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1983 : Tennessee Williams, possibly the best known playwright in the Western world, has
died in a bizarre fashion in a New York hotel. He was apparently using his teeth to remove
the plastic cap from a bottle of pills. The cap lodged in his throat and he choked to death.
Heavily dependent on drugs and alcohol, he had spent the last twenty years of his life drifting
aimlessly around the world. He still wrote regularly
every day, but most of his output was rejected by
critics as “Williams warmed over”, and he was
accused of consistently repeating himself.
Between 1945 and 1960 he was the most popular and
acclaimed of American playwrights. His works won
two Pulitzer Prizes, four New York Drama Critics’
Circle Awards. In 1949 he had three plays running
simultaneously in London’s West End. Many of his
plays were turned into highly successful films, and he
was an extremely wealthy man.
But wealth never brought him happiness. His sister,
Rose, spent most of her life in a mental institution;
his first great love, a man called Kip, and his partner
of fifteen years, Frank Merlo, both died of cancer.
And his waning powers from 1960 onwards led him
increasingly to drug and alcohol abuse.
Yet, in his heyday he was incomparable. “The Glass
Menagerie” (1944), “A Streetcar Named
Desire” (1947) and “Cat on a Hot Tin Roof” (1955)
are three of the greatest plays written this century.
Even his less accomplished plays, “The Rose
Tattoo” (1951), “Camino Real” (1953), “Orpheus
Descending” (1957), “Sweet Bird of Youth” (1959)
and “Night of the Iguana” (1961), suffer only by
comparison to Williams’ other plays. He wrote short
stories and poetry, screenplays and essays.
Of American playwrights, only Eugene O’Neill and
Arthur Miller come anywhere near him. Tennessee
Williams was 72.
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1983 : Cast and audience stood in silent tribute to Sir Ralph Richardson at the
National Theatre and Nottingham Theatre Royal. The National was the theatre where
he created his very last role in “Inner Voices”, and Nottingham was the venue where
he should have been playing in the tour of the same play. Sir Ralph, who was 80,
made his debut in 1921 as Lorenzo in “The Merchant of Venice”, and earned his
reputation with the Birmingham Repertory Company from 1926. He joined the Old
Vic in 1930, and soon became a favourite with audiences for his appearances in plays
by Shakespeare, J.B. Priestley and W. Somerset Maugham.
After wartime service with the Fleet Air Arm, he became joint director of the Old Vic
Company with Laurence Olivier and enhanced his reputation as one of the country’s
leading actors with performances in “Peer Gynt”, “Cyrano de Bergerac” , “Uncle
Vanya” and what was said to be the greatest Falstaff of modern times.
His career included more than 200 stage roles and 50 film roles, and in the 1970s he
and John Gielgud earned themselves a new generation of fans with their appearances in
David Storey’s “Home” and Harold Pinter’s “No Man’s Land”.
Sir Ralph was a legendary eccentric, recklessly riding to and from the theatre on a
powerful motor-bike, frequently accompanied by a pet animal he would keep in his
dressing room. At various times these pets included an African parrot called Jose, and
a ferret.
Two weeks ago he was forced to pull out of the National’s tour of “Inner Voices”
because of a virus infection. After a few days he was admitted to King Edward VII
Hospital in Marylebone with digestive problems and then became seriously ill.
Sir Peter Hall paid tribute to him from the stage of the Lyttleton Theatre, saying “Sir
Ralph Richardson was one of the greatest actors who has ever lived. He was also a
great man - tender, warm and funny. And he was a great friend”. Sir John Gielgud
said “I am deeply, dreadfully sorry. I shall miss him more than I can say”.

1983: Channel Four Television, in
its first year, has pulled off a major
coup:
Laurence Olivier has
appeared in a made for television
version of “King Lear” - the only
“great” Shakespearean role he has
not yet tackled.
Despite his advancing age and
increasing infirmity, his
performance has been much praised.

1983 : The compact disc has been
launched - a new, laser-read system
of sound reproduction which is
totally devoid of background noise,
and will not scratch or wear out. As
well as revolutionising the use of
recorded music in theatres, it will
shortly make a great difference to
producing sound effects.
The first use of recorded sound
effects in theatres dates back to
1890—and “cylinder rolls”. But
until relatively recent times stage
managers still produced thunder by
waving sheets of steel, rain by
rolling dried peas down wooden
chutes, and wind noises by rolling
canvas strips around a drum.
Life will be a lot easier, if a lot less
fun.

