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This play is a tender, despairing portrait of 
two women, one lost in the past, the other 
in herself.

Topics: Arts, Theatre/Plays; Family Life, 
Daughters; Family Life, Mothers; 
Handicaps, Disabled

Main Characters
Amanda Wingfield    the mother who was 

abandoned by her husband and relies on 
her son to provide for her and her 
daughter

Jim O'Connor    Tom's co-worker, who 
comes to dinner at the Wingfields' 
apartment

Laura Wingfield    the daughter, who is 
slightly crippled and collects glass figures

Tom Wingfield    the son, who feels trapped 
in his job at the warehouse

Vocabulary
allusion    an indirect mention

eloquent    movingly expressive

menagerie    a collection of wild animals

paragon    a model of perfection

Synopsis
Amanda lives in an apartment with her son, 
Tom, and her daughter, Laura. Her 
husband left them years before, so they 
depend on Tom's income from working at a 
warehouse. Amanda is concerned that 
Laura will end up being an "old maid". 
Laura spends most of her time cleaning her 
collection of glass and playing the Victrola. 
Amanda talks about her younger days, 

when she had as many as seventeen 
gentlemen callers; Laura has not had any. 
 
Amanda enrolled Laura in a business 
school, hoping it would give her some 
financial security. However, she discovers 
that Laura got so nervous during her first 
timed typing test that she threw up and 
never went back. Laura believes she will 
never marry because she is "a cripple".
 
Tom dislikes his job and feels trapped by 
his life. He enjoys writing poetry and often 
goes to the pictures until very late at night. 
Amanda feels this is a waste of time, and 
they have an argument, during which Tom 
tries to leave the apartment. He struggles 
with his coat and then throws it across the 
room. It hits a shelf that holds some of 
Laura's glass menagerie, and a lot of it 
breaks.
 
Tom and Amanda don't talk to each other 
for several days until finally, at Laura's 
request, Tom apologises for his words and 
actions.Amanda takes the opportunity to 
ask Tom to bring home a gentleman caller 
for Laura from the warehouse. A few weeks 
later, Tom does just that. He invites a high 
school acquaintance, Jim O'Connor, who 
also happens to be the one boy that Laura 
secretly liked.
 
Amanda makes many special preparations 
for Jim's visit. When Laura discovers it is 
the Jim she used to like, she can't manage 
to sit at the table for dinner because she is 
so nervous. After dinner, Amanda and Tom 
do the dishes while Jim spends time with 
Laura. 
 
At first, Laura is shy and nervous, but she 
warms to Jim. He notices how shy she is 
and tells her she should think of herself as 
superior. He gets her to dance with him. As 
they waltz around the room, they bump into 
a table, and Laura's favourite glass unicorn 
falls and is broken. She claims it is fine and 
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that the unicorn is now less "freakish". Jim 
spontaneously kisses her and immediately 
regrets his actions. For a brief time, Laura 
believes the kiss meant something, until 
Jim explains that he has a steady girlfriend 
named Betty.
 
When Amanda enters the living room with 
dessert, Jim explains that he must go and 
pick up Betty. Amanda is disappointed with 
the evening and blames Tom for not 
knowing about Jim's impending marriage. 
In the end, Tom leaves Amanda and Laura, 
much as his father had done. However, 
images of Laura and her glass collection 
often haunt him.

Open-Ended Questions

Use these open-ended questions as the 
basis for class discussions, student 
presentations, or extended writing 
assignments.

Initial Understanding
Why wouldn't Laura come to dinner when 
Jim was there?

Her high school crush on Jim remains, at 
that point in the evening, known only to 
herself. Just as the pressure of a typing test 
at business school was unbearable for 
Laura, this confrontation with her feelings 
and reality is more than she can face. She 
is more than shy. She is as fragile as her 
glass figures, and she knows it.

Literary Analysis
What effect does the playwright create by 
casting Tom in the role of narrator?

Williams calls this "a memory play". By 
allowing Tom to address the audience 
directly, he brackets the action as 
"memories" taking place within a particular 
character's consciousness. As the viewers 
witness the action, they must see it through 
Tom's eyes. The effect is like the lamp light 
on Laura's face, casting a very particular 
and transitory glow.

Inferential Comprehension
How were Tom and his father different, and 
how were they alike?

Tom remarks at one point that his father's 
portrait has always smiled. The son 
concludes fancifully that his father's 
absence has therefore been a happy one. 
But while Tom follows him into a "love of 
long distance", the journey is full of guilt 
and regret. The father's postcard 
("Hello-Goodbye!") is fairly blunt evidence 
that he lacked Tom's conscience. Mr 
Wingfield was probably the "selfish 
dreamer" Amanda accuses Tom of being.

Constructing Meaning
How persuasive is Jim's speech to Laura 
about her "inferiority complex"?

While Jim is sincere in his intentions, his 
speech is merely an echo of platitudes he 
picked up in his self-improvement courses. 
They make no real contact with Laura 
herself. She is a different sort of creature 
from Jim, a fact he can only dimly perceive. 
Jim describes himself as "disappointed but 
not discouraged". Laura is already both.

Teachable Skills

Understanding Characterization:  In 
many ways, Amanda is the most 
interesting character in the play. Capable 
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at once of self-delusion and at the same 
time frank assessment towards her 
children and life, she is both a victim and 
an antagonist. Ask students to evaluate 
her hopes and tactics in relation to Tom' 
She calls him, at the moment of her 
greatest disillusionment, "a selfish 
dreamer". Certainly, the line is ironic. Is it 
also true? Can there be a "selfless 
dreamer"? Is that what Amanda is?

Understanding the Author's Craft:  In the 
playwright's production notes, the claim is 
made that "Everybody should know 
nowadays the unimportance of the 
photographic in art: that truth, life, or 
reality is an organic thing which the poetic 
imagination can represent or suggest, in 
essence, only through transformation, 
through changing into other forms than 
those which were merely present in 
appearance." If we assume this statement 
to be an article of faith by Williams in his 
craft, how does THE GLASS 
MENAGERIE succeed or fail to live up to 
it? Has he transformed the "merely 
present" into "an organic thing"? The 
question can be posed philosophically, 
aesthetically or even biographically, since 
Tom and Laura were in fact based on 
Williams and his sister, Rose.

Responding to Literature:  As this play is 
often produced, and available on video in 
a number of film versions, it is certainly 
one students may see. You may wish to 
take advantage of that fact to explore 
students' personal reactions to how the 
play changes or remains the same for 
them between their reading of it and 
seeing a given production. Is Amanda the 
kind of mother they imagine while reading 
when they see, for instance, Joanne 
Woodward or Katharine Hepburn's 
performance? Does a stage production 
use or leave out Williams's screen 
"chorus"? Does the play seem to lose or 
gain by it? You may be in a position to 
attend an amateur or Sstudent production. 

It is an easy play, ironically, to do badly, 
and discussions of poor interpretations 
might be the most interesting.

Understanding Dialogue:  Many phrases 
throughout the play function at several 
levels of meaning at once. Tom's 
description of his father as "...a telephone 
man who fell in love with long distances," 
and Laura's "Glass breaks so easily" lines 
after Jim breaks the magical part of her 
unicorn are two examples. Invite students 
to select particularly poetic, or meaningful, 
lines of dialogue from the text to read as 
favourites. Ask them to trace the 
connections they see to different aspects 
of the play. Then return to the context 
from which the lines were taken. Do the 
other characters sense the same meaning 
as the audience or the speaker? How 
does Jim, for instance, seem to 
understand Laura's forgiving words about 
her menagerie?
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