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The Glass Menagerie 

Tennessee Williams’ play The Glass Menagerie culminates in a powerful epilogue with 

Tom’s comment to Laura to “blow out her candles.”  This statement is ambiguous in many ways, 

and its multi-faceted meanings help to provide an added layer of poignancy, hope and sadness 

simultaneously to all the characters in the work. 

First off, consider the very notion of candles themselves and what they do and represent.  

Candles provide light, heat, and warmth, much as Laura’s character does despite her (obvious) 

handicap and deformity, and this use of imagery leaves a fleeting but lasting impression on 

audiences (much as the flash of a lightning bolt could also do) and this idea is reflected in the 

scene’s narration and final direction.  Nonetheless, her true nature shines through as a virtuous 

character, which Tom sees, and he can consider her as (arguably) one of the most powerful 

people in the play based on that concept alone.  His full line, “Blow out your candles, Laura, for 

these days the world is lit by lightning” builds on this theory even more.  Lightning is strong, 

powerful, and scary, but at the same time it is also fast and fleeting and vanishes in mere 

seconds.  As such, Laura’s greatness may well do the same.  Her power, and even her own life, 

may be altered, changed, or ended in an instant, but her memory and impact on others will 

endure, and the memory of her blowing out those candles will stay with audiences and Tom alike 

long after the play’s end.   
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Along the same lines, the loss of Laura’s light, as symbolized by the blowing out of her 

candles, can represent her own symbolic death.  “Laura Wingfield, [is] the withdrawn high 

school dropout who passes her days listening to old phonograph records and caring for her 

collection of glass animals while the world closes in around her” (Jacob, Susannah).  Hence, 

instead of going out to face the world, meeting new people, starting a new life, and moving 

forward away from her mother, as Tom does at the play’s conclusion, Laura is locked forever 

into her current fate with no hope of redemption, and thus symbolically dies since her future is 

locked into its present path, which creates a downbeat mood and theme for Laura and her 

situation while at the same time creating a more hopeful and upbeat path for Tom.  Tom makes 

this clear with his comment as well as the stage direction given in this scene: ““Blow out your 

candles, Laura.… And so goodbye,” he says. (Note: not “good night” but “goodbye.”) Laura 

does as she’s told. “She blows the candles out,” the stage directions say. The narrator is now in 

control of his internal world: he can turn his grief into beauty; he can extinguish pain with his 

poetic power to transform it” (Hedin, Benjamin).  Thus, Tom is on his way to some form of 

redemption, and off to seek the very same light that he gleaned from Laura even though she is 

unaware of such and has resigned herself to her own life and fate. 

The play The Glass Menagerie is simple in its diction and narrative, but creates powerful 

imagery through its references to light and shadow to help bring out the inner workings of its 

characters.  Much like artists of previous eras, light was used to reflect hope and the quest for 

redemption, and this struggle is obvious in Tom’s final monologue.  By “blowing out the 

candles,” Laura is lowering the curtain onto an uncertain final act for Tom (but one that has 

potential) and a more definitive final ending for herself with no changes in her living status and 

her ongoing troubled relationship with her mother. George Heymont notes “Laura can’t let 
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herself believe that she is pretty or has any right to any kind of a future.” and such becomes even 

more obvious through this lasting act of blowing out the candles for all time. 
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