
Magna Academy Year 12 Induction to English 
Literature 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Step 1: Drama 

 
So, let’s take it easy and start with a modern play: Tennessee Williams’ Cat on a Hot Tin Roof 

 

Activity One: 

Read the following extract from Act One: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Activity Two: 

Now try to answer the following questions: (no need for formal writing down): 

1. Without knowing anything about the writer or the background to the text, what do 
you make of their conversation? {Consider language, inference, character etc.} 

2. These are two attractive young people, married only a relatively short time, what 
could have happened to create such distance between them? 

3. What sort of time period do you think this is taking place in?   
4. How do you think the time period might influence their thoughts/ issues/ objectives? 
5. Why might the writer have included this conversation in his text?  What do you think 

he might be trying to say about relationships? 
6. The title of the play is actually mentioned in the text – why?  What ideas do you get 

about the title and its relevance to what they’re saying? 
7. Here’s what Williams himself had to say about one aspect of writing Cat on a Hot Tin 

Roof:   Brick is ‘the poem of the play, not its story but the poem of the story’.  What 
do you think he meant by this? 

 

Activity Three 

Now look at the following film interpretation of this extract (probably the most famous) 
starring Elizabeth Taylor and Paul Newman: 

https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=https%3a%2f%2fcat+on+a+hot+tin+roof&&view
=detail&mid=1E89048C022E692090B91E89048C022E692090B9&&FORM=VRDGAR&ru=%2
Fvideos%2Fsearch%3Fq%3Dhttps%253a%252f%252fcat%2Bon%2Ba%2Bhot%2Btin%2Broo
f%26FORM%3DHDRSC4 

Activity Four: 

Now consider these questions: (no need for formal writing down): 

8. Does the film version add to/or take away from your own interpretation as you were 
reading it? 

9. Can you see advantages/ disadvantages to relying on a film interpretation? 
10. Do you agree with the actors’ and directors’ portrayal of the characters – their 

mannerisms, looks etc., or again, does this detract from what you had imagined? 

https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=https%3a%2f%2fcat+on+a+hot+tin+roof&&view=detail&mid=1E89048C022E692090B91E89048C022E692090B9&&FORM=VRDGAR&ru=%2Fvideos%2Fsearch%3Fq%3Dhttps%253a%252f%252fcat%2Bon%2Ba%2Bhot%2Btin%2Broof%26FORM%3DHDRSC4
https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=https%3a%2f%2fcat+on+a+hot+tin+roof&&view=detail&mid=1E89048C022E692090B91E89048C022E692090B9&&FORM=VRDGAR&ru=%2Fvideos%2Fsearch%3Fq%3Dhttps%253a%252f%252fcat%2Bon%2Ba%2Bhot%2Btin%2Broof%26FORM%3DHDRSC4
https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=https%3a%2f%2fcat+on+a+hot+tin+roof&&view=detail&mid=1E89048C022E692090B91E89048C022E692090B9&&FORM=VRDGAR&ru=%2Fvideos%2Fsearch%3Fq%3Dhttps%253a%252f%252fcat%2Bon%2Ba%2Bhot%2Btin%2Broof%26FORM%3DHDRSC4
https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=https%3a%2f%2fcat+on+a+hot+tin+roof&&view=detail&mid=1E89048C022E692090B91E89048C022E692090B9&&FORM=VRDGAR&ru=%2Fvideos%2Fsearch%3Fq%3Dhttps%253a%252f%252fcat%2Bon%2Ba%2Bhot%2Btin%2Broof%26FORM%3DHDRSC4


Now read the following extract from the esteemed Tennessee Williams biography by John 
Lahr. 
 
This extract is from the director of Williams’ two previous play, Elia Kazan.  He had a long 
working relationship with Williams and probably understood him better than anyone else: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Although only a short extract from early on in their relationship, what does it tell you about Kazan’s 
opinion of this new and brilliant dramatist and of their working relationship? 
 
Here’s what Williams had to say about his protagonist, Brick: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Wow!  That’s quite a revelation – especially for a 1950s text!  Now that explains the tension between 
Margaret and Brick (Lesson 1 extract).  That is the distance between them.   
 
We won’t give away the rest of the story – but we have included the whole text with this lesson so 
that you can read how it develops for yourself if you would like to see how Maggie and Brick’s 
awkward relationship moves on culminating in an unusual twist at the end. 
 
Here’s more from Lahr on the build up and reception to the play on opening night.  Note 
here Williams’ reaction before the play had even opened – this is important as it gives us a 
major clue into the psyche of Williams: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

‘I’m going to do the Williams play.  I just admire that fellow.  I really 
do.  We’ve had some wonderful talks.  We’ve got somewhere 
conceptually.  He’s terribly honest.  Sometimes I fill with admiration for 
him.  And I’ve never been able to talk to any author as I’m able to talk 
with him. …The title of the play is CAT ON A HOT TIN ROOF.  Isn’t 
that just a hell of a title.’ 

 

 

‘Brick is homosexual with a heterosexual adjustment: a thing I’ve 
suspected of several others, such as Brando, for instance. [Here Williams 
is referring to Marlon Brando who took the male protagonist role both on 
stage and in the famous film version of A Streetcar Named Desire 
(Williams’ second play)). 

 

 

‘On the first day of rehearsal, sensing a disaster, William wrote in his 
diary, “Already making plans for a far away flight (perhaps as far as 
Ceylon) the night the play opens in New York!” But, once the show was up 
and running in Philadelphia, it was hard to argue with its success.  The 



 
 
 
 
 
 

• It also infers what about the relationship between Lahr and Williams?  [Not 
homosexual] 

 
• What do you learn about Williams from Lahr’s comments? 

 
 
Now let’s move on to the ever-important critics who, in the 1950s, could make or break a 
show:  
 
Brooks Atkinson – a key critic of the 1950s and 60s wrote in the morning notices the next 
day: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Here’s one from Walter Kerr of the Herald Tribune: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Richard Watts Jr, New York Post referred to its  
 
 
 

reviews were rapturous; the box office, according to Variety, [a leading 
showbiz newspaper] was “torrid”.  Kazan’s structural demands had given 
the play its satisfying wallop, and Williams knew it.  “I am being utterly 
sincere when I say that, on the whole, you have done one of your 
greatest jobs,” Williams wrote to him after their last rehearsal before 
Philadelphia, singing himself, “Devotedly.” ’ 

 

“Cat on a Hot Tin Roof” is Mr Williams’s finest drama” ….Always a 
seeker after honesty in his writing, Mr Williams has not only found a 
solid part of the truth but found the way to say it with complete 
honesty.” 

 

“Mr Williams is the man of our time who comes 
closest to hurling the actual blood and bone of life 
onto the stage …. The production has no flaw”.   

“enormous theatrical power”. 



Finally, Lahr informs us of Williams’ relief the next day: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
• Reading through all these comments what do you note about: 

a) The early reception of the play? 
b) Williams’ emotions before the opening and his relief afterwards? 
c) What the critics have sensed/understood about this talented writer? 
d) Williams’ relationship with the influential critic, Atkinson? 

 
 
We learn that Cat on a Hot Tin Roof ‘won every theatrical award for best play, including the 
Pulitzer Prize.  By May 1955, the production had paid back its original investment of 
$102,000; it went on to play almost seven hundred performances.’ 
 

• Check out what the Pullitzer Prize for drama is on Wikipedia. 
 

• From this, how would you answer the question: “How successful was Cat on a Hot 
Tin Roof as a drama?” 

 
However, there’s one more area to investigate.  To add to the jigsaw puzzle that is literary 
study.  Williams’ own life.   
 

• How much do you know about this playwright? 
 

 
 
Look up the following hyperlink: https://www.biography.com/writer/tennessee-williams 
 
 

‘Williams bread-and-butter note to Atkinson [Critic] the next day – “Now that 
you’ve written your lovely notice I can tell you that I would have just died if you 
hadn’t like and praised ‘Cat,’” he began – was full of self-loathing for his 
“fearful lack of security,” his “abysmal self-doubt,” his “hideous 
competitiveness which I never had in me before!” 

 

https://www.biography.com/writer/tennessee-williams


Reading through both the biographical material and critical views – has this influenced/ 
changed your opinion about the text? Now you’ve learned a little of the background and 
context to the text, has it impacted on how you now interpret and read the extract (Lesson 
1)?  Because it should do!   
 
It should have enriched and enlightened your whole understanding of the text.  Into the text 
you can add some understanding of writer motivation, the context in which he was writing 
and the viewpoint of those who were most important if the play was to be a success – the 
critics. 
 

 

 

Task 2: Prose 
What is fiction? 

It’s a story. It’s generally a story about someone who wants something, and the obstacles they face 

to get it. But in order for the reader to care about that story, to care about any story, whether in a 

novel, on tv, in a film, computer game, or one told to you by a friend, in order for the reader to care 

about the story they need to identify with someone. What do we mean by identify? 

We encounter the world through our experience. We see things, taste them, smell them, feel them, 

and it is always ‘I’ that does that – us. This is so obvious that we may need to pause just to consider 

this idea. We experience the world through our own point of view and only our point of view. And 

the only time when we don’t experience the world through our point of view is through stories. In a 

story our experience of the story is normally through one person’s point of view. Sometimes this is a 

first person story, where an ‘I’ tells the reader what happened to them, but more often it is through 

third-person, where the reader is told what a “he, she or they” experiences. But the story is 

transmitted through a person’s experience of it: we know what they see, feel, smell, taste, etc. And 

we often know what they think. Sometimes a novelist will have more than one main character. 

There might be two or three characters who are our point of view into the story, but the general rule 

stands. We experience stories through a character’s point of view. We must identify with that 

character (not like them) in order to care about the story. 

We are going to read the opening of Hilary Mantel’s 2009 historical novel Wolf Hall. It tells the story 

of Thomas Cromwell, chief adviser to Henry VIII. The novel begins in 1500 when Thomas is 14 or 15. 

After we have read the opening we are going to look more closely at how Mantel helps the reader 

identify with Thomas. 

 
*** 
 



‘So now get up.’ 
Felled, dazed, silent, he has fallen; knocked full length on the cobbles of the yard. His head turns 

sideways; his eyes are turned towards the gate, as if someone might arrive to help him out. One blow, 
properly placed, could kill him now. 

Blood from the gash on his head – which was his father's first effort – is trickling across his face. 
Add to this, his left eye is blinded; but if he squints sideways, with his right eye he can see that the 
stitching of his father's boot is unravelling. The twine has sprung clear of the leather, and a hard knot in 
it has caught his eyebrow and opened another cut. 

‘So now get up!’ Walter is roaring down at him, working out where to kick him next. He lifts his 
head an inch or two, and moves forward, on his belly, trying to do it without exposing his hands, on 
which Walter enjoys stamping. ‘What are you, an eel?’ his parent asks. He trots backwards, gathers 
pace, and aims another kick. 

It knocks the last breath out of him; he thinks it may be his last. His forehead returns to the ground; 
he lies waiting, for Walter to jump on him. The dog, Bella, is barking, shut away in an outhouse. I'll 
miss my dog, he thinks. The yard smells of beer and blood. Someone is shouting, down on the riverbank. 
Nothing hurts, or perhaps it's that everything hurts, because there is no separate pain that he can pick 
out. But the cold strikes him, just in one place: just through his cheekbone as it rests on the cobbles. 

‘Look now, look now,’ Walter bellows. He hops on one foot, as if he's dancing. ‘Look what I've 
done. Burst my boot, kicking your head.’ 

Inch by inch. Inch by inch forward. Never mind if he calls you an eel or a worm or a snake. Head 
down, don't provoke him. His nose is clotted with blood and he has to open his mouth to breathe. His 
father's momentary distraction at the loss of his good boot allows him the leisure to vomit. ‘That's right,’ 
Walter yells. ‘Spew everywhere.’ Spew everywhere, on my good cobbles. ‘Come on, boy, get up. Let's 
see you get up. By the blood of creeping Christ, stand on your feet.’ 

Creeping Christ? he thinks. What does he mean? His head turns sideways, his hair rests in his own 
vomit, the dog barks, Walter roars, and bells peal out across the water. He feels a sensation of 
movement, as if the filthy ground has become the Thames. It gives and sways beneath him; he lets out 
his breath, one great final gasp. You've done it this time, a voice tells Walter. But he closes his ears, or 
God closes them for him. He is pulled downstream, on a deep black tide. 

 
The next thing he knows, it is almost noon, and he is propped in the doorway of Pegasus the Flying 
Horse. His sister Kat is coming from the kitchen with a rack of hot pies in her hands. When she sees 
him she almost drops them. Her mouth opens in astonishment. ‘Look at you!’ 

‘Kat, don't shout, it hurts me.’ 
She bawls for her husband: ‘Morgan Williams!’ She rotates on the spot, eyes wild, face flushed from 

the oven's heat. ‘Take this tray, body of God, where are you all?’ 
He is shivering from head to foot, exactly like Bella did when she fell off the boat that time. 
A girl runs in. ‘The master's gone to town.’ 



‘I know that, fool.’ The sight of her brother had panicked the knowledge out of her. She thrusts the 
tray at the girl. ‘If you leave them where the cats can get at them, I'll box your ears till you see stars.’ 
Her hands empty, she clasps them for a moment in violent prayer. ‘Fighting again, or was it your father?’ 

Yes, he says, vigorously nodding, making his nose drop gouts of blood: yes, he indicates himself, as 
if to say, Walter was here. Kat calls for a basin, for water, for water in a basin, for a cloth, for the devil 
to rise up, right now, and take away Walter his servant. ‘Sit down before you fall down.’ He tries to 
explain that he has just got up. Out of the yard. It could be an hour ago, it could even be a day, and for 
all he knows, today might be tomorrow; except that if he had lain there for a day, surely either Walter 
would have come and killed him, for being in the way, or his wounds would have clotted a bit, and by 
now he would be hurting all over and almost too stiff to move; from deep experience of Walter's fists 
and boots, he knows that the second day can be worse than the first. ‘Sit. Don't talk,’ Kat says. 

When the basin comes, she stands over him and works away, dabbing at his closed eye, working in 
small circles round and round at his hairline. Her breathing is ragged and her free hand rests on his 
shoulder. She swears under her breath, and sometimes she cries, and rubs the back of his neck, 
whispering, ‘There, hush, there,’ as if it were he who were crying, though he isn't. He feels as if he is 
floating, and she is weighting him to earth; he would like to put his arms around her and his face in her 
apron, and rest there listening to her heartbeat. But he doesn't want to mess her up, get blood all down 
the front of her. 

When Morgan Williams comes in, he is wearing his good town coat. He looks Welsh and pugnacious; 
it's clear he's heard the news. He stands by Kat, staring down, temporarily out of words; till he says, 
‘See!’ He makes a fist, and jerks it three times in the air. ‘That!’ he says. ‘That's what he'd get. Walter. 
That's what he'd get. From me.’ 

‘Just stand back,’ Kat advises. ‘You don't want bits of Thomas on your London jacket.’ 
No more does he. He backs off. ‘I wouldn't care, but look at you, boy. You could cripple the brute in 

a fair fight.’ 
‘It never is a fair fight,’ Kat says. ‘He comes up behind you, right, Thomas? With something in his 

hand.’ 
‘Looks like a glass bottle, in this case,’ Morgan Williams says. ‘Was it a bottle?’ 
He shakes his head. His nose bleeds again. 
‘Don't do that, brother,’ Kat says. It's all over her hand; she wipes the blood clots down herself. What 

a mess, on her apron; he might as well have put his head there after all. 
‘I don't suppose you saw?’ Morgan says. ‘What he was wielding, exactly?’ 
‘That's the value,’ says Kat, ‘of an approach from behind – you sorry loss to the magistrates’ bench. 

Listen, Morgan, shall I tell you about my father? He'll pick up whatever's to hand. Which is sometimes 
a bottle, true. I've seen him do it to my mother. Even our little Bet, I've seen him hit her over the head. 
Also I've not seen him do it, which was worse, and that was because it was me about to be felled.' 

‘I wonder what I've married into,’ Morgan Williams says. 



But really, this is just something Morgan says; some men have a habitual sniffle, some women have 
a headache, and Morgan has this wonder. The boy doesn't listen to him; he thinks, if my father did that 
to my mother, so long dead, then maybe he killed her? No, surely he'd have been taken up for it; Putney's 
lawless, but you don't get away with murder. Kat's what he's got for a mother: crying for him, rubbing 
the back of his neck. 

He shuts his eyes, to make the left eye equal with the right; he tries to open both. ‘Kat,’ he says, ‘I 
have got an eye under there, have I? Because it can't see anything.’ Yes, yes, yes, she says, while Morgan 
Williams continues his interrogation of the facts; settles on a hard, moderately heavy, sharp object, but 
possibly not a broken bottle, otherwise Thomas would have seen its jagged edge, prior to Walter 
splitting his eyebrow open and aiming to blind him. He hears Morgan forming up this theory and would 
like to speak about the boot, the knot, the knot in the twine, but the effort of moving his mouth seems 
disproportionate to the reward. By and large he agrees with Morgan's conclusion; he tries to shrug, but 
it hurts so much, and he feels so crushed and disjointed, that he wonders if his neck is broken. 

‘Anyway,’ Kat says, ‘what were you doing, Tom, to set him off? He usually won't start up till after 
dark, if it's for no cause at all.’ 

‘Yes,’ Morgan Williams says, ‘was there a cause?’ 
‘Yesterday. I was fighting.’ 
‘You were fighting yesterday? Who in the holy name were you fighting?’ 
‘I don't know.’ The name, along with the reason, has dropped out of his head; but it feels as if, in 

exiting, it has removed a jagged splinter of bone from his skull. He touches his scalp, carefully. Bottle? 
Possible. 

‘Oh,’ Kat says, ‘they're always fighting. Boys. Down by the river.’ 
‘So let me be sure I have this right,’ Morgan says. ‘He comes home yesterday with his clothes torn 

and his knuckles skinned, and the old man says, what's this, been fighting? He waits a day, then hits 
him with a bottle. Then he knocks him down in the yard, kicks him all over, beats up and down his 
length with a plank of wood that comes to hand …’ 

‘Did he do that?’ 
‘It's all over the parish! They were lining up on the wharf to tell me, they were shouting at me before 

the boat tied up. Morgan Williams, listen now, your wife's father has beaten Thomas and he's crawled 
dying to his sister's house, they've called the priest … Did you call the priest?’ 

‘Oh, you Williamses!’ Kat says. ‘You think you're such big people around here. People are lining up 
to tell you things. But why is that? It's because you believe anything.’ 

‘But it's right!’ Morgan yells. ‘As good as right! Eh? If you leave out the priest. And that he's not 
dead yet.’ 

‘You'll make that magistrates' bench for sure,’ Kat says, ‘with your close study of the difference 
between a corpse and my brother.’ 



‘When I'm a magistrate, I'll have your father in the stocks. Fine him? You can't fine him enough. 
What's the point of fining a person who will only go and rob or swindle monies to the same value out 
of some innocent who crosses his path?’ 

He moans: tries to do it without intruding. 
‘There, there, there,’ Kat whispers. 
‘I'd say the magistrates have had their bellyful,’ Morgan says. ‘If he's not watering his ale, he's 

running illegal beasts on the common, if he's not despoiling the common he's assaulting an officer of 
the peace, if he's not drunk he's dead drunk, and if he's not dead before his time there's no justice in this 
world.’ 

‘Finished?’ Kat says. She turns back to him. ‘Tom, you'd better stay with us now. Morgan Williams, 
what do you say? He'll be good to do the heavy work, when he's healed up. He can do the figures for 
you, he can add and … what's the other thing? All right, don't laugh at me, how much time do you think 
I had for learning figures, with a father like that? If I can write my name, it's because Tom here taught 
me.’ 

‘He won't,’ he says. ‘Like it.’ He can only manage like this: short, simple, declarative sentences. 
‘Like? He should be ashamed,’ Morgan says. 
Kat says, ‘Shame was left out when God made my dad.’ 
He says, ‘Because. Just a mile away. He can easily.’ 
‘Come after you? Just let him.’ Morgan demonstrates his fist again: his little nervy Welsh punch. 
 
*** 

 

Answer the questions below: 

1. In the first 8 lines, how does Mantel make the reader feel as if they are experiencing exactly 
what Thomas (he) is experiencing? 

2. Read the first 30 lines again and underline or highlight all the different instances of imagery 
that Mantel uses. How does this imagery help us to identify with the character? 

3. Highlight or annotate all the times that the reader is privy to Thomas’ thoughts in this 
extract. What is the effect on the reader of knowing what Thomas is thinking? 

4. Go through the extract and annotate the extract any time that Mantel shows the reader 
what type of person Thomas is. What do we know about him by the end of the extract? How 
does knowledge of character help with reader identification? Think about your relationship 
with people you know well in real life. 

 

 

 



 


