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INTRODUCTION: THE ENDURING
POWER OF A SOUTHERN
MASTERPIECE

Few  works  in  the  American  theatrical
canon  have  achieved  the  lasting
resonance of Tennessee Williams's 1955
drama  Cat  on  a  Hot  T in  Roof
Tennessee  Williams.  This  Pulitzer
Prize-winning play remains a cornerstone
of modern theatre, celebrated for its raw
emotional  intensity,  i ts  searing
examination of  family dysfunction,  and
its  unflinching  exploration  of  truth  and
deception. Set on a sprawling Mississippi
plantation,  the  play  unfolds  over  the
course of a single sweltering evening, as
the Pollitt family gathers to celebrate the
birthday of its formidable patriarch, Big
Daddy. Beneath the surface of Southern
hospitality and wealth,  however,  lies a
cauldron  of  repressed  desire,  bitter
resentment, and desperate longing. The
drama's central figure, Margaret "Maggie
the  Cat"  Pollitt,  embodies  the  tension
between appearance and reality, fighting
to secure her future in a household built
on secrets. For decades, audiences and
critics  have  been  drawn  to  the  play's
layered  characters  and  its  timeless
questions about authenticity,  mortality,
and  the  human  capacity  for  self-
deception.  Understanding  the  context,
characters,  and thematic depth of  Cat
on  a  Hot  Tin  Roof  Tennessee

Williams  is  essential  to  appreciating
why  this  work  continues  to  captivate
new generations.

HISTORICAL AND BIOGRAPHICAL
CONTEXT

Tennessee
Williams: The
Man Behind the
Play
To fully grasp the power of  Cat on a
Hot  Tin  Roof  Tennessee  Williams,
one  must  first  consider  the  life  of  its
creator. Born Thomas Lanier Williams III
in  1911  in  Columbus,  Mississippi,  the
playwright struggled with a tumultuous
family  life,  marked  by  an  overbearing
mother,  an absent and abusive father,
and  a  beloved  sister,  Rose,  who  was
institutionalized  and  subjected  to  a
lobotomy.  These  personal  experiences
deeply  informed  Williams's  work,
infusing it with empathy for the wounded
and the outcast. By the time he wrote
Cat  on  a  Hot  Tin  Roof,  Williams  was
already a celebrated playwright, having
achieved  immense  success  with  The
Glass Menagerie (1944) and A Streetcar
Named  Desire  (1947).  Yet  this  play
represented  a  new  level  of  artistic
m a t u r i t y ,  t a c k l i n g  t h e m e s  o f
homosexuality, greed, and mortality with
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unprecedented directness for Broadway
of the 1950s.  Williams's own struggles
with  his  sexuality  and  his  reliance  on
alcohol and drugs add a poignant layer
of  autobiography  to  the  character  of
Brick Pollitt.

The Social and
Cultural Climate
of 1950s
America
The  mid-1950s  in  America  were
characterized  by  a  rigid  conformity,  a
postwar  boom in  consumerism,  and  a
deep-seated anxiety about anything that
deviated from the nuclear family ideal.
The Cold War created an atmosphere of
suspicion and a demand for unyielding
patriotism. Into this climate stepped Cat
on  a  Hot  Tin  Roof  Tennessee
Williams,  a  play  that  systematically
dismantled  the  facade  of  the  perfect
American  family.  The  play's  frank
d i scuss ion  o f  B r i ck ' s  poss ib le
homosexual relationship with his friend
Skipper ,  and  i ts  cr i t ique  of  the
materialism represented by Big Daddy's
wealth, challenged the era's comfortable
assumptions.  It  is  a  testament  to
Williams's  skill  that  the  play  was  a
commercial and critical success, even as
it  pushed the boundaries  of  what  was
permissible on the American stage. The
play's  battle  against  censorship,
particularly  regarding  the  homosexual
subtext, is a vital part of its history.

PLOT OVERVIEW: A NIGHT OF
UNRAVELING TRUTHS

The action of Cat on a Hot Tin Roof

Tennessee  Williams  is  compressed
into one evening in the bed-sitting room
of  Brick  and  Maggie  Pollitt.  Maggie  is
desperate. Her husband, Brick, a former
football hero, has become an alcoholic,
spending his days drinking and reliving a
past glory he cannot reclaim. He refuses
to sleep with Maggie, and their childless
marriage threatens Maggie's inheritance
from  Big  Daddy,  who  is  dying  of
cancer—a fact  the  family  conspires  to
hide from him.
The  central  conflict  ignites  when  Big
Daddy and his wife, Big Mama, arrive for
his birthday party. Big Daddy is coarse,
vital, and disgusted by the hypocrisy of
his  family,  particularly  his  older  son,
Gooper, and his greedy wife, Mae, who
are  maneuvering  to  secure  the  family
fortune. Big Daddy confronts Brick about
h is  dr ink ing ,  and  in  a  ser ies  o f
devastating scenes, the two men engage
in  a  brutal,  honest  conversation about
Brick's life,  his friendship with Skipper,
and  his  flight  from  reality.  The  evening
culminates in a series of revelations: Big
Daddy  learns  the  truth  about  his
terminal  il lness,  and  Maggie,  in  a
desperate gambit, lies that she and Brick
have  reconciled  and  are  expecting  a
child. The play ends ambiguously, with
Brick seemingly capitulating to Maggie's
plan, suggesting a fragile, compromised
victory.

CHARACTER ANALYSIS: THE
PEOPLE IN THE PRESSURE
COOKER

Maggie the Cat:
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Survival and
Desire
Margaret  "Maggie"  Pollitt  is  one  of
Tennessee  Williams's  most  formidable
female characters. She is referred to as
"Maggie  the  Cat"  because,  as  she
explains, she feels like a cat on a hot tin
roof—constantly anxious, perpetually on
edge,  and  fighting  to  maintain  her
balance.  Maggie is  pragmatic,  sexually
assertive,  and  fiercely  ambitious.  She
comes from a background of poverty and
is determined never to return to it. Her
primary struggle in Cat on a Hot Tin
Roof Tennessee Williams is her battle
for  Brick's  affection  and  for  her  rightful
place in the Pollitt dynasty. She is not a
villain; rather, she is a survivor in a world
that offers women few paths to security.
Her famous "click" speech, in which she
describes  the  desperate,  predatory
nature  of  her  desire  for  Brick,  is  a
masterpiece  of  dramatic  writing,
revealing both her vulnerability and her
iron  will.  Maggie  is  the  character  who
acts, who makes things happen, and her
ultimate  lie—the  declaration  of  a
pregnancy—is  both  a  betrayal  of  the
truth  and  a  profound  act  of  love  and
commitment.

Brick Pollitt: The
Man Who Won't
Grow Up
Brick  Pollitt  is  a  study  in  arrested
development and emotional paralysis. A
former star athlete, he is trapped by his
past.  His  drinking  is  not  merely  an
escape; it  is  a slow, deliberate suicide

born  of  guilt  and  shame.  The  central
mystery  of  Cat  on  a  Hot  Tin  Roof
Tennessee Williams  is  the nature  of
Brick's  relationship  with  his  friend
Skipper.  Williams  deliberately  left  the
text  ambiguous,  but  it  is  strongly
suggested that Skipper was in love with
Brick, and that Brick, unable or unwilling
to  acknowledge  his  own  feelings,
rejected  him.  Skipper's  subsequent
suicide shattered Brick, and he now lives
in a haze of self-loathing. Brick despises
what  he  calls  "mendacity"  (lies  and
hypocrisy), but his own life is built on the
l ie  o f  h is  denia l .  He  is  a  deeply
sympathetic yet frustrating character, a
man  who  has  chosen  to  stop  living
rather than face the truth about himself.
His physical injury (a broken ankle from
a drunken jump) is a metaphor for his
crippled emotional state.

Big Daddy Pollitt:
The King in His
Castle
Big Daddy is a titanic figure, a self-made
man who rose from poverty to become
the ruler of a vast plantation empire. He
is loud, crude, and brutally honest, but
also capable of a surprising tenderness.
In  many  ways,  Big  Daddy  is  the  only
character in the play who is willing to
speak  the  truth,  however  harsh.  He
despises the greed and sycophancy of
Gooper and Mae, and he harbors a deep,
frustrated love for Brick. His scenes with
Brick in Act II are the emotional heart of
Cat  on  a  Hot  Tin  Roof  Tennessee
Williams, as he struggles to understand
his  son's  despair  and  to  connect  with
him on a genuine level. Big Daddy's own
tragedy  is  that  he  is  surrounded  by



4

4 Cat On A Hot Tin Roof Tennessee Williams 2026-02-15

people who lie to him—about his health,
about  their  motives,  about  their  love.
The revelation that he is dying of cancer
strips him of his power and leaves him
facing  the  ultimate  truth:  his  own
mortality.

The Supporting
Cast: Gooper,
Mae, and Big
Mama
The play's secondary characters serve as
a foil to the central trio. Gooper, Brick's
older  brother,  is  a  competent  but
resentful lawyer who feels he has been
overlooked in  favor  of  the golden boy
Br ick.  His  wi fe ,  Mae,  is  a  shr i l l ,
manipulative  woman  who  uses  their
numerous  children  (the  "no-neck
monsters") as pawns in the battle for the
inheritance.  They  represent  the  petty,
grasping side of family life. Big Mama, by
contrast, is a loud, loving, and ultimately
tragic  figure,  aware  of  her  husband's
disdain  but  desperate  for  his  affection.
She is the embodiment of a love that is
unappreciated,  a  theme  that  runs
throughout  Williams's  work.

MAJOR THEMES IN THE PLAY

Mendacity: The
Poison of Lies
The most prominent theme in Cat on a
Hot Tin Roof Tennessee Williams is
mendacity.  The word itself  is  repeated
throughout  the  play,  most  notably  by
Brick, who claims that he cannot stand

the  lies  that  pervade  his  family.  The
irony  is  that  Brick's  own  life  is  the
biggest lie of all. The play explores the
many forms of deception: the lies we tell
others  (the  family  hides  Big  Daddy's
diagnosis),  the  lies  we  tell  ourselves
(Brick denies his sexuality), and the lies
that society demands. Williams suggests
that truth is almost impossible to bear
and that lies are sometimes necessary
for  survival.  Maggie's  final  lie—that  she
is pregnant—is presented not as a moral
failing but as a pragmatic and loving act
that may, paradoxically, lead Brick back
to life.

Greed and
Materialism
The Pollitt family's obsession with wealth
and property  is  a  corrosive force.  The
entire family gathering is, in essence, a
battle  for  control  of  the  28,000-acre
plantat ion.  Gooper  and  Mae  are
transparent  in  their  greed,  while  even
Maggie's desire for Brick is intertwined
with  her  need  for  financial  security.  Big
Daddy's wealth, built on the land and on
the labor of others (the play touches on
the  legacy  of  the  Southern  planter
class), has corrupted the family. Williams
presents  materialism  as  an  empty
subs t i tu te  fo r  genu ine  human
connection. The play asks a fundamental
question: what is the value of a legacy
when the family it was meant to sustain
is rotting from within?

Sexuality and
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Repression
The theme of repressed homosexuality
is  central  to  Cat on a Hot Tin Roof
Tennessee  Williams,  though  it  is
handled  with  characteristic  subtlety.
Brick's  relationship  with  Skipper  is  the
unspoken trauma that haunts the play.
The play was groundbreaking for its time
in addressing homosexual  desire,  even
in  coded  terms.  Brick's  rejection  of
Skipper, and his subsequent rejection of
Maggie's  sexual  advances,  points  to  a
profound self-loathing. Williams does not
judge Brick; instead, he presents him as
a  victim  of  a  society  that  demands
conformity.  Maggie's  sexuality,  by
contrast,  is  open,  vigorous,  and
unapologetic.  The clash between these
different forms of sexual expression is a
key driver of the drama.

Mortality and the
Fear of Death
Big Daddy's hidden cancer is the ticking
clock that  drives the plot.  The fear  of
death, and the avoidance of that fear, is
a major theme. The family's conspiracy
to hide the truth from Big Daddy is, in
part, a way for them to avoid facing their
own  mortality.  When  Big  Daddy  finally
learns  the  truth,  he  is  stripped  of  his
arrogance  and  left  to  confront  the
emptiness of his achievements. Williams

uses this theme to explore the human
tendency  to  distract  ourselves  from
death with pleasure, wealth, and status.
The "cat on a hot tin roof" is a powerful
metaphor for the human condition: we
are  all,  in  some sense,  trying  to  stay
balanced  while  standing  on  something
that is becoming unbearably hot.
STRUCTURE AND STYLE: THE
WILLIAMS TOUCH

Cat  on  a  Hot  Tin  Roof  Tennessee
Williams  is  a  masterclass  in  dramatic
structure. The play is divided into three
acts,  with  each  act  building  tension
through  a  series  of  confrontations.
Williams employs a technique he called
"plastic  theatre,"  using lighting,  sound,
and set design to reflect the characters'
inner states. The setting is a bed-sitting
room, a space that is both intimate and
claustrophobic,  mirroring  Brick's
entrapment.  The  ghost  light—a  single
bulb left burning on an empty stage—is
a  powerful  v isual  symbol  of  the
unresolved  tensions  in  the  house.
Williams's dialogue is a blend of poetic
lyricism  and  raw,  colloquial  speech,
creating a highly distinctive rhythm. The
long,  confessional  speeches  (like
Maggie's "click" speech and Big Daddy's
diatribe against the church) are virtuoso
pieces of  writing that  reveal  character
while advancing the theme. The play's
ambiguous  ending,  which  Williams
revised for Broadway, remains a point of
debate,  but  it  perfectly  captures  the
theme of


