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The transition of a masterpiece from one medium to another represents a complex intersection of linguistic 

precision, musical architecture, and structural adaptation. Tennessee Williams&rsquo; 1947 play, A Streetcar 

Named Desire, is widely regarded as a cornerstone of American drama. Its adaptation into an opera in 1995 by 

composer Andr&eacute; Previn and librettist Philip Littellprovides a unique case study in how the &ldquo;pain,

poetry, and pungent humor&rdquo; of Southern Gothic prose can be re-engineered into a three-act operatic

structure. This article provides a comprehensive technical analysis of this adaptation, exploring the musical

frameworks, libretto mechanics, and the practical challenges of translating psychological realism into vocal

performance.

The Theoretical Framework of Operatic Adaptation

Adapting a high-density dramatic text like Williams&rsquo; play into an opera requires a meticulous process known 

as libretto condensation. In the theatrical medium, dialogue carries the narrative, character development, and

subtext simultaneously. However, in opera, the music (the score) assumes the responsibility of conveying emotional

subtext and atmosphere, necessitating a significant reduction in the total word count of the original script.

Structural Reduction and Temporal Expansion

One of the primary technical challenges in this adaptation is the temporal ratioof sung versus spoken text. On

average, singing a line of dialogue takes approximately two to three times longer than speaking it. Consequently,

librettist Philip Littell had to excise nearly 40-50% of the original play's dialogue while preserving the essential

narrative arcs. The following table illustrates the structural mapping between the original play and the three-act

opera structure.



Operational Element Williams&rsquo; Original Play 
(1947)

Previn/Littell Opera (1998)

Format Eleven Scenes Three Acts

Medium Spoken Prose / Naturalism Orchestral Score / Sung Libretto

Narrative Pacing Rapid Dialogue Exchange Expansive Arias and Ensembles

Atmospheric Tool Stage Directions / Sound Cues Leitmotifs / Orchestral Texture

Core Technical Mechanics: The Libretto and the Score

The success of the 1998 San Francisco Opera premiere was largely attributed to the synergy between

Littell&rsquo;s libretto and Previn&rsquo;s &ldquo;essentially American&rdquo; arias. From a technical standpoint,

the opera functions through a series of specific mechanical components that bridge the gap between the 1940s

New Orleans setting and the 20th-century operatic stage.

The Libretto Mechanics of Philip Littell

Littell&rsquo;s primary objective was to retain the linguistic fingerprintsof Tennessee Williams. This involved

isolating key phrases that were iconic to the characters (e.g., Blanche&rsquo;s reliance on the &ldquo;kindness of

strangers&rdquo;) and re-contextualizing them as lyrical anchors. Technically, this is achieved through:

Andr&eacute; Previn&rsquo;s Orchestral Architecture

Previn&rsquo;s score does not merely accompany the singers; it acts as a secondary narrator. The composition 

utilizes chromaticism and jazz-infused harmoniesto mirror the &ldquo;raffish charm&rdquo; and underlying

decay of Elysian Fields. Technically, the score employs several distinct motifs:

1.  The Varsouviana Polka: A recurring musical haunt representing Blanche&rsquo;s trauma and guilt over her 

late husband. In the opera, this is integrated into the orchestral fabric, becoming increasingly dissonant as 

Blanche&rsquo;s mental state deteriorates.

Technical Analysis of Character Archetypes and Vocal Ranges

In operatic composition, characterization is inextricably linked to vocal tessitura and range. Previn assigned specific

vocal profiles to each character to reinforce their psychological dynamics as established by Williams.

Vocal Distribution and Dramatic Function



Character Voice Type Technical/Dramatic Function

Blanche DuBois Lyric Soprano Requires high agility and emotional 
fragility; the vocal line is often florid 
and unstable to reflect her mental 
state.

Stanley Kowalski Baritone Requires a grounded, powerful 
resonance; vocal lines are often 
declamatory and rhythmic, 
emphasizing brute strength.

Stella Kowalski Soprano / Mezzo-Soprano Serves as the harmonic bridge 
between Blanche and Stanley; her 
music is more lyrical and stable.

Harold "Mitch" Mitchell Tenor Provides a softer, more vulnerable 
male presence; his arias focus on 
longing and domestic simplicity.

Step-by-Step Breakdown: The Adaptation Workflow

To understand how A Streetcar Named Desiretransitioned from the G. Schirmer rental library to a worldwide hit

recorded by Deutsche Grammophon, we must examine the procedural workflow of its creation.

Phase 1: Intellectual Property and Conceptualization

The process began in 1995 with the San Francisco Opera commissioning Andr&eacute; Previn. The initial technical

challenge was securing the rights to the Williams estate and ensuring that the adaptation would not deviate so far

from the source material that it lost its identity. The &ldquo;Full Score Act II&rdquo; notes indicate a heavy reliance

on the original text's mood as a guiding principle.

Phase 2: Libretto Drafting and Paring

Philip Littell engaged in a recursive process of paring down Williams&rsquo; 11 scenes into a structured libretto.

This involved identifying &ldquo;Aria Moments&rdquo;&mdash;points in the play where a character&rsquo;s

internal monologue could be expanded into a 4-7 minute solo piece. For example, Blanche&rsquo;s arrival in Act I,

Scene 1, was identified as a critical entry point for establishing her musical identity.

Phase 3: Orchestration and Scoring

Previn&rsquo;s orchestration was designed for a full opera house orchestra but frequently &ldquo;thinned

out&rdquo; to chamber-like textures to allow for the clarity of the English text. This is a vital technical requirement

for contemporary American opera, where the intelligibility of the libretto is paramount for audience engagement.

Case Study: The 1998 Premiere and Global Reception

The premiere at the San Francisco Opera (September 19 &ndash; October 11, 1998) serves as a benchmark for 

modern operatic success. Conducted by Previn himself, the production demonstrated that the Southern Gothic

aesthetic could be effectively rendered in a high-art musical format.

Operational Success Metrics

•  Critical Reception: The retention of Williams' &ldquo;pungent humor&rdquo; was cited as a major success, 



proving that comedy and tragedy could coexist in a contemporary score.

Common Technical Challenges in Staging

Staging a production of the Streetcaropera presents unique operational hurdles for technical directors and set

designers. Unlike the play, where the setting can be minimalist, the opera requires a scale that matches the

orchestral volume.

Spatial Dynamics and Sound Engineering

1.  The Two-Story Unit: As described in the original play notes, the setting involves a two-story corner building 

on Elysian Fields. In an opera house, this set must be acoustically engineered to ensure that singers on the second 

level can be heard over a 70-80 piece orchestra.

Comparison: Cinematic vs. Operatic Adaptation

While many are familiar with the 1951 film starring Marlon Brando and Vivien Leigh, the opera offers a distinct 

technical experience. The film utilizes the close-up to show emotion, whereas the opera uses the ariato expand it.

The cinematic version is constrained by the Hays Code of its time, while the opera, written in the 1990s, can be

more explicit in its handling of the play&rsquo;s themes of sexual violence and mental disintegration.



Feature 1951 Film (Kazan) 1998 Opera (Previn)

Primary Focus Visual Realism / Performance Aural Immersion / Internal Monologue

Treatment of Violence Subtle / Suggested Visceral / Orchestrally Reinforced

Ending Moralistic (Stella leaves Stanley) Tragic/Ambiguous (Aligned with Play)

The Broader Implications of the Work

The creation of the Streetcaropera highlights a significant trend in the late 20th century: the

&ldquo;operatization&rdquo; of the American literary canon. By applying the rigorous structures of classical music

to the works of Tennessee Williams, creators like Previn and Littell ensure that these stories remain part of the

living repertoire. The technical achievement lies in the ability to maintain the delicate balance between the source

material's integrity and the requirements of the operatic stage.

The work serves as a technical manual for how modern composers can navigate the complexities of 20th-century

drama. It emphasizes that the &ldquo;American aria&rdquo; does not need to mimic European models but can

instead draw from local vernacular, jazz, and the unique rhythms of American English. As the opera continues to be

broadcast and recorded around the world, its place in the technical and artistic history of the medium is firmly

established, providing a roadmap for future adaptations of contemporary literature.

Ultimately, the transition from the Elysian Fields of the written page to the grand stage of the San Francisco Opera 

represents more than a change in medium; it is a transformation that amplifies the inherent musicality of 

Williams&rsquo; prose. Through the technical synergy of a well-crafted libretto and a sophisticated orchestral score, 

A Streetcar Named Desirefinds a new life, proving that the &ldquo;pain and poetry&rdquo; of the human condition

is a universal language, whether spoken or sung.
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