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ABSTRACT
Anxious Nation and White Fashion Suddenly Last Summer in the Swedish folkhem.

This article investigates how Tennessee Williams’ play Suddenly Last Summer, as staged in Sweden
in 1959, communicated sexual and racial anxieties. It aims to tease out the importance of fashion
for the articulation of the closet and the expression of the simultaneous absence and presence

of the queer subject in the play. Looking at the omnipresent use of whiteness of certain key
costumes, the essay further proposes the concept of white Gothic fashion and argues that this
assumed a whole new meaning when staged in a social and historical context that was not only
characterized by institutionalized homophobia, but also promoted white hegemony and the
control of women’s bodies. Placing particular emphasis on the socio-historical context of Sweden
in the 1950s, the article demonstrates how performance studies and fashion theory can engage in
a critical cultural analysis and help us understand national emotions, concerns and anxieties.
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Anxious Nation and

White Fashion:

Suddenly Last Summer
in the Swedish folkhem

DIRK GINDT

What a huge creature, what an immense beast He
must have been to have left such enormous white
bones when He died... Endlessly long ago, the
bones of Him now turned to powder that blows
and blows about His broken — creation...
Tennessee Williams, The Chalky W hite Substance

In 1959, Swedish audiences were treated to Tennes-
see Williams’, by then, most scandalous creation —
the one-act play Suddenly Last Summer. Under the
direction of Frank Sundstrom, the shocking tale
about lobotomy, cannibalism, homosexuality and
prostitution was performed together with the short
opener Something Outspoken under the collective
title Garden District at Malmé Intiman on 12 Feb-
ruary 1959." Set in New Otrleans’ more exclusive
Garden District neighbourhood in the mid-1930s,
Suddenly Last Summer starts with the old and rich
Mrs. Venable trying to bribe the Polish neurosur-
geon Doctor Cukrowicz (who calls himself Doctor
Sugar) into performing a lobotomy on her niece
Catharine in order to prevent her from telling the
truth about how Mrs. Venable’s son, the poet Sebas-
tian, died the previous summer in Mediterranean
Europe. Afraid that Catharine’s story might harm
her son’s posthumous reputation, Mrs. Venable also
blackmails Catharine’s mother and brother George
by threatening to contest Sebastian’s will and pre-
vent them from getting their substantial part of the
inheritance. After having been injected a truth se-
rum, Catharine discloses, in a climactic monologue,

that Sebastian first used his mother and then herself
as bait to attract young men whom he paid to have
sex with. It is also revealed that he was literally torn
apart and devoured by these same prostitutes. The
play is loaded with imagery of whiteness as well as
with metaphors of a cruel universe where only the
strongest and fittest can survive, while the weak
end up as prey. The different stories we hear about
Sebastian not only foreshadow his own violent de-
mise, but also confirm the victim’s own morbid fas-
cination with death and devouring. The pride of his
jungle garden, where part of the action of the play
is set, was a Venus flytrap, and during a trip to the
Encantadas, he witnessed how newly hatched turtle
babies were eaten alive by birds of prey before they
could reach the safe ocean.

Throughout her long monologue, in which Ca-
tharine reveals the truth about Sebastian’s death,
the contrast between black and white is particu-
larly palpable. For instance, her description of
the environment and the weather stresses that the
atmosphere was “a blazing white hot, hot blazing
white”, making it seem “[a]s if a huge white bone
had caught on fire in the sky and blazed so bright
it was white and turned the sky and everything un-
der the sky white with it”.? The anxious Sebastian,
who was wearing “a spotless white silk Shantung
suit and a white silk tie and a white panama and
white shoes, white — white lizard skin — pumps [...]
kept touching his face and his throat here and there
with a white silk handkerchief and popping little
white pills in his mouth” (414). A little further on,
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Catharine describes how the dark skinned children
chased Sebastian like a “flock of black plucked little
birds” and “up the steep white street in the sun that
was like a great white bone of a giant beast that had
caught fire in the sky” (421).

This article investigates how Suddenly Last Sum-
mer, as staged in Sweden in 1959, communicated
sexual and racial anxieties. It aims to tease out the
importance of fashion for the articulation of the
closet and the expression of the simultaneous ab-
sence and presence of the queer subject in the play.
Looking at the omnipresent use of whiteness of cer-
tain key costumes, the essay further proposes the
concept of white Gothic fashion and argues that
this assumed a whole new meaning when staged
in a social and historical context that was not only
characterized by institutionalized homophobia, but
also promoted white hegemony and the control of
women’s bodies. Placing particular emphasis on the
socio-historical context of Sweden in the 1950s,
the article demonstrates how performance studies
and fashion theory can engage in a critical cultural
analysis and help us understand national emotions,
concerns and anxieties.

FASHION IN THE DRAMA TEXT
Suddenly Last Summer was announced and reviewed
in the press as a shocking horror tale. Affonbladet for
instance called the story “extraordinarily sickening”.?
Svenska Dagblader named it “a macabre play, [...]
one of the most horrid in modern drama”,* while
Arbetet noted its “violent effects”.> Williams scholar
Robert Gross states that “the play is easily identified
as an example of Gothic melodrama”.® The setting
of Sebastian’s exotic jungle garden with the Venus
flytrap as its main attraction, the breathtaking story
of the poet’s death as well as the damsel in distress
who is threatened by her evil relative are familiar
motifs from the Gothic genre. The larger part of
the story revolves around a woman being violated:
Catharine is forced to speak with a truth serum,
yet the outcome of this speech might be punish-
ment and a lobotomy. As a result she becomes the
“imperiled woman” and “the archetypal persecuted
maiden of Gothic fiction”.” Literatary scholar Eve
Kosofsky Sedgwick identifies a number of Freudian
motifs in gothic tales: a fascination for sexuality, a
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fear of incest and an atmosphere that is character-
ized by the threat of inter-generational violence.
Gothic stories, Sedgwick argues, became popular at
the same time when modern definitions of sexual
identities were created and when homophobia be-
came a central mechanism for the gender order. The
Gothic, therefore, works as “an exploration of ‘the
perverse”.® So how did this Gothic atmosphere of
the play translate into the costumes? Like in many
of his dramas from that period, Williams is very
specific and detailed in his stage directions. Doctor
Cukrowicz, for example, is described as “a young
blond Doctor, all in white, glacially brilliant, very,
very good looking” (350), the nurse wears a “sweep-
ing white habit” (370), the table and the chairs on
the patio are repeatedly described to be made out
of “white wicker” (370ff.), and during the climac-
tic confessions, “the surrounding area has dimmed
out and a hot white spot is focused on Catharine”
(414). If the story is rooted in the dark style and
atmosphere of the Gothic tradition, why then did
Williams in his stage directions and in the dia-
logues insist on the colour white? The answer is to
be found in the play’s politics of sexuality, ethnicity
and race. Indeed, some of the major themes are in-
troduced and enhanced through Williams’ strategic
use of fashion and costumes.

Long before the final revelation of Sebastian’s
sexual appetites and eventual death, the attentive
reader/spectator is offered a number of allusions to
his deviant masculinity and sexuality. Among them
is his strong interest in horticulture, his passion for
poetry, his almost incestuous relationship with his
mother, his predilection for fancy environments
and restaurants as well as his heightened knowledge
of fashion. At one point in the play, Catharine men-
tions that the dress she is wearing is an original crea-
tion by the Paris based designer Elsa Schiaparelli that
Sebastian bought for her on their trip to Europe:
“[]n Paris, he took me to Patou and Schiaparelli’s —
this is from Schiaparelli’s! [Like a child, she indicates
her suit.] — bought me so many new clothes that I
gave away my old ones to make room for my new
ones in my new luggage to — travel.... I turned into
a peacock! Of course, so was e one, to....” (406).
Williams was a master at expressing the love that
dare not speak its name between the lines, and this
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seemingly minor detail can be understood as an al-
lusion to Sebastian’s homosexuality. Traditionally,
men who were too knowledgeable about trends and
styles were suspected of being queers. In order to re-
main in the closet, many chose to avoid fashionable
clothes, especially before the late 1960s.°

The action of Suddenly Last Summer is set in
the mid-1930s, and it was during that period that
Elsa Schiaparelli was at the height of her career as
a designer with her boutique in Place Vendéme in
Paris attracting many customers. Schiaparelli was
known for allying herself with artists such as Dali,
Picasso and Cocteau and for introducing surreal-
ism into fashion, not least through using garments
out of context and putting them on a different part
of the body; the most famous example being the
hat in the shape of a shoe. Schiaparelli was also
influenced by theatre; one of her collections was
inspired by Commedia dell’Arte and her runway
shows were among the first to be turned into stage
spectacles.” Did Williams feel any particular sym-
pathy for a designer who introduced surrealism into
fashion? Many of his best-known dramas unfold
in a creative field between realism and modernist
aesthetics, while most of his later works abandon
the tradition of realism altogether.* Ever since the
foreword to his breakthrough 7he Glass Menagerie,
Williams demanded that realism be given up: “Ev-
eryone 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 trans-
formation, through changing into other forms than
those which were merely present in appearance.”*?
The reference to Schiaparelli could thus be seen as
an accentuation of Williams’ dismissal of realism as
well as a way to out himself, between the lines, as a
queer man by demonstrating his knowledge about
fashion.

Another reason for making Catharine wear a
Schiaparelli dress is suggested by how the designer
had a predilection for the word “shocking”: her first
fragrance was called “Shocking”, its bottle modelled
after Mae West’s torso. Her biography was aptly ti-
tled Shocking Life (1954), and her signature colour
for which she became famous was “shocking pink”.
Williams often had to defend himself against the ac-

cusation of using shocking effects. Interestingly the
programme for the Malmé production reprinted
parts of an interview that Williams had given to the
New York Herald Tribune in 1957: “I want to shock
people but not to have a succes de scandale, not to
shock per se, but because I want to give people a
jolt, get them fully alive. I like strong effects and
boldness, and perhaps sometimes I go overboard,
but I never do it for commercial reasons.”” The no-
tion of shock, that is, the attempt to cause a sudden
and immediate reaction in the audience, was then a
part of Williams™ politics. It was only through bold-
ness and shock that he could express the aggression
and cruelty of his own times which, in an interview
with himself, he identified as “the developing ten-
sion and anger and violence of the world and time
that I live in”.14

To offer yet another explanation, Schiaparelli also
questioned conventional notions of gender. Fash-
ion scholar Caroline Evans argues that Schiaparelli’s
designs deconstructed stable and essential feminin-
ity as a masquerade. Through playing with issues
of surface and depth, her creations revealed the
cultural construction of gender. Evans makes clear
that Schiaparelli’s designs must be seen in relation
to anxieties related to gender, female fashion and
the New Woman of the 1930s: “The ‘New Wom-
an, in the form of the sexually independent woman
in particular, was a source of much anxiety in the
inter-war years as she destabilized the conventional
association between appearance and identity.”"> She
posed a threat to the conventional gender order by
controlling her body and sexuality and by unmask-
ing the cultural construction of femininity, often
through a creative use of fashion. This designation
applies partly to Catharine. In Suddenly Last Summer
the young woman threatens patriarchal authority:
first, through her sexual appetite (she admits that
she “came out in the French Quarter years before
[she] came out in the Garden District” (413) and
during the play, she hits on the doctor), and second,
because she reacts angrily when she feels used and
abused after a one-night love affair with an uniden-
tified upper-class man, confronting him in public
and causing a minor scandal. Did Sebastian encour-
age her feminine independence, symbolically sup-
porting it by buying her a dress by Schiaparelli to
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turn her into a “New Woman”? Both the gay man
and the emancipated woman (dare I say fag hag?)
pose a challenge to heteronormative patriarchy, and
their resistance to it is expressed through the use of
fashion.

Although never present on stage, the dead Se-
bastian, who was “fed up with the dark [boys] and
was famished for blonds” (375), is mirrored in the
costumes of the other characters. Because Catharine
is wearing the dress her cousin bought her, he is
physically present through that costume clinging to
her. The doctor, whose nickname Sugar symboli-
cally expresses whiteness, wears stark white clothes.
Moreover, Catharine’s brother George is wearing
one of their dead cousin’s suits. Finally, Catharine
seems to have taken over some of Sebastian’s sex-
ual desires (not least for blond men, as her hitting
on Doctor Sugar makes clear). These devices lead
Gross to state that “the one body physically absent
from Swuddenly Last Summer permeates the entire
play”.!® Williams™ clever and complex use of fash-
ion has been underrated, and the interplay between
absence and presence necessitates an analysis of the
performative and signifying nature of bodies and
fashion on stage.

In arguing for the important differences between
wearing clothes and exhibiting them in a museum
after a person is gone, fashion scholar Elizabeth
Wilson writes:

We experience a sense of the uncanny when we
gaze at garments that had an intimate relationship
with human beings long since gone to their graves.
For clothes are so much part of our living, moving
selves that, frozen on display in the mausoleums
of culture, they hint at something only half un-
derstood, sinister, threatening; the atrophy of the
body, and the evanescence of life."”

Sebastian is never on stage, yet his memory haunts
the action and the other characters, visualized and
materialized through the white costumes. Williams
gave the question of how to represent Sebastian as
an embodied spectre a lot of thought. In his me-
ticulous study of the different drafts of Suddenly
Last Summer, Brian Parker has shown that the play-
wright first wanted to have Sebastian symbolically
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present on stage through a portrait or a sculpture
of him in the nude."® It is significant, however, that
in the end, fashion became the privileged mode to
express and represent the dead homosexual man.
In Suddenly Last Summer, the clothes of a deceased
man are transferred to and re-embodied by the
next generation (Catharine and George) or mak-
ing new, unexpected appearances (Doctor Sugar)."
The queer subject who is already dead by the time
the curtain goes up is a common trope in the Wil-
liams canon from that period. However, unlike Al-
lan in A Streetcar Named Desire or Skipper in Car
on a Hor Tin Roof; Sebastian Venable is not only
remembered, but materialized and partially embod-
ied through dress and costume.

INSTITUTIONALIZED HOMOPHOBIA AND
RACIAL BIOLOGY IN THE WELFARE STATE
The 1950s in Sweden was a decade marked by in-
stitutionalized homophobia through a combined
attack from the government, media and medico-
juridical establishments. The translation of the first
Kinsey report in 1949% hardly led to more toler-
ance, but rather enhanced the homophobic atmo-
sphere in Sweden. Not only was homosexuality cat-
egorized as a mental disorder, a classification that
would not be removed from the medical diagnosis
list until 1979, it was also regarded as a moral threat
to young people as well as a risk to national security.
Scandalous news bills conveyed ideas of “homosex-
ual freemasonry”, through which men in high social
positions promoted one another’s interests. Stories
circulated about secret networks of men who would
not hesitate to break the law to ensure mutual pro-
tection. In the printed media, the connection with
criminal activities was so strong that homosexuality
appeared inseparable from prostitution, paedophilia
and freemasonry. The Swedish folkhem, literally the
people’s home, was a political project that was char-
acterized by a number of reforms (including regu-
lated economy, general healthcare, modern housing
and free education) with the goal to increase the
quality of life of the citizens. However, it was also
coupled with a compulsory national heterosexual-
ity. In the struggle for social improvement, homo-

sexuality risked being wiped out.*!
In Suddenly Last Summer, Sebastian is described
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as a deeply unsympathetic, if not a cruel and cyni-
cal, character who uses his female relatives to attract
young men whom he pays to have sex with. Because
of his disdain for his fellow human beings the ques-
tion of whether he is a queer villain or a queer mar-
tyr has occupied Williams scholars. Michael Paller
points out that “Sebastian is a predatory paedophile
who is literally devoured by a rampaging pack of his
victims”.*> However, he also argues against critics
who find Suddenly Last Summer to be filled with
homophobic discourse and states that the play “is
a full-throated defense of living one’s life according
to one’s own lights, regardless of the consequences
or of the opinions of others”.? With the exception
of Catharine, all the characters, living or dead, ex-
ploit their fellow human beings using and devour-
ing them both metaphorically and literally. Even
Catharine’s own family members are prepared to
sacrifice her for financial gains. The play is thus a
critique of society’s ruthlessness, and it is therefore
crucial to stress that “Sebastian is a monster not be-
cause he is homosexual, but because he is a selfish
exploiter”. Situating the conception of the play in
the age of McCarthyism, Steven Bruhm claims that
Sebastian and Catharine are victims of a homopho-
bic environment and capitalist system, where the
patriarchal exchange of women is an important
economic transaction.” Joe Falocco argues that the
play merely shows the destructive consequences for
queers in the 1950s: they are either condemned to
live in silence and repression or to come out and be
destroyed.?

It is intriguing that after the Off-Broadway
premiére in 1958 only two American critics men-
tioned the word “homosexuality” in their reviews.”
The Swedish reviewers were far less coy and much
more frank in revealing the exact details of Sebas-
tian’s death in a Spanish village. Moreover, they
stood united in their condemnation of the poet for
whom they could not spare one line of sympathy.
Aftonbladet called him “a strange hyper-esthetic per-
verted type with paedophile inclinations”.?® Svenska
Dagblader stated that the play was about “repressed
perversions”.” Arbetet compared Sebastian’s predi-
lection for extravagant clothes and his habit of being
surrounded by young men to Oscar Wilde,”® while
Expressen called Sebastian an “arch-esthetic mama’s

boy with homophile tendencies”.?' For the theatre
journal Scen och salong Sebastian was “a degener-
ated upper-class snob for whom we feel the liveliest
disgust”.** Only Stockholmstidningen was less harsh:
“But for the desperately lonely Sebastian Williams
did not create any sympathy. Or was it his intention
that the woman should receive our sympathy?”*
Not a single article thus reflected on what it meant
to be homosexual at that particular cultural mo-
ment. During a period when the authorities were
putting severe pressure on homosexuals, the critics
failed to allow for any interpretation of the charac-
ter of Sebastian other than deviant and queer.

However, Suddenly Last Summer is not only about
repressed homosexuality, it also deals with ques-
tions of ethnicity and race. Williams scholar John
Bak understands the play as a Gothic attack on
the Puritan sense of nationhood. Inspired by Toni
Morrison’s seminal essay “Playing in the Dark”, he
argues that the presence of blackness articulates un-
conscious fears and desires of the USA as a nation
whose identity is built on repressing the Other. Ac-
cording to him, Williams “cannot but help repro-
duce the national fear of the predatory black race
[...], since the American historical past’ and its
landscape have relied upon the myth of black sav-
agery to define its national self”.> Bak further states
that “we find obvious images of blinding whiteness
in contrast to the blackness of the skin that, when
combined with homoerotic, religious and cannibal-
istic tropes, reconfirm a consuming Africanist pres-
ence in the play”.>® A result is that the play “evokels]
a blatant dichotomizing of race into its black and
white components of which Williams is perhaps
only liminally aware”.3

While I agree that the play dramatizes racial anxi-
eties, not least considering that it was conceived
and produced at a time when the Civil Rights
movement caused much resistance, I wish to ex-
press some reservations concerning some of Bak’s
conclusions. It is true that the play toys with the
juxtaposition of white and black in its imagery and
symbolism, but it must nevertheless be stressed that
the action takes place in Mediterranean Europe, in
the fictional town of Cabeza de Lobo in Spain to
be more precise. As a result, I find it problematic to
equate African-Americans with Spaniards. Besides,
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if Suddenly Last Summer were only about the rela-
tionship between whites and blacks in the United
States, what would motivate a Swedish director to
produce it? Could it have any relevance for an au-
dience outside the US? Moreover, Bak claims that
the play “displays the author’s racial fears, conscious
or otherwise”.”” However, once a drama is staged
by directors with actors and actresses in front of an
audience, it becomes a common cultural property
whose sole sources of meaning are no longer the
playwright, his/her biography and psyche. I there-
fore propose to contextualize the Swedish produc-
tion and reception of Suddenly Last Summer in a
social climate that was not only characterized by
institutionalized homophobia, but also by racial bi-
ology and forced sterilization.

The State Institute for Racial Biology (Statens
institut for rasbiologi) in Uppsala was founded in
1922 and was the first government institution in
the world to study eugenics. It remained active into
the second half of the century. The decision to initi-
ate such an establishment was taken by the Swedish
parliament, with strong political support by all par-
ties. Its aim was to study the Swedish population
and analyze the effect of genetics and environment
on mental and social health. Deeply racist, it linked
mental illness, criminal behaviour and alcoholism
to categories of race and ethnicity. Although Swe-
den was by no means the only western country to
engage in eugenics, it was certainly among the na-
tions that took it furthest, and the Institute earned
considerable international attention and admira-
tion, not least from Germany. While one might
expect that 1945 marked a turning point, this was
not the case. In a pioneering study, scholars Gun-
nar Broberg and Mattias Tydén argue that Swedish
scientists quickly dismissed the Nazis experiments
as extreme perversions, defending their own stance
as scientific and correct. Any parallels between the
Nazis’ and the Swedish research on racial biology
and hygiene were ignored.*® After 1956, racial biol-
ogy was exchanged for medical genetics.

Some very important explanations as to why such
a programme was deemed necessary are to be found
in the social changes of the late nineteenth and
early twentieth century. Broberg and Tydén offer a
number of reasons, among them the mass emigra-
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tion to North America, the end of Sweden’s union
with Norway, the social movements (the labour, the
women’s, the sobriety and the free church move-
ments), as well as the insecurity and lack of food
caused by World War I (which Sweden did not par-
ticipate in).** Added to these social anxieties came
the economic recession in the 1930s with decreas-
ing birth rates. This problem of not only increasing
the quantity, but also the quality of the population,
was most notably discussed by Alva and Gunnar
Myrdal, two key Social Democratic figures dur-
ing the formative years of the welfare state, in their
book Crisis in the Population Question (Kris i befol-
kningsfrigan) from 1934. While the book debated
Swedish family politics, the authors also positively
commented on the alleged social utility of forced
sterilization, especially of people deemed psycho-
logically ill and unwed or “unfit” mothers.®

The uncanny marriage between eugenics and pol-
itics had its most palpable outcome in forced steri-
lization between 1935 and 1975. The programme
was introduced in 1935 and a change in the law in
1941 gave the medical establishment greater author-
ity to decide and enforce sterilization by effectively
overruling the consent of the individual patient.
Those deemed psychologically ill, mentally handi-
capped, “asocial”, alcoholics or unfit to take care of
children were excluded from the collective project
of the folkhem. During the 1940s and the 1950s,
35.000 people were sterilized. Between 1935 and
1975, 63.000 people were made infertile. What is
particularly striking is that the vast majority were
women, an average of 93% in the same period.*!
While Broberg and Tydén do not provide a satis-
factory answer to this gender imbalance, historian
Maija Runcis offers a more pronounced critique
and identifies the particular interest in and empha-
sis on women’s sexuality. The programme affected
women who were deemed incapable of taking care
of their children, whose sexuality seemed to be
unrestrained or whose lifestyle was considered im-
moral. Forced sterilization was thus a means to con-
trol women’s bodies and sexuality. Runcis concludes
that this normative project “reveals the folkhem as
an exceedingly patriarchal place. Swedish popula-
tion policy of the 1930s assumed that the state had
the right to decide who could become a parent or
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Figure 1:Doctor Sugar (Folke Sundquist)

remain one. The formation of families, childbirth
and sexuality became issues for which the state as-
sumed responsibility”.*? It was not until the 1960s
that these issues became publicly debated and po-
litically charged, not least for the emerging feminist
movement. At the time Suddenly Last Summer was
produced silence surrounded these topics.

EMBODIED WHITENESS IN
THE MALMO STAGE PRODUCTION
In a recent reference guide to Williams’ body of
work, the figure of the neurosurgeon is described
as a very positive character who, “dressed in angelic
white, becomes a sweet savior to [Catharine]”.*> Such
an interpretation seems too optimistic though. The
doctor can just as easily be read as a sinister char-
acter. In fact, Williams’ own directions encourage
a more cautious reading. Right from the start, the
doctor is identified as “very, very good looking”, but
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also as “glacially brilliant” and with an “icy charm”
(350). Gross points out that the doctor is one of
Williams™ most ambiguous and unclearly defined
characters, and scholar Jochen Baier underlines
that “the possibility to buy off the medical profes-
sion for personal gain and power is also a theme
that Williams explores in the drama Suddenly Last
Summer, with an attempt to render the character of
Dr. Cukrowicz amenable with a larger donation”.*
After Catharine has revealed the gruesome details
about Sebastian’s death, Mrs. Venable leaves the
stage once more demanding to “cut this hideous
story out of her brain” (423). The doctor ends the
play with the highly ambivalent statement: “I think
we ought at least to consider the possibility that
the girl’s story could be true....” (423). Catharine’s
fate thus depends on whether the neurosurgeon be-
lieves her story and, provided he does, whether he
is willing to resist Mrs. Venable’s attempt at bribery.
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Figure 2: Doctor Sugar (Folke Sundquist) and Catharine Holly (Gerd Hein)

Based on the written text only, it is impossible to
decide whether the doctor will save or sacrifice Ca-
tharine. Crucial for any interpretation of Suddenly
Last Summer is how the character is approached and
embodied on stage in a particular production.

In Malmg, the then 35-year-old Folke Sundquist
(1925-2009) was cast in the role of Doctor Sugar.
Sundquist had his breakthrough in 1951 in Arne
Mattsson’s One Summer of Happiness (Hon dansade
en sommar), a movie whose perceived sexual radi-
calism contributed to a sensationalized discourse
on sinful eroticism in Sweden. During a long ca-
reer, not least at Malmé City Theatre, he starred
in different theatrical genres and in a number of
movies directed by Ingmar Bergman. The critic for
Sydsvenska Dagbladet expressed his surprise to how
physically changed Sundquist appeared to be in
Suddenly Last Summer: “If you hadn’t checked the
cast list in the programme, it would have been diffi-
cult to recognize Folke Sundquist in the part of the
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doctor, considering how transformed he looked as
a blond alphaman with a Greek profile, as a young
medical lion from an elite clinic.”* Sundquist had
black hair, but for the production of Suddenly Last
Summer, he coloured it in order to correspond to
Williams™ vision of the young blond Doctor. The
make-up artist had certainly done a good job. Fig-
ure 1 shows how Sundquist’s usually curly hair was
combed back to pronounce the severity and sharp
features of his profile. In the production, the doctor
embodied the archetype of the blond Nordic man
as well as a representation of Aryan whiteness. We
see him preparing the syringe with the truth serum
that will make Catharine talk and tell the story of
Sebastian’s death. His professional handling of the
syringe enhances the sterility of the moment and
connotes the medical establishment of the 1950s.
The white collar is reminiscent of a priest, giving
him not only a medical, but also a spiritual author-
ity. He is the one who will drag the truth out of
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Catharine about what happened the previous sum-
mer. The image shows how director Sundstrém and
his designers, under the guidance of Greta Johanson
and Manne Lindholm at Malmé Intiman, used cos-
tumes to add another dimension to the character.
Through the combination of a medical and a reli-
gious authority, Sugar can control both Catharine’s
body and mind.

In many of the other photographs the doctor is
placed behind the other characters, allowing for
a privileged position. He is the one who sees, ob-
serves and interprets, and at the same time he re-
mains hidden from the analytical gaze of the other
characters. Figure 2 shows him sneaking behind
Catharine (Gerd Hein), with his gaze fixed on her.
Does he pity her? Is he being condescending? Or is
he thinking that, after having performed the brain
surgery on her, his career will take off? While the
doctor is often silent, he has the right to interpret
the actions of the other characters. He is one of the
psychiatric experts with the power to decide over
truth and lie that Michel Foucault describes in 7he
History of Sexuality as “a partner who is not simply
the interlocutor but the authority who requires the

Figure 3: Doctor Sugar (Folke Sundquist), Catharine Holly (Gerd Hein) and Mrs.Venable (Naima Wifstrand)

confession, prescribes and appreciates it, and inter-
venes in order to judge, punish, forgive, console,
and reconcile”.¥” This power is further expressed in
Figure 3, where Sugar holds back Catharine. Like
the tentacles of an octopus, his hands, Mrs. Venable
(Naima Wifstrand) and the Venus flytrap’s arms all
reach out for her, threatening to strangle Catharine.
In this scene, the doctor is allied with money, rep-
resented by Mrs. Venable and the cruelty of Social
Darwinism, represented by the flesh-eating plant.
The photograph also illustrates how integrated the
stage design, the costumes and the actors’ move-
ments and gestures were in Sundstrém’s produc-
tion. The permeating whiteness conveys a ghost-
like atmosphere. The sleeveless dress that Gerd
Hein wears is an example of the more classic and
practical fashion for women that Schiaparelli creat-
ed. It is important that the dress is just as light and
bright as that of the many other characters. The col-
our of Catharine’s dress is never stated in the drama
and was thus a significant choice made by director
Sundstrém. As a result, Catharine is further aligned
with her cousin. While both the costumes and the
scenography are remarkably simple, the most styl-

h-2
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ized element in the production is the insectivorous
plant in its white pot made of stone. It is devoid of
any leaves and the dryness only seems to reconfirm
its life-denying qualities.® Because no unnecessary
decorations can distract, there is a greater emphasis
on the text and attention is drawn to the symbolic
prop of the plant.

Recall that the story is categorized as a Gothic
play. While Gothic clothing is often associated with
a subcultural style that favours black outfits and
skull imagery, flirts with occultism and vampirism
and is characterized by a sense of depression and/
or mourning as well as a certain gender ambigu-
ity, fashion scholar Valerie Steele argues that this
is only partially correct and often distorted by the
media.* Above I have outlined how fashion in Sud-
denly Last Summer expresses closeted queerness and
social anxieties about early feminism. However, the
stark white costumes also serve as a reminder of the
frighteningly destructive, devouring and masochist
nature of white hegemony, especially when staged
in a country that practized racial biology and forced
sterilization. As film and cultural scholar Richard
Dyer asserts, discrimination based on gender and
sexuality is often intersectionally linked to and re-
inforced by issues of ethnicity and race:

All concepts of race are always concepts of the
body and also of heterosexuality. Race is a means
of categorising different types of human body
which reproduce themselves. It seeks to systema-
tise differences and to relate them to differences of
character and worth. Heterosexuality is the means
of ensuring, but also the site of endangering, the
reproduction of these differences.”

This interplay between racism and heteronormativ-
ity explains why, in a racist framework, it is neces-
sary to both control the female body and eliminate
the homosexual body, two of the central themes
in Suddenly Last Summer. 1 therefore propose the
concept of white Gothic fashion to describe the
symbolic meaning of the costumes worn by the
characters, both in Williams™ written text and in
the Malmé stage production. White Gothic fashion
refers to a distillation and isolation of the dark and
destructive sides of whiteness: the brutality against
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non-whites and the heteronormative control over
sexuality. The play shows how fashion can articulate
the unspeakable, that is, the white heteronormativ-
ity of the Swedish People’s Home and its patholo-
gization of those deemed unfit or worthy to be part
of this collective project.

The folkhem’s obsession with social hygiene was
an endemically white project. Runcis makes clear
that the issue of “[h]ygienism focused not only
on personal hygiene, but also on healthy housing,
nutritious food, sexuality, personal relations and
generally ‘sound’ conduct” (359). Cleanliness and
whiteness in the folkhem were achieved through
the control of human sexuality and women’s bod-
ies. Dyer notes: “What is absent from white is any-
thing; in other words, material reality. Cleanliness
is the absence of dirt, spirituality is the absence of
flesh, virtue the absence of sin, chastity the absence
of sex and so on.”! Dirt, flesh, sin and sex — these
are the “absences” that Williams repeatedly showed
to be at the centre of human life. His dramas are
a celebration of contradiction, chaos, confusion,
desire and life. A play like Suddenly Last Summer,
in all its ghastly subjects that the critics point to,
stands in opposition to some of the fundamentally
life-denying aspects of the building of the Swedish
welfare state in the 1950s. According to Williams
expert Annette Saddick, Suddenly Last Summer is
one of the works through which “Williams illus-
trates the futility of trying to define and contain
human desire, of trying to construct and control
the human subject through sexuality, and displays
the destructive consequences of these attempts”.?
I suggest that the play is diametrically opposed to
the project of building the folkhem with its norma-
tive and normalizing claims. However, even if the
play has a counter-hegemonic potential and even
if the production enhanced some of this potential
through a strategic use of decorations, costumes
and fashions, this does not necessarily mean that its
political content fell on fertile ground or resonated
well with the critics. I have already shown how the
reviewers were unanimous in their condemnation
of the character of Sebastian. But how was the fig-
ure of Doctor Sugar represented on stage and how
was the theme of whiteness received?

Sydsvenska Dagblader noted the ambiguity in
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the doctor’s long silences and pointed out that, at
no time, did Sundquist give away anything of the
character’s intentions: “Folke Sunquist’s measured
acting did not open any crack as to what he was
thinking, and that was correct. The only flaw was
however that the handsome mask did not allow the
uncanny in the doctor’s reticence to come forth.”
Scen och salong assumed that the doctor believed
Catharine’s story, even though the reviewer criti-
cized Gerd Hein for playing the final monologue a
bit too hysterically: “Now, one was almost surprised,
when the doctor believed her, so highly strung and
agitated she seemed.” The same journal also noted
that the play offered “a frightening picture of the
dependency of the American medical establishment
on private charity and the possibilities to murder a
human being in cold blood and without any risk”,**
but failed to draw any parallels to the contemporary
reality in Sweden. Many other critics had a positive
view of the doctor and were prepared to embrace the
character. Stockholmstidningen praised: “Folke Sun-
dquist plays the doctor with an admirably pertinent
tone of voice, a quiet centre on a stage filled with
neurosis’,” Aftonblader complimented “Folke Sun-
dquist, who in an original mask, played the doctor
so reassuringly natural that one felt grateful for him
being on stage”,>® and Svenska Dagbladet noted that
Sundquist gave the doctor “unexpected and sympa-
thetic weight”.” Most reviewers seemed to find the
doctor a reassuring character. Not a single mention
was made of medical abuse or forced sterilization in
the Swedish folkhem. While the pictures that docu-
ment the production offer a different interpretation
and show how Sundquist performed Doctor Sugar
as a more sinister and creepy character, most critics
took to him wholeheartedly. It seems that their ap-
preciation of the actor and his performance blinded
them from seeing him play the unsympathetic and
dangerous character represented in the photos. As
a result, many of the conflicts and tensions in the
play were contained and the critics cast a vote of
confidence for whiteness, rationality and the medi-
cal establishment as represented by the doctor.

CONCLUSIONS
Undoubtedly Tennessee Williams was unaware of
eugenics and sterilization programmes in Sweden
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when he wrote Suddenly Last Summer. What mat-
ters here is that, when staged in a Swedish context,
the play paralleled domestic mechanisms of social
control that remained largely unacknowledged by
contemporary critics. The world as Williams rep-
resents it in Suddenly Last Summer is uncannily
reminiscent of the realities of the folkhem in the
1950s. Catharine is one of a number of Williams’
outspoken and sexually active female characters.
Like the practice of forced sterilization, the threat
of lobotomy that will control her desires and her
forthrightness is another mechanism of control
over women’s bodies. Additionally, Sebastian’s des-
tiny demonstrates the destructive consequences of
homophobia in the 1950s. Although Frank Sund-
strom’s Malmé production in 1959 never realized
the drama’s counter-hegemonic potential, its crea-
tive use of whiteness in the costumes and the sce-
nography still had the power to articulate, or at least
hint at, the unexamined homophobia and the con-
trol of women’s sexuality in the folkhem, while also
demonstrating how these issues went hand in hand
with white hegemony.

During the period between 1946 and 1960, no
less than thirty different productions of Williams’
works were presented on Swedish stages, often by
well-known directors with acclaimed actors. Some
reasons for his popularity, I suggest, are to be found
in the specific social and political background of the
1950s. The national, racial and sexual apprehen-
sions of the folkhem proved to be fertile ground for
the frequent production of Williams’ dramas. De-
spite being an American playwright who managed
to express the concerns of his own times and partic-
ular environment, Williams nevertheless translated
well onto Nordic stages. Apart from dramatizing
universal human concerns, emotions and longings,
his plays struck a nerve and offered a specific cul-
tural resonance to the Swedish theatre system and
audiences.

1 would like to express my sincere gratitude to Dr. John
Porvin for improving this essay with his honest criti-
cism and editorial skills.

All illustrations: Skane-Reportage (Press & Illus-

trationsbyrd); Malmo Operas Arkiv (photographer
unknown).
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