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THE DAY ON WHICH A MAN DIES

By Tennessee Williams

A fantasia on the death of Jackson Pollock

Will Be Performed At Provincetown Art Association and Museum 

During the Provincetown Tennessee Williams Theater Festival

September 24- 27, 2009

The great American playwright Tennessee Williams has a recurring role in Cape Cod’s rich artistic heritage.  Williams, while summering in the Provincetown art colony of the 1940s, worked on the plays that would establish his reputation, The Glass Menagerie and A Streetcar Named Desire.

During those creatively fertile years he became friends with several Provincetown painters: Jackson Pollock, Fritz Bultman, Robert DeNiro, Sr., and Tony Smith among them. Williams was friends, too, with the models at the Hans Hoffman summer school in Provincetown. Williams had known Lee Krasner in New York and through Lee he met Pollock. The three of them went to the beach together — oddly, Pollock didn’t paint while he was in Provincetown — and Pollock is known to have carried Williams onto his shoulders into the water.

Jackson Pollack’s death, in the summer of 1956, affected Williams deeply. Pollock died when he drove his car into a tree in the Hamptons. Williams had done the same thing in Italy, with the intent to kill himself, and Williams considered Pollock’s death a suicide. In 1957, after a summer vacation in the Hamptons, Williams began The Day On Which A Man Dies (finished in 1960), exploring an artist’s frenzied hunt for new means of expression — while fending off the doubts of his vitriolic mistress. The artist in the play commits suicide.

Williams held the text in reserve. The form of the play was experimental, a translation of Japanese Noh drama into Western performance art. The text is subtitled An Occidental Noh Play, but it also parallels the Pollock-inspired Japanese group of painters and sculptors who called themselves the Gutai. As in Gutai works, in The Day On Which A Man Dies, paintings are created and destroyed in the course of a performance, the bodies of the performers are painted, and the setting is made of paper.  


The text was rediscovered in 1991 and waited seventeen years for its World Premiere in Chicago in 2008.  The director of that production, David Kaplan, says 

 “Noh plays are ghost plays, and the ghost evoked in this play is Jackson Pollack.  Artists and poets who defied convention in order to articulate ecstasy beyond convention, who had intoxicated visions, and who were doomed in their search yet kept searching, were central to Williams romantic ideas of creation. In some way Williams himself was haunted by Pollock, and other ‘inspirational’ suicides, the American poets Hart Crane and Vachel Lindsay, and the Japanese writer Yukio Mishima, to whom The Day on Which a Man Dies is dedicated.”

Though many of Williams’ plays enjoyed great commercial success on stage and film, the playwright always strived to find new forms of expression in the theatre.  Kaplan says that,  “This play is beautiful in an unexpected way, the lyricism for which Williams is famous extends to the stage picture the playwright specified, in particular the use of color sequences that Williams boldly used to establish meaning separately from the spoken word or physical behavior. Our design follows the stage directions of Williams’ 1960 manuscript exactly.”


Kaplan, a Williams’ scholar and Curator of the Provincetown Tennessee Williams Theater Festival, now in its fourth year, has staged Williams’ plays worldwide, including The Eccentricities of a Nightingale in Hong Kong and Suddenly Last Summer in Russia. Other plays directed by Kaplan have appeared in 40 of the 50 United States.  He is also the author of Tennessee Williams in Provincetown.   

The TW Fest offers many opportunities to discover Tennessee Williams, the man and his work, through nine different productions and three events with celebrities, including the Pulitzer Prize-winning playwright Lanford Wilson.  

For up to date information and tickets for the Festival, go to www.twptown.org. or call 866.789.TENN. 
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