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steppin’ out

uest editorial 
Preserving history

Our help is needed once again—this time to bring the biography 
of one of our greatest writers to completion

by Dale Reynolds

hosen by the late gay playwright Tennessee Wil
liams to write a two-part biography on his life, 
Lyle Leverich assumed he would be given carte 
blanche by those closest to Williams.

After the playwright’s death in 1983, the es
tate, which controlled access to all of Williams’ published 
works, was essentially taken over by one of Williams’ closest 
friends, Maria St. Just. For nearly a decade she stopped any 
and all scholarly use of his plays, letters and journals, includ
ing those Leverich was previously authorized to use. It wasn’t 
until she died in 1994 that the material was freed up for 
research.

Leverich was Finally able 
to put the finishing touches 
on his huge tome, Tom: The 
Unknown Tennessee Will
iams. It is thought to be the 
greatest biography published 
on the author of The Glass 
Menagerie, Cat on a Hot Tin 
Roof, Night o f the Iguana and 
A Streetcar Named Desire.
Volume one of the biogra
phy, which appeared in 1995, 
covers Williams’ life through 1945. Volume two is supposed 
to cover from 1945 to the playwright’s death.

The tale of why this second and last volume has not yet been 
written, let alone published, is complicated. One publisher 
after another contracted for the rights to print the book, but the 
stalling of the project by St. Just’s refusal to allow Leverich 
access to the research materials he needed forced them to pull 
out of their agreements. Leverich approached publisher W.W. 
Norton, who advanced a huge amount of money to secure the

rights. The now 75-year-old Leverich has been forced to pay 
back the money previously advanced for the second volume, 
leaving him quite a bit shy of what he needs to produce a 
thoroughly investigated biography. It is ironic that a widely 
lauded author, living only on his Social Security money, lacks 
the necessary funds to pay the comprehensive research ex
penses needed to produce a book as detailed as the first volume.

The San Francisco Performing Arts Library and Museum 
has established the Lyle Leverich Research Fund. The fund has 
been endorsed by such heavyweights as playwrights Arthur 
Miller and Edward Albee, both contemporaries of Williams.

Williams was one of the 
most important U.S. literary 
figures of this century and 
was the most openly gay 
playwright before Stonewall. 
Today a Terrence McNally 
or a Mart Crowley or a Tony 
Kushner can be as openly 
gay as they want and no one 
bats an eye. Progress is slow, 
and history needs this sec
ond volume on the life and 
works of Thomas Lanier 

Williams, who early on took the moniker o f ‘Tennessee.” 
Preserving our history is an important investment for our 

community to make.

Dale Reynolds is a contributing writer for Just Out. 
The San Francisco Performing Arts Library 

and Museum can be contacted at 399 Grove St., 
San Francisco, CA 94102, (415) 255-4800.

The tale o f  why this second volume has not yet been 
written is complicated. The stalling o f  the project by 

St. Just's refusal to allow  Leverich access to the 
research materials he needed forced  several publish
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