary society." 23 However, the critic feels that these "Promethean figures," 

essentially Dionysian in Hilliams' vie'"• are "too much a product of the 

modern ,,,orld to offer any real hope. " 24 And finally, Hugh Dickinson 

feels that for Hilliams "life alone is the ultimate reality, death its 

negation,"25 and Arthur Ganz, in the same way, believes that "in 

Williams' moral s ystem the rejection of life is the greatest crime, 

and those guilty of it are visited by the kind of punishment that falls 

upon Blanche DuBois in Streetcar, and Sebastian Venable in Suddenly Last 

26 
Summer." It would seem that as critical opinion reveals, Williams 

himself demonstrates that conflict between the two sets of values. 

Neither is absolute. Both are necessary, in Nietzschean terms, for 

reintegration and renewal -- both social and psychological; And if 

psychological, it must be observed that the conflicts in Hilliams' 

plays may be not only between representative figures like Blanche and 

Stanley, but also between the Apollonian and Dionysian principles within 

the individual psyche. 

Thus, Dionysus, to both Nietzsche and Williams, becomes the symbol 

of modern man. Haunted by an ordered Victorian culture and an oppressive 

fundamentalist religion, and threatened by a feeling of impermanence 

23G.W.E. Bigsby, "Tennessee Hilliams: Streetcar to Glory," 
Twentieth Century Interpretations of A Streetcar Named Desire, ed. 
Jordan Y. Miller (New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1971), p. 108. 

24rbid., 108. 

25Hugh Dickinson, Hyth on the Modern Stage (Chicago: Illinois 
University Press, 1969), p. 292. 

26Arthur Ganz, "The Desperate Morality of the Plays of Tennessee 
Williams," American Drama and Its Critics, eel. Alan S. Downer (Chicago: 
Chicago University Press, 1965), p. 206. 



9 

effected by the decay of Southern social order and technological 

encroachment, he rebels and defiantly fights to create a new and 

meaningful life, refusing extinction. And, finally, Williams offers 

us in his plays a belief that man can build new foundations and raise 

fresh hopes for the future in this very basic assumption that life is 

worth living and fighting for. In the strugg le between the Apollonian 

and the. Dionysian there is implicit the necessity of defeat and renewal, 

and the conflicts in \Villiams' plays observed in other terms by critics 

are often waged bet\veen this set of opposites. 



CHAPTER TWO 

A STREETCAR NAMED DESIRE 

In A Streetcar Named Desire Tennessee Williams utilizes mythology 

to portray life, as expressed in his main characters Stanley Kmvalski 

and Blanche DuBois. Their opposite and conflicting characteristics 

and attitudes towards life respectively reflect those of the two 

mythological deities, Dionysus and Apollo. Through them Williams 

emphasizes the importance of an Apollonian facing and accepting present 

reality as '"ell as the Dionysian instinctive urges, imperative for 

man's spiritual survival in the modern world. 

The mythological setting of the drama is Elysian Fields, the 

abode of the blessed after death and, symbolically, the place of 

future happiness and delight. It is the place where Stanley and 

Stella Kowalski enjoy a simple, modest, and happy life with each other 

and with their neighbors, and where continuous lyric and sensual music 

is heard from the "blue piano," conveying the Dionysian "spirit of 

life that goes on here." 1 Its residents share simple joys such as 

going to the movies, bowling, playing poker, fighting and making up. 

And it is here that Stanley Kowalski, the Dionysian image of sexual 

prowess and animalistic vitality, fights for his happiness and survival 

against the Apollonian intruder Blanche, Stella's sister, who tries to 

impose upon them her concepts of culture and civilization. 

1Tennessee Williams, A Streetcar Named Desire (New York: The New 
A..TTlerican Library, 1974), p. 13. Subsequent references to the play will 
be from this edition. 

10 
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In Streetcar both Nietzschean and Euripidean parallels can be 

found expressing the antithetical natures of Apollo and Dionysus, the 

necessity of their co-existence and also emphasizing the importance and 

pow·er of the Dionysian spirit that cannot be ignored or overlooked. 

According to Nietzsche, Apollo is the god of li ght, culture and 

civilization, of order, beauty and moderation. Apollo is the formgiving 

god, "the god of a ll plastic energies " and the "embodiment" of appearances 

and dreams (Birth, p. 953). He embodies, Nietzsche says, the "joyful 

necessity of the dream-experience," (Birth, p. 953) and the "illusion 

of the dream-world" (Birth, p. 964). But the "ruler" of the beautiful 

appearances and .. of "the inner world of fantasy," (Birth, p. 954) is 

also the god of boundaries and barriers, requiring that "measured 

restraint, that freedom from the wilder emotions" (Birth, p. 954). 

In direct opposition to Apollo stands the god Dionysus, the god 

of music, wisdom, freedom and strength, of transformation and enchant-

ment. He is "the eternal life of the will,""the unconscious wisdom" 

(Birth, p. 1038). His nature is "analogous" to that of "drunkenness" 

(Birth, p. 955). Dionysian emotions are the primitive, natural urges 

of man that slowly rise, "either under the influence of the narcotic 

draught, or with the potent coming of the spring penetrating all 

nature with joy," causing "the subjective to vanish into complete 

self-forgetfulness," and resulting in the union of man with man but 

also in the union of man and nature (Birth, p. 955). Under the 

Dionysian influence, 

Now the slave is free; now all the stubborn, hostile 
barriers, which necessity, caprice, or 'shameless 
fashion' have erected between man and man ar~ broken 
down. Now, with the gospel of universal harmony, 
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each one feels himself not only united, reconciled, 
blended with his neighbor, but as one with him. (Birth, p. 956) 

To Nietzsche Dionysus is "Nature" itself unaffected by "knm-1ledge , 

maintaining impregnable barriers to culture" (.!?_irth, p. 985). He is 

the "emblem of the sexual omnipotence of nature;' (Bir th, p. 985) 

striving for the "annihilat ion of Maya" (Birth, p. 960). Furthermore, 

Nietzsche points to the "duality" of the Dionysian emotions, to the 

paradox ical "phenome non that pain begets joy, and ecstasy may ~-1ring 

sounds of agony," (Birth, p. 959) as well as to the "duality" of the 

Dionysian nature being that of "a cruel barbarized demon and a mild, 

gentle-hearted ruler" (Birth, p. 1001). Finally, to Nietzsche Dionysus 

is the metaphysical "Truly-Existent and Primal Unity, eternally 

suffering and divided against itself for its continuous salvation," 

while Apollo is the "True Non-Being," the "perpetual becoming in time, 

space and causality," the "empiric reality" (Birth, p. 965). N:Letzsche 

finds necessary the two deities' co-existence, with Apollo giving form 

to the Dionysian Primal Unity, "redemption through appearance" (Birth, 

p. 966). 

Blanche is at face value the Apollonian representative, a remnant 

of Southern gentility, whose hometown "Laurel" alludes to Apollo, the 

laurel being Apollo's sacred tree whose leaves were used to crown his 

victors, distinguished i.n poetry and arts. Her family residence, Belle 

Reve, is also an allusion to Apollonian beautiful appearances and 

dreams. Furthermore, Blanche being a teacher establishes her as the 

Apollonian representative of culture and arts. Jeweled and dressed 

in white, her delicate and elegant "appearance" in the opening scene 

seems "incongruous" (Streetcar, p. 15) to the Elysian Fields environment, 
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a hint of her Apollonian image. Blanche's manners and impulses 

throughout the play indicate her Apollonian superiority and emphasis 

on plastic appearances. Her artificiality is exhibited in her constant 

preoccupation to bathe and pmvder her face, and a concern with outward 

appearances. Seeing herself in the civilized and cultural image of 

enlight enment, she often reminds her sister of their Apollonian upbringing 

and advises her to get rid of the uncivilized Stanley, exhibiting her 

Apollonian rationality and ideals. "I take it for g ranted that you 

still have sufficient memory of Belle Reve to find this place and 

these poker players impossible to live with" (Streetcar, p. 70). And 

she presses: "You can't have forgotten that much of our upbringing, 

Stella, that you just suppose that any part of a gentleman's in his 

nature! Not one particle, no! There's something downright -- bestial 

-- about him!" (Streetcar, p. 71). Blanche seems to inhabit a "dream

world;' devoid of reality and practibility, an Apollonian illusive 

world that has long ceased to exist. 

Upholding her Apollonian image, she avoids revealing her subcon

scious Dionysian emotions and feelings; with restraint she avoids 

overstepping her Apollonian boundaries and spoiling her plastic 

appearances. Her life and inner world she veils with her "Apollonian 

consciousness" (Birth, p. 960), hiding her "Dionysian world," an inner 

reality in conflict with her Apollonian mask, from the people around 

her. While she desires to be kissed and be loved by Mitch, Stanley's 

friend, afraid she would spoil her Apollonian image she uses restraint 

and moderation to control her desires because "a girl has to keep firm 

hold of her emotions" (Streetcar, p. 87). She insists that artistic 
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and cultural ideals are man's only salvation from primitives like 

Stanley, sensing a threat to her stability and Apollonian permanence 

by the Dionysian uncivilized Stanley: 

Maybe we are a long \vay from being made in God's image, 
but Stella -- my sister -- there has been some proeress 
since then! Such things as art -- as poetry and music 
-- such kinds of new light have come into the world since 
then! In some kinds of people some tenderer feelings have 
had some little beginning! That we have go t to make grow ! 
And cling to, and hold as our flag! In this dark march toward 
wh~tever it is we're approaching. Don't-- don't hang back 
with the brutes! (Streetcar, p. 72) 

Yet she is home less and penniless, her only possessions the trunk, 

filled with antique furs and jewels, worthless mortgage papers, and 

yellowing love-letters from her dead husband. She represents 

Apollonian romance and fantasy, insisting on dwelling in an illusive 

world of beauty and unreality. She admits to Mitch that she doesn't 

want "realism." "I want magic! Yes, yes, magic! I try to give that 

to people. I misrepresent things to them. I don't tell the truth. 

I tell what ought to be truth" (Streetcar, p. 117). 

In contrast to Blanche's unrealistic, unpragmatic, and illusive 

civilized Apollonian world, Stanley Kowalski, the Polish laborer, 

having no culture and civilization but a fighting spirit for survival 

and existence, represents Dionysian reality and truth. He is the image 

of modern Dionysian man who accepts the present as it is without 

camouflage. He is the total being able to create and destroy, 

promising hope for the future. His Dionysian masculinity and vitality 

are suggested in the opening scene when he is seen "bellowing" Stella's 

name and throwing a package of raw meat at her. His Dionysian 

primitivism and sexual animalism are explicit in Williams' description 

of his character. 
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Animal joy in his being is implicit in all his movements and 
attitudes. Since earliest manhood the center of his life 
has been pleas ure with \vomen , \vith the powe r and pride of a 
richly feathered male bird among hens. Branching out from 
this complete and satisfying center are all the auxi liary 
channel s of his life, such as his heartiness with men, his 
appreciati on of rough humor, his love of good drink and 
food and games, his car, h i s radio, everything that is his, 
that bears his emblem of the gaudy seed-bearer. (Streetcar, p. 29) 

As the symbol of modern Dionysi an man Stanley acknowled ges the reality 

of the .present and the necessity of surviv ing in the modern world. He 

fights for his and his family's rights, cynically acknowledg ing that 

"Luck is believing you're lucky . To hold front position in this 

rat-race you've got to believe you are lucky" (Streetcar, p. 131). 

As a Dionysian image under the influence of alcohol he becomes both 

destructive and creative. He hits Stella for interrupting his poker 

game and wildly fi ghts off the men who try to subdue him, only to 

become filled with pain and suffering symbolized by the "dissonant 

brass and piano sounds" (Streetcar, p. 59). He bellows like "a baying 

hound" for Stella, begging her forgiveness and sobbing like an 

innocent and hurt child, and he waits for Stella's return, to 

experience with her mystical ecstasy and renewal, symbolized by the 

low music of the clarinet and the "narcotized tranquility" (Streetcar, 

p. 62) in Stella's appearance. His primitive emotions are intense and 

mystical, hypnotizing Stella to Blanche's Apollonian dismay. When 

Stella insists that "there are things that happen between a man and a 

woman in the dark -- that sort of make everything else seem 

unimportant," (Streetcar, p. 70) Blanche says it is just "brutal 

desire," primitive and debasing. Nevertheless, her defying insistence 

on Stanley's primitivism and sexual animalism give rise to Stanley's 
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"barbarized demon," enticing him to remove her Apollonian veil and 

annihilate her Apollonian consciousness. The primitive Dionysian 

spirit, as Nietzsche says, is too po~verful and indestructible to be 

subdued, and impossible to "separate" from man, as even Euripides 

came to realize in the "evening of his life." Dionysus' "most 

intelligent adversary like Pentheus in the Bacchae -- is unwittingly 

enchanted by him, and in this enchantment runs to meet his fate" 

(Birth, p. 1011). 

In Euripides' Bacchae, Pentheus, the king of Thebes, stubbornly 

refuses to acknowledge Dionysus' divinity and participate in the 

Dionysian rites, blinded by his pride and his superior ancestry. He 

repeatedly outrages the god of wine , with defaming and slanderous 

remarks. He believes that Dionysus brings "lust and degeneration," 

and accuses him of "lechery and seducing women" (Baccj:lae, p.l81). He 

blasphemes against the god, constantly threatening to punish him and 

destroy him, threats that never materialize because of Dionysus' 

indestructible spirit. Pentheus insists that Dionysus raises "mock 

ecstasies," driving the women to "serve the lusts of men" (Bacchae, 

p. 170). Warned by the chorus not to "mistake for wisdom the fantasies" 

of his "sick mind," (Bacchae, p. 173) he subbornly refuses to accept and 

Y7elcome the god. Unaware of his powerful subconscious desires, he 

makes the choice to oppose and defy Dionysus, and in his opposition 

he meets his disastrous end. When Dionysus fails to convince Pentheus 

of the "necessity" of his being, he sets out to destroy Pentheus by 

distracting his wits, "bewilder him \Jith madness" and "obsess his soul" 

so that he 'toJOuld not "refuse him" (Bacchae, p. 200). With his Dionysian 

slyness, he arouses Pentheus' curiosity and primitive urges which 
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Pentheus constantly had tried to ignore and overlook as bestial, 

primitive and debasing. Under the Dionysian enchantment, his curiosity 

is aroused to view the maenads' org ies, and he becomes more and more 

obsessed by his Dionysian desires to the comple te for getfulness of his 

king ly role and state. His willingness to be dressed in woman's 

clothes in ord er to watch the frenzied Bacchantes perform the org ies 

marks his symbolic death as Apollonian orderer to be followed by his 

physical death, his dismemberment by his own mother. Pentheus' 

ignorance of his own powers and primitive emotions that he tried to 

suppress contributes to his downfall. Once awakened, these powers 

become uncontrollable and destructive, as implied in his complete 

change of personality, in his transformation, which marks his destruc

tion by Dionysus, the "most terrible, and yet most gentle, · to mankind." 

In Streetcar Blanche, like Pentheus proud of her ancestry and 

cultural background, defies and outrages Stanley for his barbarism, 

sexual animalism and primitivism. Calling him a foreigner, as Pentheus 

calls Dionysus, she sees Stanley as uncivilized and "cormnon." Again 

like Pentheus, her pride and her sense of ancestral superiority cause 

her to resist change and refuse to accept the "necessity" of Stanley's 

existence. Her hybris becomes her refusal to recognize and accept 

Stanley's primitive vitality and lack of culture, as well as her 

sister's happiness, and she attempts, like Pentheus, to put an end to 

"this obscene disorder" (Bacchae, p. 170). She stubbornly refutes 

Stella's affirmations of her happiness and content with Stanley, as 

well as her satisfaction with the simple and unpretentious life. Like 

the arrogant Pentheus, she makes slanderous remarks and verbal attacks 

on Stanley's uncivilized manners, threatening to destroy him. She 
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calls him "primitive," "bestial," "sub-human," and "a survivor of the 

stone a ge, " who can only offer "animal joy." When Stella exalts sex, 

as does the chorus in the Bacchae, she calls it "brutal desire." 

Like Pentheus, she has a tongue without reins, defiance, and unwisdom," 

(Bacchae, p. 176) which invites her mvn disaster. Her persistent 

repudiation of Stanley and her refusal to accept his "cormnon" existence 

without antagonism inevitably lead to her collision with him, and 

provide him with a thirst for rev enge. His barbarism and subsequent 

motivation for revenge are stimulated by his overhearing Blanche's 

humiliating and contemptuous remarks about his bestiality, primitiv ism, 

and lack of culture, in her efforts to persuade Stella to desert him. 

Stanley , like Dionysus in the Bacchae, challenged by Blanche's audacity, 

sets out to destroy Blanche. He uncovers Blanche's disreputable past 

and love affairs which she had tried to bury beneath her Apollonian 

facade, which now aroused begin to haunt her, driving her to insanity, 

as Pentheus was driven by his urges. 

Williams with subtle irony and ambiguity exposes his characters' 

double nature beneath the masks they assume, dramatically revealing 

that both Apollonian and Dionysian forces are existent in each 

character, either in harmonious balance or in strife and unbalance, 

causing internal conflict within the individual. In Blanche (whose 

name "white woods" ambiguously implies the antithetical forces -- the 

paleness of the Apollonian mask opposed to the vitality of Dionysian 

woods) the Dionysian subconscious emotions are in constant strife with 

her Apollonian principles, indicated by her constant changing of masks, 

suggesting the complexity of her personality. This conflict within 
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herself, between the Apollonian and Dionysian principles, is metaphori-

cally expressed by the contradictory and symbolic streetcars Desire and 

') 

Cemeteries that have brought her to the Elysian Fields. L They not only 

represent the extremities of life, but they also allud e to the anti-

thetical Apol lon ian and Dionysian impulses, implying Blanche's 

fluctuation between the two and her inability to face reality and 

acknowled ge her Dionysian urges. Whereas the Apollonian Stella has 

learned to understand and accept her Dionysian urges and t he Dionysian 

Stanley, achieving balance and completeness in the Diony sian environment 

of Elysian Fields, this same place shall become "a trap" for Blanche, 

where her Apollonian ideals shall turn back upon herself to suffocate 

her because she is unable to learn "to tolerate" (p. 65) her 

Dionysian reality. In the opening scene, Blanche's furtive search for 

the liquor illustrates not only her need to seek refuge in the pretenses 

of an Apollonian artificial world, but also hints at her Dionysian 

urges which she cannot openly admit. Furthermore, her internal strife 

between these antithetical impulses is illuminated in her self-admonish-

ment not to drink too much because "I've got to keep hold of myself" 

(Streetcar, p. 18). When offered a drink by Stella she refuses, 

assuming her Apollonian mask: "Your sister hasn't turned into a drunkard." 

Later on with Mitch, she assumes the same mask, telling him that she is 

not "accustomed to having more than one drink," (Streetcar, p. 54) 

ironically, after she had consumed quite a lot. Yet Blanche's fear of 

2Falk (p. 80-81) and Porter (p. 162) point to the fact of transfers, 
and Popkin (p. 58) says the name Desire is significant. But none of 
them really interpret the meaning. 
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her Dionysian emotions and of Dionysian intoxication is sub.tly implied 

in her plea to Stella to put the liquor away "so I won't be tempted," 

(Stree tcar, p. 22) quickly changing the subject by calling Stella's 

attention to her appearance. She is constantly afraid that her 

Dionysian urge s will surface, as if haunted by them, desperately 

trying to keep control of herself. She searches for Apollonian 

protection and order, expressed in her outcry to Stella: "I want to 

be near you, got to be with somebody, I can't be alone" (Streetcar, 

p. 23). Williams with sharp irony condemns Blanche's inability to be 

realistic and ackna~ led ge her Diony sian urges, implied in his exposure 

of Blanche's awareness of her double nature mirrored in her ambivalent 

conversation and actions. For Mitch she puts on her Apollonian mask, 

telling him she has "old-fashioned ideals," (p. 91) in order "to make 

him want me," (Stre~~~' p. 81) while in the darkness she rolls her 

eyes, "knowing he cannot see her face" (Streetcar, p. 91). And later 

on, after playing Dionysus to Mitch by being "gay" and "following the 

law of nature," she replaces her Dionysian mask with the Apollonian, 

refusing to let herself go, asserting self-knowledge and moderation, 

being careful not to overstep the Apollonian boundaries, holding a 

"firm hold over her emotions" (Streetcar, p. 87). Her Dionysian 

desires and longings she expresses in French, a language that Mitch 

does not understand, ironically allowing Blanche to play Dionysus 

behind her Apollonian mask: "Voulez-vous coucher avec moi ce soir? 

Vous ne comprenez pas? Ah, quelle dommage!" (Streetcar, p. 88). Her 

Dionysian impulses, hidden under the "veil" of her Apollonian 

consciousness, nevertheless are going to be exposed and glared at 
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by Stanley who, although he is the truly Dionysian image, often takes 

advantage of his Apollonian nature in order to keep his home and 

happiness intact, as well as to ridicule Blanche's artificiality and 

expose her Dionysian desires and longings. 

When Blanche wears her Dionysian mask and flirts with him, Stanley, 

suggestively Apollonian, judiciously inquires what has happened to his 

wife's property, arguing that Stella has been "swindled," and "under the 

Napoleonic law I'm swindled too. And I don't like to be swindled" 

(Streetcar, p. 35). When Blanche continues to flirt, playing 

Dionysus to him, he again displays his Apollonian mask, warning her 

that "If I didn't know that you was my wife's sister I'd get ideas 

about you!" (p. 41) Stanley's awareness of these antitheses is subtly 

revealed through his metaphorical and ironic conversation with Blanche. 

With subtle ambiguity Stanley points out to Blanche that "Laurel" is 

not his "territory" and that he furthermore lacks "refinement," 

hinting at their antithetical principles and foreshadowing the clash 

that shall ensue between them. With Dionysian cunning and insight, 

he perceives Blanche's suppressed Dionysian impulses when, noticing 

the depletion of liquor, and despite Blanche's insistence that she 

seldom touches it, he ironically perceives that although some people 

never do, "it touches them often" (Streetcar, p. 30). Stanley's 

undressing in front of Blanche hints at his Dionysian freedom from 

inhibitions, contrasted with Blanche's Apollonian consciousness of 

external appearances. Stanley's entrance before Blanche can bathe 

or powder her face dramatically suggests his penetrating Dionysian 

insight into her conflicting nature, further illustrated in the 

inquiry about her husband that causes Blanche to become sick. 
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Ironically, Blanche senses a threat to her Apollonian world, after 

experiencing Stanley's "smoldering look" through the curtains. Her 

ambivalent recognition that "maybe" Stanley is "what we need to mix 

with our blood now we've lost Belle Reve" (Streetcar, p. 44) metaphori

cally suggests her awareness of the artificiality and impracticality 

of the Apollonian world, as well as her recognition of Stanley's 

Dionysian existence as the only powerful and pragmatic existence. Yet, 

when faced with the powerful and intoxicating Dionysian emotions she 

becomes terrified, trying to escape from their mystical affects. 

Paradoxically, her fear of her awakened emotions surfaces after 

the fight between Stanley and Stella, the night of the poker game. 

Whereas to Stella it provided mystical ecstasy and renewal, mirrored 

in her Apollonian calmness and serenity, Blanche's "appearance" reveals 

her internal strife and stirring Dionysian emotions. Further symbolized 

in · the "confusion of street cries" that sound ''like a choral chant" 

(Streetcar, p. 62) is Blanche's vague awareness of the Bacchantes and 

her inability to join them. Frightened and terrified by her awakened 

Dionysian desires, the destructive mystical enchantment of the god, 

and sensing a threat to her Apollonian facade, she wants to run away, 

afraid she might "slip" once again. In her frenzied state, she tries 

desperately to keep hold of herself, to make a "new life" away from the 

Elysian Fields' environment and away from the "madman" Stanley, afraid 

to "live 'vith him." 

Ironically, her fear of Stanley is not of his physical violence 

but of his sexual animalism, subtly hinted in her metaphorical comment: 

"How could I stay 'vith him, after last night, with just those curtains 

between us?" (Streetcar, p. 69). Her frightened and ambivalent tone 
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dramatically reveals not only her awareness of her Dionysian emotions 

but also her sense of threat and inevitable Apollonian annihilation by 

Stanley's Dionysian spirit. Furthermore, her fear that Stanley shall 

become her "executione r" dramatically foreshadmvs the mask of her 

homosexual husband that Stanley shall assume to destroy Blanche. 

Dionysus' sexual ambiva lence is exploited by Williams to suggest the 

homosexual character's paradoxical nature. Blanche's husband, of 

course, has suppressed his potential for sexual "salvation" in order 

to assure a conventional, socially acceptable mask. And the breaking 

forth of his Dionysian nature has caused Blanche, acting by social 

standards, to become his "executioner." Stanley in turn becomes the 

avenger of her dead husband whom she had driven to suicide by her 

insistence on her idealized, cold and unemotional principles. Thus, 

her dramatic perception that the curtains do not offer enough 

protection from the animalistic Stanley not only implies Stanley's 

Dionysian spirit that can penetrate through all phenomena, but in 

addition ironically suggests Blanche's Pentheus-like obsession with 

the urges that drive her, like Pentheus, to insanity. Pentheus' 

disguise as a woman indicates his succumbing to Dionysus' nature and 

the necessary destruction of his mask of reason and order. And the 

hyperbolically masculine Stanley assumes the mask of Euripides' 

Dionysus, the homosexual avenging god, the god who is man and woman 

at once. Ironically, Blanche's awareness of Stanley's "animal force," 

her observation that the "only way to live with such a man is -- to 

go to bed with him," (Streetcar, p. 69) ambiguously reveals her 

intuition of Dionysian ecstasy, mysticism, and enchantment. Stanley's 
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grinning "through the curtains at Blanche," while he is "fiercell' 

embracing Stella, dramatically foreshadows the forthcoming symbolic 

rape. 

In the dramatic scene that takes place just before Stella's baby 

is born, Stanley 's rape of Blanche marks the annihilation of her 

Beautiful Dream, and the consumption of her Apollonian dreams and 

illusions. In the ritualistic Dionysian scene the orgiastic atmosphere 

is symboli z ed b y the lurid images on the wall moving "sinuously as 

flames," the jung le-like human cries, and the sensual music of the 

"blue piano." Blanche's symbolic and destructive marriage to Stanley, 

her Dionysian counterpart, reaffirms the Dionysian spirit's 

indestructibility and eternality. But it also suggests ~hat Stanley 

is a Dionysian surrogate for her homosexual husband, avenging his 

death. 

Furthermore, Blanche's envisioning of her death, the result of 

her eating an "unwashed grape," and her longing to be buried at sea, 

in the middle of a hot summer day, suggests an Orphean as well as 

Dionysian parallel. Torn apart by the frenzied Maenads and buried at 

sea, Orpheus emerges unharmed at the shores of Lesbos. Blanche's 

sense of revulsion toward the "unwashed grape" cannot conceal the 

inherent power in the god of the wine and the superhuman musician 

to be renewed through the ritual of destruction. 

Imagery of water, liquor, light and darkness, music and clothing 

is dramatically and ironically manipulated by Williams throughout the 

play, revealing Blanche's double nature and internal strife. Water 

and liquor are ironic Dionysian symbols, one of renewal and rebirth, 

the other of the Dionysian intoxication and spirit. The hot baths 
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invest Blanche with the Dionysian renewal, shedding her Apollonian 

inhibitions and manners , further symbolized by the red satin robe and 

flowery dresses she puts on after each bath, to be replaced only at the 

end by the "cool yellow" suit, symbolizing her death. It's after her 

bath that she smiles "radiantly" with Stanley and flirts with him: 

"Hello, Stan ley ! Here I am, all freshly bathed and scented, and feeling 

like a brand new bein g !" (Streetcar, p. 37). After another bath, and 

also under the influence of alcohol, Blanche completely discards her 

Apollonian facade. revealing her Dionysian spirit and her insight into 

the "terror and sorrow, and pain of this world," cynically acknowledg ing 

the hardships of life: "Show me a person who hasn't known any sorrmv and 

I'll show you a shuperficial," because "the little there is belongs to 

people who have experienced some sorrow" (Streetcar, p. 54). It's 

under the Dionysian intoxication that she reveals the traumatic 

experience she has undergone with her Dionysian husband, and the 

dramatic effect it has had upon her. We realize from her dramatic 

confession that the marital experience with the homosexual youth was 

the beginning of her awareness of her urges as well as her incessant 

and unsuccessful efforts to suppress them completely. In her experience 

of love with Allan, she became aware of the Dionysian urges hidden 

beneath the Apollonian "shadow," and in attempting to hide or to shake 

them off, she caused only internal strife and unbalance. 

It was like you suddenly turned a blinding light on 
something that had always been half in shadow, that's 
how it struck the world for me. He was in the 
quicksands and clutching at me-- but I wasn't holding 
him out. I was slipping in with him! (Streetcar, p. 95) 

Unable to make a choice and accept her primitive urges and, furthermore, 



26 

unable to ackno>vled ge the completeness she experienced under Allan's 

enchanbnent, instead driving her young lover to suicide by her 

Apollonian contemptuousness, Blanche forced herself to hide in the 

darkness. She has been haunted since by a "panic" that has driven 

her to "hunt for some protection -- here and there in the most

unlikely-- places" (Streetcar, p. 118). 

The imagery of li ght and darkness ironically suggests Blanche's 

internal conflict. Throughout the play, Blanche avoids being seen in 

direct light, covering the light-bulbs with paper lanterns, suggesting 

her artificiality and inability to face reality and her Dionysian 

emotions. Her outcry to Stella to "turn that over-light off! Turn 

that off! I won't be looked at in this merciless glare!" (Streetcar, 

p. 19) indicates her fear of her emotions and the vital spirit that 

she is afraid to face, her fear that her true subconscious feelings 

shall be exposed. Her need to decorate, to make "unreal" through 

art, is revealed in her admission to Stella of her insufficiency and 

artificiality: "I never was hard or self-sufficient enough. When 

people are soft soft people have got to shimmer and glow -- and put 

a paper lantern over the light" (Streetcar, p. 79). It is Stanley 

who finally tears off the paper lantern from the light bulb and 

hands it to her, while she cries out "as if the lantern was herself" 

(Streetcar, p. 140). The paper lantern is for Blanche an Apollonian 

illusive image which transforms the Dionysian reality into an ideal 

and bearable world. The naked light bulb, once more free to shed its 

light, symbolizes the resurgence of reality, as the symbolic rape 

establishes a Dionysian victory. 
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Finally, Blanche's romanticized Apollonian world expressed in the 

romantic polka tune, the haunting "Varsouviana," is forever consumed at 

the time of her rape by the sensual and pO\verful music of the "blue 

piano," trumpet and drums. As Nietzsche says, "it is only through 

the spirit of music that we can understand the joy involved in the 

annihilation of the individual which gives expression to the will 

in its omnipotence, as it \vere, behind the principium individuationis, 

the eternal life beyond all phenomena, and despite all annihilation" 

(Birth, p. 1038). 

In this play, then, the characters rela te to one another in terms 

of the Apollonian-Dionysian conflict, but they in addition demonstrate 

an inner conflict between the same principles. The conflict between 

Stanley and Blanche may be between Dionysian and Apollonian figures, 

but the same battle rages within Blanche's own psyche. And her tragic 

destruction is inevitable because of the over-developed and oppressive 

Apollonian side of her nature. 



CHAPTER THREE 

SUHMER AND SHOKE 

Sununer and Smoke , written in 1948, a year after A Streetcar Named 

Desire, is a dramatic presentation of the conflicts and tensions that 

rise in the relat ionship behveen Alma Winemiller and John Buchanan, 

the result of their antithetical attitud es towards life and ideals, one 

upholding the Apollonian virtues, the other the Dionysian impulses and 

striving spirit. Critics in general tend to agree that Alma possesses 

an inherent sexual nature which she refuses to acknowledge until it 

is too late. Benjamin Nelson believes it is Alma's puritanical 

background, her belief that "the physical and sexual nature of man 

is tinged with an animosity which the human being must transcend,"l 

that inevitably destroys her. On the other hand, Esther Jackson sees 

Alma as the "symbol of traditional humanist values," 2 while John 

Buchanan, she says, "despite his upper-middle class status, is another 

Stanley, a man who believes in the fundamental morality of a primitive 

existence -- in the 'ethic' of primal man. Like Stanley, he expresses 

contempt for the abstractions of the historical, cultural, and 

traditional past (Jackson, p. 138). Furthermore, she believes that 

Alma's "disorientation from the contemporary world of Glorious Hill" 

(Jackson, p. 60) causes her destruction and moral degeneration, while 

"the irresponsible Buchanan is, indeed, rewarded" (Jackson, p. 140), 

1 Nelson, p. 121. 

2 Jackson, p. 60. 
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illustrating thus "the crisis of modern civilization" that is unable 

to choose "between the lofty ideals of the humanistic tradition and 

the materialistic values given systematic explication by the great 

nineteenth-century determinists" (Jackson, p. 138). I agree that 

Alma Winemiller, the Apollonian rzpresentative of culture and arts, 

possesses a strong and suppressed sexual nature, the outcome of both 

her traditional and puritanical background, and that John Buchanan is, 

like Stanley Kowalski, a Dionysian image of modern man. However, I 

disagree with Jackson that Alma experiences a moral disintegration, 

believing on the contrary. that she acquires a new insight and fi ghting 

spirit from the archetypal Buchanan, when in the end she undergoes a 

dramatic rebirth, sheds her pride, acknowled ges her natural impulses, 

obtains freedom and independence, and is ready to encounter life, 

love, and sex instead of burying herself in the ashes of a non-existent 

past and civilization. In Summer and Smoke Williams, again, utilizes 

both Nietzschean and Euripidean parallels to portray his characters' 

antithetical impulses, and to reinforce his optimistic faith in the 

mystical and creative Dionysian spirit. 

Alma's artificial nature is hinted by her "extraordinary delicacy 

and tenderness," 3 by her imitative "fancy way of talking," "gestures 

and facial expressions" (p. 150). Her unrealistic and impractical 

Apollonian ideals and manners are, ironically, implied in her lofty 

aspirations toward Gothic Cathedrals, and by her displaced external 

appearances that seem to make her "belong to a more elegant age, such 

3Tennessee Williams, "Summer and Smoke," in The Theatre of Tennessee 
Williams, Vol. II (New York: New Directions, 1971), p. 125. Subsequent 
references to the play will be made in the text. 
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as the Ei ghteen t h Century in France'' (p. 139). Being a teacher and 

a minister's daughte r, Alma becomes the Apollon i an symbol of culture 

and arts, as well as the Apollonian representative of law and tradition. 

Her concern with ex ternal appearances is evident at the early a ge of ten, 

when she provides handkerch i efs to John, "thinking hm..r ha ndsome" he 

would be if his "face \vasn' t dirty" (p. 126). Her involvement in and 

leadership of the "intellectua l and artistic" group of Glorious Hill 

empha sizes the Apollonian role she plays in the society . Her Apollonian 

pride and aloofnes s, idealism and intangible aspirations, guid e her in 

being "selective" of the "society" she keeps, setting her apart from 

John, the Dionysian representative of sexual animalism, vitality, and 

striving \..rill, who seeks to establish himself in the modern world's 

artificiality and confusion. Guided by her Apollonian principles of 

self-control, order, and moderation, she attacks John's Dionysian 

freedom, irresponsibility, and his belief in the imperative of "human 

desires," which he calls desires of "a beast" (p. 221). She thus 

raises barriers between them, further implied in her admission to John 

that "you and I move in different circles" (p. 153). 

John Buchanan, on the other hand, is the Dionysian symbol whose 

defiant, independent, and unpredictable nature is projected in his 

early childhood. His realistic approach toward the actuality of this 

earthly life is foreshadowed in his disbelief in and rejection of 

Alma's version of "eternity," which "goes on and on when life and 

death and time and everything else is all through with" (p. 129). 

Likewise, John's primitive, instinctive drive for survival is manifest 

through his response to his dying mother who looked so "ugly and 

yellow and -- terrible -- bad-smelling! And so I hit her to make her 
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let go of my hand! ... I'd rather be a devil, like they called me 

and go to South America on a boat!" (p. 130-31). As an adult doctor 

John is ambiguously described by \Villiams: 

He is now a Promethean figure, brilliantly and 
restlessly alive in a stagnant society. The 
excess of his power has not yet found a channel. 
If it remains without one, it \vill burn him up. 
At pres ent he is unmarked by the dissipations in 
which he relieves his demoniac unrest. (p. 132) 

It is true t~at John's primitive nature, aspiring will, and defiant 

spirit reflect the rebellious Prometheus who challenged the arch-god 

Zeus in order to enlighten a static and hopeless cosmos, and was 

consequently severely punished for it. But Prometheus, as Nietzsche 

says, is but a "mask" of the original god Dionysus and clearly 

"un-Apollonian" in nature. 

He who understands this innermost core of the Prometheus 
myth -- namel y, the necessity for crime imposed on the 
titanically striving individual -- will at once feel the 
un-Apollonian element in this pessimistic representation. 
For Apollo seeks to calm individual beings precisely by 
drawing boundary lines between them, and by again and 
again, with his requirements of self-knowledge and 
self-control , recalling these bounds to us as the 
holiest laws of the universe. (Birth of Tragedy, p. 999) 

John's Dionysian defiance of fixed laws and static institutions, 

his radiant sexual animalism and wine drinking, his emotional, 

unpredictable, and violent nature, all suggest the archetypal 

Dionysian image that is yet unacceptable to the Glorious Hill's 

"stagnant society." John's sexual nature is symbolized in the 

opening scene by the fireworks that burst into the sky, and by his 

lighting and tossing a firecracker at Alma who, startled and gasping 

for breath, refuses to taste the "restorative" contents of his flask, 

the "liquid dynamite." Shielding herself behind her "parasol," she 
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reflects the Apollon i an aversion to the magic of Di onysian intox ication, 

the fear of its mys t ical effects. Moreover, John's ecstatic animalism 

is reflected in his being "stared at" with "a curious sort of 

greediness" (p. 17 2), and by his being swarmed by "lots of new lady 

patients" (p. 177) like young Dionysus in the Bacchae was pursued by 

Bacchan tes. Furthermore, his Dionysian insight is illustrated in his 

perception of a reali ty beyond Alma's Apollonian surfaces. Williams 

subtly hints at Alma's psychological duality when John, in the symbolic 

act of unbuttoning Alma's blouse in order to examine her heart, he 

perceives her true nature, her "Doppleganger," which she desperately 

tr'ies to subdue by sedatives: '.'Under the surface you have a lot of 

excitement. So much that you have to carry these sl~eping pills with 

you" (p. 200). 

A Dionysian figure, under the Dionysian intoxication he experiences 

"satiety and confusion," suffering and pain. Like Dionysus in the 

Bacchae that possesses the magic power to free himself from bonds, 

John, with his father's death, undergoes a symbolic rebirth and 

renewal, exhibiting the Dionysian strength and will to overcome the 

difficulties of life and to settle "with life on fairly acceptable 

terms" (p. 240); for that is "all a reasonable person can ask for" 

(p. 240). And, like Dionysus in the Bacchae whose anger and revenge 

on his mother's sisters who ridiculed and humiliated her because of 

their pride and noble pretensions, John's violent Dionysian nature 

surfaces when he is abused and outraged by Alma's slandering attacks 

on his primitivism as affecting his father's death. He vehemently 

attacks her artificial, unemotional, and unrealistic ideals, the 
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"hand-me-dmvn no tions!-- attitudes-- pos e s!" (p. 221) and her "worn-out 

mumbo-jumbo!" (p. 219) that prevent her from looking at a "picture of 

human insides" (p . 220), at man and reality as they really are. 

Alma, like Pen t heus in the Bacchae , "hunts a glory" and "tracks 

a superhuman dream" (Bacchae , p. 177) in her Gothic Cathedrals; John, 

like Dionysus in the Bacchae, can be humble, realistic and simple, 

believing t ha t the present and earthly satisfaction are what count 

in this world, bec a use "it's yet to be proven that anyone on this earth 

is crowned with so much g lory as the one that uses his senses to get 

all he can in the way of self-satisfaction" (p. 197). 

Williams subtly presents J ohn as the new "minister" (p. 219) who 

comes to Glorious Hill to establish a new religion . . Glorious Hill 

thus becomes a kind of Thebes, whose established religion and set 

traditions are going to be shaken by John, the young Dionysus, who 

amid fireworks and orchestral music, which create a wild and ecstatic 

atmosphere, comes to his motherland to establish a new religion and 

a new way of life and replace the Apollonian "worn-out magic!" (p. 219). 

Like Dionysus, he encounters resistance from such authoritative figures 

as Reverend Winemiller, Alma's father, and his own father who proclaims 

that "There isn't any room in the medical profession for wasters, 

drunkards and lechers" (p. 134), condemning John's free, uninhibited 

and animalistic life. And Reverend Winemiller, the unemotional and 

critical disciplinarian of old customs and ideas, refuses to leave 

his study because John will arrive with "a whiskey bottle in one hand 

and a pair of dice in the other" (p. 191). Williams ridicules the 

"artistic and intellectual" society of Glorious Hi:ll that is not only 
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devoid of any originality and creative potentiality, but it is also 

incapable and unwilling to appreciate great art, insisting only on the 

superficialities of Apollonian enlightenment, revealing in the process 

its aversion from the Dionysian spirit and creativity . Thus, Mrs. Basset 

sees the poet \Villiam Blake as a Dionys ian image unfit to be discussed: 

"Insane, insane, that man ~vas a mad fanatic . gone into a drunkard's 

grave!·" (p. 173-74). Yet, in her consent for the poet to be discussed 

because "There's nothing like contact with culture!" is concealed 

Williams' pity and disgust for a deficient society that advocates 

superficial ideals and fantasized civility. 

But Alma, whom John really wants to convince of his need to be 

accepted and welcomed upon his return to Glorious Hill, refuses, like 

Pentheus, to recognize him. She is prevented foremost by her arrogant 

pride and by her cultural and traditional upbringing. John's look at 

Alma Lhat is filled with "interest" and "touched with irony," suggests 

Dionysus' "smiling mask" in the Bacchae and foreshadows his challenging 

of her Apollonian principles, their inevitable clash. 

Like Dionysus by Pentheus, he is constantly slandered, abused, and 

outraged by Alma. As Pentheus accuses Dionysus of spending his "days 

and nights with women and girls, dangling before them the joys of 

initiation and mysteries" (Bacchae, p. 171), Alma accuses John of 

"indulging his senses" (p. 16 7) with disreputable women, of bringing 

disgrace and desecration, intending to disrupt the traditional and 

ordered life of Glorious Hill. 

You drive your automobile at a reckless pace from 
one disorderly roadhouse to another! You say you 
have seen two things through the microscope, 
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anarchy a nd ord e r ? Hell, obviously ord e r is not the 
thing tha t i mpres s ed you . . conducting yourself 
like s ome overgrm.,rn schoolboy who \vants to be knm.,rn 
as the ,., ild est f ellow in tmvn ! You know what I call 
it? I call it a desecration! (p. 154) 

And like Pentheus defi antly kicking "against necessi ty" (Bac chae, 

p. 195), Alma believes that the sexual union between man and woman 

that John pra ises is but "a coupling of beasts." John's confusion and 

feelings of rejection, like those experienced by young Dionysus, she 

repeatedly i gnores , turning away from him, like Pentheus "hardened 

in his pride" (Bacchae, p. 201). Finally , blinded by her Apollonian 

principles and destructive pride , she attemp t s to intervene in John's 

life and stop his continuous "orgy" with the Bacchante Rosa, by 

recalling his authoritative father back to Glorious Hill t o prevent 

the impending marria ge. Her unjustified interference, which results 

in the old doctor's death, arouses John's violent and vindictive 

Dionysian nature. He determines to destroy Alma by entrapping her 

in her O\om awakened desires, affected by his inevitable Dionysian 

enchantment, that shall "consume" her Apollonian world, as Pentheus' 

"palace" was consumed by the Dionysian "flame" (Bacchae, p. 186). 

Alma represents the "perverted" Pentheus, who like her was denying 

in his rational-kingly-male mask a part of his nature. 

Williams with sharp irony and ambiguity exposes Alma's double 

nature and internal strife, the result of her attempts to repress 

and reject her human needs and individual freedom by ascribing, like 

Blanche, to Apollonian artificial and unrealistic ideals. Like Blanche, 

she refuses to openly acknowled ge and accept her inherent Dionysian 

impulses: "Her true nature is still hidden even from herself" (p. 135), 

but is betrayed through her ambiguous actions and conversations. Her 
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emotional suffering and her apprehension of her Dionysian urges are 

ambivalen tly expressed in her admiration of the medical profession, 

which can bring "relief to all of this fearful suf fering -- and fear!" 

(p. 142) a misleading sta t ement that Jackson interprets as indicative 

of Alma's humanistic character (Jackson, p. 139). But Alma's 

Diony sian spirit is implicit in the Dionys ian panic (Bacchae, p. 173) 

that conquers her during her public singing performance, causing her 

to unconsciously improvise the patriotic son g : "Never, never a gaj_n, 

it isn't worth it-- the tortures that I go t hrough! The words flew 

out of my mind. Blind panic -- I think I must have been improvising 

the l yric!" (p. 136). Nietzsche's Dionysian music wells up from 

beneath and beyond human worlds revealing "the inner nature of the 

will itself" (Birth, p. 1037). Alma's complex, paradoxical character 

is suggested in her awareness of life as "such a mysteriously complicated 

thing no one should really presume to judge and condemn the behavior 

of anyone else!" (p. 148). However, Nellie Ewell's confessed 

admiration and excitement for John provokes her sharp criticism of 

his primitive sexual animalism and weakness of character: "I hate to 

disillusion you, but this wonderfullest person is pitiably weak" 

(p. 167). Yet she puts on her Dionysian mask in order to attract John 

to her intellectual meeting, being willing to add wine to the fruit 

punch. Alma's striving subconscious urges are further expressed in 

her taking refuge in the doctor's office, feeling torn "all to pieces," 

with her heart beating like a "drum," when John refuses to remain 

throughout the meeting. She senses the danger in losing control, 

intuitively recognizing herself as the sacrificed Pentheus. Her 
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courting that danger, however, is made obvious in her persistent 

desire to take a ride in John's automobile, in her defiant insistence 

on going out with him, a gainst her father's severe disapproval, 

believing that John "has been grossly misjud ged and misrepresented 

by old busybodies who're envious of his youth, and brilliance and 

charm!" (p. 190). But when confronted face to face with John, she 

dons her Apollonian manners and shields herself behind superficial 

and contradictory aspirations, stubbornly trying to hold onto her 

virtues, afraid to jeopardize her Apollonian facade. 

Taken to the Moon Lake Casino, whose orgiastic and ecstatic 

atmosphere ironically reflects that of Mount Cithaeron in the Bacchae, 

Alma refuses to participate and be initiated into its Dionysian 

mysteries, stubbornly insisting on staying outside. Blocked by her 

Apollonian principles , she refuses to watch the cockfight despite 

John's insistence, believing it to be unlawful. Under the Diony sian 

intoxication of wine and music, John once again attempts to entice Alma 

into the Dionysian mysteries by inviting her to a bedroom on the top 

floor of the Casino. It is an ironic and challenging invitation to 

Apollonian Alma, and her fright produces "a sound in her throat like 

a hurt animal" (p. 204). Struggling to escape entrapment from the 

ecstatic and corrupting Dionysian atmosphere, she calls out, "You are 

not a gentleman" and leaves him alone. But inevitably she must be 

moved by the Dionysian enchantment that will efface her Apollonian self. 

Her enchantment and aroused desires are hinted in her preoccupation 

with the music and the "sounds of a wild party" that come from John's 

place. In a dramatic scene that takes place just before the doctor's 

death, John's intoxication and ecstatic mood, culminating in the 
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ritualistic tossing of his wine g lass at the anatomy chart; foreshadows 

his forthcoming conquest of the Apollonian Alma, his breaking down the 

traditional and cultural barriers, promising his renewal and rebirth. 

Still under the chaotic effects of intoxication, John, lonely and 

confused, seeks Alma's understanding and comfort. But he finds only an 

unemotional and rigid Alma \vhose aversion is expressed by her "enormous 

silence" and closed eyes that send him away humiliated and rejected. 

John's uncontrollable and violent nature rises \vhen filled with 

pain and suffe ring by the loss of his father, and he uncovers Alma's 

involvemen t in his death. With a "crazy and grinning intensity," he 

strikes a gainst Alma and at her world that refuses to look at a "picture 

of human insides" (p. 220), afraid to see man as he really is, and he 

forces her to listen to the anatomy lecture that exposes human nakedness 

with no appearances veiling the truth. Then he vindictively dismisses 

her forever from his life, leaving her alone to undergo a dramatic 

internal change while he himself is experiencing a spiritual rebirth 

and regeneration. With Dionysian will and drive he completes his 

father's research project and returns to Glorious Hill amid a wild 

welcoming crowd and orchestral drum music, signifying his Dionysian 

victory and establishment like that of Dionysus in the Bacchae, 

emphasizing Williams' belief that the Dionysian spirit and striving 

will are like nature itself, unconfinable, undefeatable, and eternally 

creative. 

In an ironic reversal, reminiscent of that of Pentheus, Alma, 

irresistibly now possessed by her awakened Dionysian desires, 

symbolized in her long robes and loose hair and by her frequent 
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furtive night outings, openly and shamelessly admits her love and 

desire for John, only to be in turn humiliated and mercilessly rejected 

by the sly and vindictive Dionysian whose vengeance, accomplished now, 

moves him to play Apollo to Alma's Dionysus. Telling her that she 

ought to "remain a lady," he rejects her advances and shre\vdly admits 

that he never really desired her: "it wasn't the physical you that I 

really wanted!" (p. 246 ). 

But unlike Pentheus and Blanche, who are completely disintegrated 

and destroyed by the god's madness and fury, Alma undergoes a dramatic 

internal change and anagnorisis similar to that of Agave, Pentheus' 

mother. The "noble" Agave, who blasphemes against the god Dionysus by 

refusing to welcome him in the city, is possessed by the god's 

"superhuman powers" and conunits a hideous crime, the dismembering of 

her own son, only to slowly recognize her beastly act and the "curse" 

that was put upon her by the outraged god. And therefore, in order to 

expiate her crime and lift the god's curse, she uses her "own veil" to 

shroud her son's dismembered limbs, the veil thus symbolizing the 

removal of the blinding and destructive pride that prevented her from 

acknowledging the new god and participating in his mysteries. 

Similarly, Alma's crime, her plotting to destroy the minister of 

the new religion, fills her like Agave with "pain" and "suffering," 

"anguish" and "torment," until like Agave, she slowly realizes that her 

"victory" is but "her own grief" because the "prize" that "she carried 

home with such pride" is her "own curse" (Bacchae, p. 222), that is 

the loss of the one she most loved. Alma's internal change and painful 

recognition are revealed by her long seclusion in the house, her 
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withdrawal from the society of Glorious Hill; by her symbolic illness 

whose "intensity drained the pale face listless;" and by her own 

ambivalent response to her father \vhen he tells her of society's 

inquiries about her bizarre behavior: "Tell them I' ve changed and 

you're waiting to see in \vhat way" (p. 225). Finally, the removal of 

her mvn "veil" (p. 251) when she meets the young salesman at the park 

recalls Agave's gesture, symbolic of her recognizing the need to 

repudia te her arrogant pride. Thus Alma achieves expiation , the 

lifting of her Dionysian "curse" and the attaining of hope for 

spiritual regeneration. 

Alma's internal conflict and dual nature are further established 

through figurative language. Whereas her Apollonian principles and 

manners are reflected through the imagery of art and architecture, 

her internal conflict and wish for regeneration and renewal are 

ironically illustrated through the imagery of water, fire, music and 

clothing. 

Alma's ideals and principles, are appropriate to the "sculptor

god," whose name is "eternity." Like Agave's which means "noble," 

Alma's name implies that transcendent world: "My name is Alma and 

Alma is Spanish for soul" (p. 130). Furthermore, her romantic and 

illusive ideals are expressed by the "romantic landscape in a gilt 

frame" that hangs on the Rectory's wall, whereas on the wall of the 

doctor's office hangs the "anatomy chart," a metaphor of man as he is. 

That symbol of John Buchanan's view of reality reveals man's physical 

needs that must all be fed and satisfied. On the other hand, Alma's 

unpragmatic and intangible aspirations are symbolized in her belief 

in Gothic Cathedrals: 
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How everything reac hes up, how every thing s eems 
to be straining for something out of t he r each 
of s t one -- or human fingers. (p. 197) 

Ironically , Alma's internal struggle and subconscious wish for 

renewal are s ymbolized in the fountain of the stone angel. Thus, the 

angel and its fountain make up a composite metaphor of Alma's Apollonian 

and Dionysian dual nature, her internal conflict. As the "strings of 

ivy" that spread over the Gothic frame of the Rectory symbolize the 

Dionysian spirit, they, like nature itself, will eventually suffocate 

its plastic form. The word "string," of course, suggests the Dionysian 

music which underlies and harmonizes nature. Alma's self-control 

through external appearances and lofty aspirations, although seemingly 

impenetrable and indestructible, is vulnerable to her Dionysian urges. 

Like the fountains of running water that penetrates the deep earth, the 

angel's founcain symbolizes rebirth and renewal. Alma's retreat for 

sanctuary to the angel takes her ironically to the source of renewal. 

Temporarily suppressed and unrecognized in the first part of the play, 

appropriately called "Surrnner," these regenerative forces submerge and 

defeat her Apollonian consciousness in the last part of the play, 

symbolically called "Winter." Furthermore, Alma's inner lack of 

confidence, her emotional struggle and her inability to face reality, 

are ambiguously foreshadowed in her metaphorical complaint to John, 

reflecting her subconscious wish for renewal: 

The Gulf wind has failed us this year, disappointed 
us dreadfully this surrnner. We used to be able to 
rely on the Gulf wind to cool the nights off for 
us, but this summer has been an exceptional season. 
(p. 140) 
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The "Gulf wind," sugges t i ve of motion and life, of power and strength, 

of violence as well as calmness, symbolizes Alma's natural impulses 

and urges which s he has unconsciously repressed , the result of her 

"nervous laugh ter , " nervous "heart attacks," and her dependence on 

sleeping pills whenever she cannot express her human desires. John's 

Dionysian perception into her true nature, her "Doppleganger" that 

every nigh t looks "out of the windmv" facing his way, coincides 

paradoxically with Alma's awareness of the wind's motion: "The Gulf 

wind is stirring! He's actually moving the leaves of the palmetto! 

And listen to them complaining" (p. 145). Furthermore, Alma's awakened 

Dionysian desires are symbolized in the "russet suit" that replaces 

the " yellow" outfit she wore in the opening scene, an9 by the loud 

and powerful wind that nearly ''sweeps" her off her feet when, after 

her long house seclusion, she returns to the park. As the wind 

paradoxically implies both renewal and destruction, the "russet" suit 

embodies the colors of fall, the time of Dionysus' ritual death and 

its promises of new life. Ironically, it is the "Gulf wind," the 

powerful and untamed spirit that masked as a primitive, passionate, 

and animalistic hound destroys her Pentheus-like arrogant pride. 

It seemed determined to take the plume off my hat, 
like that fox terrier ... snatched off a hat and 
dashed around and around the back yard with it like 
a trophy! (p. 239) 

Pride, the deadly sin that destroys and blinds mankind, that has destroyed 

Pentheus and Blanche and has kept Alma from acknowledging her human 

desires and love, is finally suffocated by the Dionysian surging wind, 

by Alma's undefeated natural instincts. Her internal change is 

sy~bolically hinted by the loud wind's Dionysian music that sounds 
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"almost like a choir of voices," accompanying Alma's dramatic confession 

of her self-recognit ion. The casting off of her pride, the annihilation 

of her Apollonian consciousness, the Dionysian will for love and 

survival, are all metaphorically expressed by the ring, the symbol of 

life and continuity , of nature and Dionysus both, while "a singing 

wind that rises and falls" throughout her confession emphasizes the 

Dionysian victory. 

You may remember the time, and all the demented howling 
from the cockfight? But now I have changed my mind, or 
the girl who said 'no, 1 she died last summer -
suffocated in smoke from something on fire inside her. 
No, she doesn't live now, but she left me her ring 
You see? And she said to me when she slipped this ring 
on my finger -- 'Remember I died empty-handed, and so 
make sure that your hands have something in them! 1 

I said, 'But what about pride?' -- She said, 'Forget about 
pride whenever it stands between you and what you must have!' 
(p. 243) 

Unrestrained and uninhibited, she now admits her perpetual love and 

admiration for John, for his Dionysian strength, singleness and 

totality. 

It's no longer a secret that I love you. 
... I've lived next door to you all the 
life, a weak and divided person who stood 
awe of your singleness, of your strength! 

It never was 
days of my 
in adoring 
(p. 245) 

With "new strength" and determined will, audible in her "harsh and 

strong" tone of voice, she now acknowledges the "necessity" of the 

Dionysian spirit for survival in the modern world. 

Her Apollonian consciousness and her Agave-like pride, once 

spread over Alma's subconscious like "big clouds," now, suffocated and 

annihilated by the "Gulf wind's" surging fire, enable Alma to face 

reality and life: "The Gulf wind has blo-vm that feeling away like a 

cloud of smoke, and I know now I'm not dying, that it isn't going to 
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turn out that simple" (p. 241). It is the modern Dionysian spirit, the 

natural pr~nitive force that asserts itself within Alma, recognizing 

the inherent difficulties of life that have to be heroically confronted. 

Unlike Blanche DuBois who was unable to admit the truth and face 

reality, Alma Winemiller (the name is paradoxical) not only confesses 

the change of attitudes and beliefs and sheds her pride, but she also, 

like Agave, recognizes her defeat and punishment when she acknowledges 

that "The tables h~ve turned, yes, the tables have turned with 

vengeance !" (p. 247) and is willing to expiate her crime. And therefore, 

unlike Blanche, there is hope for Alma's spiritual regeneration because 

she recognizes and accepts the Dionysian "flame" in herself, faces 

reality and embraces life determined to fight for her survival and 

happiness, aware of the difficulties. 

Always rejecting John, afraid of revealing her true emotions and 

blocked by her Apollonian principles and destructive pride, she is now 

ready to offer help and reassurance to a young travelling salesman and 

bid goodby to the stone angel. Her "natural" laughter along with her 

willingness and desire to accompany him to the Moon Lake Casino's 

"gay" atmosphere, demonstrate her changed attitudes. They both drink 

the fountain's water before departing, a ritualistic union promising 

their rebirth and continuity. As Alma says, the angel's "blood is mineral 

water" · (p. 237). Alma's realization now that "Life is full of little 

mercies like that, not big mercies but comfortable little mercies. And 

so we are able to keep on going!" (p. 254) is a far cry from Gothic 

Cathedrals and lofty aspirations. She embraces the Dionysian philosophy, 

which contains both a dignified acceptance of the greatness of life and 

its joys and pains. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

ORPHEUS DESCENDING 

Orpheus Descending, one of the most obvious allusions to Greek 

tragedy and myth in Williams' plays, dramatizes Val Xavier's conflicting 

attempts to repress and deny his Dionysian desires. 1 He is discovered 

discarding his Dionysian image of wildness, freedom, love of women, and 

intoxication and consciously assuming the mask of both Orpheus and 

Apollo, attempting to live an ascetic, limited and ordered moral life, 

because he feels he is too old any longer to adhere to the corrupt 

D . . l.f 2 1.onys1.an 1. e. Critics have said that Val Xavier represents the 

mythological Orpheus who descends into Hades to rescue Eurydice, Lady 

Torrance, but fails to do so. Euphemia Wyatt represents the majority 

of the critics in her opinion that Williams' "Orpheus descends into 

darkness and stays there" because he cannot escape the corruption of 

3 either earth or women. However, Lumley asserts that Orpheus Descending 

lThe title, of course, was used earlier for a poem. (It states 
Orpheus' inability to save Eurydice from the kingdom of the dead, as 
well as Orpheus' inability to escape dismemberment by the Maenads). 
Although Williams does not often refer directly to Greek myth in his 
plays, a play like Suddenly Last Summer and the story One Arm clearly 
develop the Orphean parallel. 

2Harper, Tischler & Theophilis see Val as Orpheus; Weales, Pompkin 
and Lewis view Val as both Orpheus and Christ; and Dickinson believes 
that Orpheus Descending on the "allegorical level" is "the story of 
Dionysus, of Attis, of Orpheus and Eurydice or Persephone and Pluto, 
or Adonis and Aphrodite, made to parallel at points the passions and 
death of Jesus Christ." (p. 292). 

3Euphemia Van Rensselaer Wyatt, "The Duchess of Malfi: Orpheus 
Descending," Catholic World, 185 (June 1957), p. 226. 

45 
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contains the "quin t essence of all Williams' other work" in that Val, 

who feels corrupted, attempts to cleanse himself from the "stains," 

believing that by "refusing all commitments and entanglements he has 

shaken himself free, but he has forgotten that he is a man and under-

rated those forces of desire which will overpower him. " 4 Lumley's 

observation indirectly points to my thesis: that in Williams' plays 

the Dionysian i mpulses and instincts cannot be ignored and overlooked, 

being too pow·erful and indispensable to man's existence. 

Greek mythology tells us that Orpheus was a musician whose lyre 

and song enchanted "Everything animate and inanimate,5 and who visited 

Hades to recover his wife from the dead but whose inability to resist 

the temptation of looking back effected her loss. His own death was 

caused by the frenzied Maenads who were sent by Dionysus to tear him 

apart because Dionysus "in his attempts to convert Thrace to his 

religion met the opposition of Orpheus, devoted follower of Apollo the 

sun-god."6 Paradoxically, Orpheus is linked with both Apollo and 

Dionysus. Like Apollo, Orpheus followed an ordered, limited and 

regulated life, and like Apollo he "laid stress on purification and 

righteousness."? On the other hand, Orpheus' "rites are linked or 

Lumley, p. 189. 

Hamilton, p. 103. 

Morford, p. 256. 

Michael Grant, Myths of the Greeks and The Romans (Cleveland: 
World Publishing Co., 1962), p. 312. 
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identified" with those of Dionysus because both fi gures under:Went 

dismemberment . But Orpheus' music, although enchanting like the music 

of Dionysus, is however soothing and calming , "the antithesis of t he 

clashing din" of Dionysus . And, finally, ''the tales of the misogyny 

of Orpheus" i ndi cate that "at some period his religion was confined to 

8 males as opposed to the worship of Dionysus with its appeal to worr.en." 

In Orpheus Descending Val Xavier, once an entertainer at nightclubs, 

seeking to escape the orgiastic life of bars and ni ght life, comes to a 

small Southern town to find a clean job that will help him to forget 

the " goddam party" he has lived since he was fifteen. 9 He now avoids 

the Bacchante Carol, once his night club customer and admirer, pretending 

not to know her: "Why are you so anxious to prove I know you" (p. 245), 

and he refuses to go "jooking" with her, that is, "to drink a little 

and drive a little and stop and dance a little to a juke box," because 

I don't go that route. Heavy drinking and smoking 
the weed and shacking with strangers is okay for 
kids in their twenties but this is my thirtieth 
birthday and I'm all through with that route. (p. 246) 

He desperately tries to convince both Carol and Lady Torrance, the owner 

of "Torrance Mercantile Store," of his Apollonian purity and Orphic 

asceticism. He shuns Carol's Dionysian importunities to "live" and 

partake in the magic of Dionysian intoxication, averting his face from 

her. And in order to impress Lady and get the job at the shoestore, 

8Morford, p. 256. 

9Tennessee Williams, "Orpheus Descending" in The Theatre of 
Tennessee Williams: Vol. III (New York: New Directions, 1971), p. 246. 
Subsequent references to the play will be from this edition. 



48 

he insists that he is through with the primitive and sensual life he 

has been living, asserting that although he has lived "in corruption" 

he is "not corrupted" (p. 261). 

Yet, despite his efforts to prove that he has shed his Dionysian 

ima ge, Val's "wild beauty" and "dark eyes," bespeak his sexual animalism 

suggested by his "temperature" being "the same as a dog 's" (p. 259), 

and his "suggest ive" movements that attract the \vomen to the store. 

He cannot so easily shed his Dionysian nature, the nature which he 

desperately wants to deny in favor of an ordered and limited and rigid 

Apollonian life. 

Ironically, Val's dual Dionysian and Orphic natures are expressed 

respectively by two metaphors, the snakeskin jacket and the guitar. 

Val's wild and indestructible Dionysian nature, is expressed by snake-

skin jacket, the symbol of fertility and nature itself, that always 

accompanies Val: "I come and I go in this jacket" (p. 329). The 

jacket's mystical transforming powers affect the women who are touched 

by it. To Carol it transmits the Dionysian spirit of wild freedom 

and the Dionysian awareness of the importance of this earthly life: 

I went up to the bar where you were standing and 
touched your jacket and said "what on earth can 
you do on this earth but catch at whatever comes 
near you, with both your hands, until your fingers 
are broken?" I'd never said that before, or even 
consciously thought it, but afterwards it seemed 
like the truest thing that my lips had ever spoken. 
(p. 245) 

And when Val places his snakeskin jacket on Lady to warm her up, she 

undergoes a mystical transformation, evident in her changed warm and 

friendly attitude towards him. The aroused Dionysian desires eventually 
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find expression in their mystical and sexual union, \vhich provid es Lady 

with life and, ironically, destroys Val's Orphic mask and ensures the 

Dionysian victory. According to the principle of transformation we 

have been observing in these plays Lady, converted by the Dionysian 

snakeskin, is now in her "new" life free to work on Val as a seductive 

Dionysian force. 

Opposed to the S)~bolic jacket, Val's guitar, which he calls his 

"life's companion," is the Orphic lyre, the symbol of Orphic purity 

and Apollonian virtues, whose ritualistic purifying music cleanses him 

"like water when anything unclean has touched me" (p. 261). He uses 

the guitar to enchant as \vell as to shield himself from any harm and 

from his striving Dionysian s~bconscious. He plays the guitar to 

enchant Lad y in offering him the job, effecting her warm and softened 

look that "stares at him softly" (p. 26:!-). And later he plays the 

guitar and sings "the words of a song so tenderly" (p. 305) that Lady 

is enticed to his bedroom. But when persistently follo\ved by the 

Bacchante Carol, he refuses to join her for a drink or drive out in 

the country with her; he is afraid of slipping back into the corrupt 

and intoxicating Dionysian atmosphere. Instead, he "suddenly picks 

up the guita= and goes out of the store" (p. 253) as if to save his 

Apollonian and Orphic image from being tempted by her Dionysian 

ecstasy. And when Carol approaches him to warn him of impending 

danger, he "holds his guitar with a specially tender concentration, 

and strikes a soft chord on it" (p. 280), as if the guitar would 

shield him from any possible harm. But when the sheriff and the local 

men threaten Val with physical violence for corrupting the town women, 
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Val, "cradling guitar in his anus" (p. 321), wildly fi ghts to protect 

his guitar from being taken away from him as if his vulnerability 

depended upon the gu itar. His outcry "I don't let nobod y but musicians 

touch it'' (p. 319), implies not only his fear of the guitar's being 

contaminated and losing its magic powers but also his sensing of his 

approaching death. 

Moreover, his constant picking up and putting dmvn of the guitar 

ironically r eflects his internal strife and fear of slipping back into 

his Dionysian role. Although Val saves his guitar from hann by the 

townsmen, he is unable to retrieve it from Lady who, when Val threatens 

to leave her, takes the guitar away from him, "holding it for security" 

(p. 332) and threatening to "smash" it. Paradoxically, although Val's 

music brings Lady and Val together, the guitar becomes the Apollonian 

barrier that prevents their mystical union: "their bodies almost 

touching, only divided by the guitar" (p. 262). But the guitar, like 

Val's Orphic and Apollonian consciousness, is going to be annihilated 

by the powerful magic of intoxication and the juke box. The music of 

the juke box is, of course, consistent in both quality and function with 

that of Streetcar. The symbol of Dionysian ecstatic and transfonning 

spirit, the juke box is frequently seen in the background, suggesting 

that ubiquitous spirit lurking behind Val's Orphic mask. 

Val's surfacing subconscious desires are ambiguously revealed by 

his entrusting the guitar to Lady, vrho is now, a Dionysian convert, 

free to run "her hands tenderly over his guitar" (p. 267), dramatically 

foreshadowing the guitar's loss of its magic protective powers. With 

the loss Val will be left vulnerable to become enchanted by Lady's 
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Dionysian desires. Val's unconscious leaning on the "juke box" emphasizes 

the now complete resurgence of his Dionysian nature, which however shall 

end in his ultimate destruction, Dionysus punishment for those who deny 

him. Enchanted by Lady's powerful Dionysian desires, he is lured back 

to the sensual and wild life, suggested by the "gold tree with scarlet 

fruit and white birds" (p. 296) that adorn his bedroom, and to the magic 

of Dionysian intoxication \vhen he himself, after Lady's fashion, "takes 

the pint bottle and pours himself a shot of the liquor'' (p. 296). His 

return to the Dionysian life and his failure to fully realize his 

Apollonian and Orphic mask are strongly expressed in his acknowledging 

that "That old life is what I'm used to. There's something wild in the 

country that only the night people know" (~. 297). His recognition 

that "I'm thirty years old! -- but sudden changes don't work" (p. 297) 

demonstrates Williams' belief that it is impossible for man to deny 

his human instincts and impulses. Val is unable to shed his Dionysian 

image, to forget the free, \vild, and sexual life he has experienced, as 

we recognize in \\Tilliams' ironic insinuation that Val "has already made 

a departure; he is back in the all-night bars with the B-girls and 

raffish entertainers" (p. 328). 

Val's blasphemy becomes his denial of his Dionysus, and in his 

denial he invites his destruction. Although he now senses that his 

life is endangered, he chooses to remain in town as if both frightened 

and enchanted by the "juke box," the avenging Dionysian spirit that 

shall efface his Orpheus image: "Somehow or other I can't get used 

to this place, I don't feel safe in this place, but I-- want to 

stay" (p. 294). 
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The "juke box" ominously "lights up" just when, once more, he 

threatens to leave Lady, producing fri ght, Val's "frozen attitude of a 

wild animal listening to something that warns it of danger" (p. 314). 

But he is unable to escape from the Dionysian avenging spirit. Lady's 

symbolic act of placing the guitar "beside jukebox" (p. 334), just 

before Val's horrific burning by a blowtorch, implies the reestablished 

balance of both Dionysian and Apollonian elements. Thus here is a renewed 

symbolic uni8n of Dionysus and Orpheus who both experience the ritual

istic dismemberment that promises renewal and regeneration. It is only 

the snakeskin jacket, the free, undefeated, wild and indestructible 

Dionysian spirit that is left behind and kept by the Bacchante Carol, 

assuring the ultimate Dionysian victory. 

Ironically, Val's Orphic guitar is destroyed. And his music, 

which enchanted Lady, could not calm and silence the ominously "baying 

dogs" heard throughout the play, like the Maenads haunting Val for 

neglecting and blaspheming their god Dionysus. The "barking sound," 

whose "high sustained note of wild intensity" (p. 240) accompanied Val 

on his entrance into the mercantile store, dramatically foreshadowed 

his being in constant danger for denying his human desires. And when 

Val refused to recognize the Bacchante Carol, the dog's baying heard 

in the distance became "a series of sharp barking sounds of great 

intensity and wildness" (p. 326), and they accompany Val's dismember

ment by the menacing hounds, completing thus the cycle of the Orphic 

ritual. 

Thus Val Xavier, overtly an Orphean figure, nevertheless like the 

major characters in Streetcar Named Desire and Summer and Smoke demonstrates 



53 

the antithetical Apollonian and Dionysian traits. The opposition is 

there between characters as a major dramatic conflict. But it works 

more complexly in the psychic conflicts within characters, gaining 

even more complexity when characters demonstrate the capacity for being 

converted to the Dionysian personality which they have repressed. The 

power of conversion is, of course, nothing more or less, in Williams' 

scheme of things, than the capacity for rebirth and salvation. 



CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSION 

It is apparent in all three of Williams' plays studied here that 

the acceptance or rejection of the human instincts and desires plays a 

key role in the welfare of the individual. The psychological or 

emotional stability of each character depends upon his ability to 

acknowled ge and accept both Apollonian and Dionysian elements within 

himself. There i&, of course, the need to adjust to the society, to 

assume responsibility, and to lead a productive and dignified life. 

Only then, as Stella says in Streetcar, can we learn "to tolerate 

each other's habits" (p. 65). Williams perceived that if these 

antithetical Apollonian-Dionysian impulses and principles are unbalanced 

within us, they dislocate the individual's inner life, causing emotional 

strife, as observed in Blanche DuBois and in Alma Winemiller. 

But such social integration, such submission of the individual, 

can override the primitive need to discover the sources of one's 

power. The figures here observed struggling against the civilizing, 

ordering impulses of others are reacting in a truly Nietzschean spirit 

against the excessively Socratic, Apollonian dominance in a still 

excessively Victorian culture. Man's disorientation from his and the 

world's reality compels him to become a threat to the existing order 

of things. And when the Victorian spirit oppresses within the psyche, 

the suppressed spirit within rebels. Williams has been criticized for 

bei~g a depressing and amoral writer, obsessively dwelling on man's 

sexual desires. But it is the neglect of these "desires" as we have 
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seen that not only alters the individual's personality but also poses 

a threat to the welfare and happiness of other human beings. 

Williams not only exposes the modern world's absurdity and 

instability but he more importantly gives us hope for the future and 

for spiritua l salvation. He persistently emphasizes man's great 

potential to improve and control his own life through full awareness 

of his own nature and through self-renewal. He insists that only when 

one acknowled ges the reality of his own nature can he cope with a 

problem-ridden life and an often oppressive world. Though in another 

social context the Dionysian spirit might appear more simply frighten

ing and destructive, in the world Williams dramatizes it is the spirit 

of salvation. Repudiating static Apollonian values, it strives toward 

its origins, its source of power. Its dynamism is a necessary antidote 

to the culture which Williams, like Nietzsche, found stultifying and 

moribund. If Williams' struggling figures are often, like Dionysus, 

destroyed in the struggle, they only demonstrate the necessity of 

suffering the death which must precede rebirth. 
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