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How to use this book
Structure
The activities in this workbook help you develop the skills and knowledge that you will need to achieve your best
grade in A-level English Literature, whichever exam board specification you are following.
Each section offers a clear structure with activities that gradually increase in difficulty:
●
●
●

Starting out: accessible activities that offer an introduction to the topic
Developing your ideas: skills-building activities that look in more detail at particular aspects of the text
T
 aking it further: more challenging tasks that will test your understanding of the text and
consolidate your learning

Boosting your skills
The final chapter of the workbook offers exam-focused activities that allow you to apply the skills you have
developed. It also includes step-by-step guidance on the Assessment Objectives, and how to cover them in your
written responses.

Features
Key terms
Definitions of key concepts and terminology. Understanding these and using them correctly in your written
responses will help gain marks for AO1.

Key skills
Concise explanations of important skills to develop during your A-level studies. A variety of skills are covered,
from fundamental ones such as analysing the structure of a text or embedding quotations in your writing, up
to more advanced skills that are necessary to gain the top grades, such as exploring different interpretations of
characters.

Challenge yourself
Advanced tasks that will push you further and help prepare you to achieve your best grade in the exams. They
often focus on context (AO3), connections between texts (AO4) or critical interpretations of them (AO5).
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Introduction: Studying A Streetcar
Named Desire at AS/A-level
Since its first performance in 1947, A Streetcar Named Desire has been celebrated as one of the greatest plays
of the twentieth century. In his effort to create a new type of ‘poetic drama’, Tennessee Williams experimented
radically with form, using symbols, images and sounds to externalise the psychological inner lives of his
characters alongside realistic settings and dialogue.
At the play’s centre is a confrontation between the iconic Blanche DuBois, a Southern Belle gone to seed, and
Stanley Kowalski, a working-class antihero. This confrontation is part of a wider social conflict between a fading
American South and the brash materialism of modern, post-war America. The play deals with desire and its
terrible consequences and the ways in which we can be haunted by ghosts and memories from our past. As
Blanche slips tragically into madness, the play also explores the contested boundaries between fantasy and
reality.
It is therefore hardly surprising that A Streetcar Named Desire is frequently revived on stage as it reaches out to
new audiences and finds new interpretations. The poetic richness and dramatic intensity of the play also means
it repays close, attentive study for students of literature.

Studying A Streetcar Named Desire at AS/A-level and using this
Workbook
Your study of modern drama for GCSE will form a good basis as you approach A Streetcar Named Desire for
AS/A-level. However, you will now need to develop your existing skills alongside a more detailed understanding
of the text. Activities in this workbook have been designed to support you in this process.
In particular, you will need to be more aware of different critical approaches, which is why this workbook devotes
a chapter to them. Throughout the workbook, you will also encounter perspectives from a range of critics and
other readers to help you to develop your own response to the play. You will also need to consider the historical,
literary and biographical contexts of A Streetcar Named Desire, and so a chapter in this workbook focuses in
detail on how these aspects have influenced the play.
You will still need to study characterisation and themes at AS/A-level, but you will be expected to have a deeper
awareness of how these aspects function and are presented. The chapters on ‘Themes’ and ‘Characterisation’ will
refine your appreciation of Williams’ craft as a playwright as he dramatically presents his characters and develops
his key ideas and concerns.
An important skill for students of literature is the ability to analyse the ways in which meanings are shaped.
Activities in both the ‘Writer’s methods: form, setting and language’ and ‘Plot and structure’ chapters will draw
further attention to how Williams has crafted A Streetcar Named Desire and the subtle ways in which he weaves
together dramatic devices, structure, plot, form and language into a cohesive whole.
You need to develop your own interpretation of the play and be able to express this confidently, supporting
your argument with evidence. The Key skills boxes and the chapter on ‘Boosting your skills’ will help you to write
fluent, well-structured academic essays.
You do not necessarily have to attempt all the activities in the workbook: you could select according to your
needs. However, there is a progression within each section, from the basics in ‘Starting out’ to the more
challenging ‘Taking it further’ activities. In addition, ‘Challenge yourself’ boxes aim to help you achieve the top
grades. You should also take note of the Key terms references to widen your critical vocabulary.
Page and scene references are to the Methuen student edition.
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Copyright: Sample proof material

9781510434899.indd 4

21/02/18 6:06 PM

Critical approaches
A successful student of literature will understand that texts can be read and interpreted differently: there is no
‘fixed’ meaning in a literary text. This section will draw your attention to the different ways in which A Streetcar
Named Desire can be read and understood.

STARTING OUT
1

Whoever you are – I have always depended on the kindness of strangers
(a) How do you interpret Blanche’s famous final line?

(b) Read these nine different interpretations of Blanche’s final words in the play. Circle the two
interpretations you feel are the most convincing and/or interesting.
A Blanche is now fully immersed in her
fantasy life. She thinks the doctor is
a chivalrous Southern gentleman like
Shep Huntleigh.

B We are reminded of Blanche’s lifelong
search for love and support.

C Blanche is now in the desperate
position of having to accept help
from anyone, now that she has been
abandoned by her sister.

D We are reminded that Blanche has
never really been able to know
anybody intimately.

E ‘Kindness of strangers’ is a euphemism
for casual sex and suggests Blanche’s
refusal to see her encounters as
prostitution.

F Blanche is given a quiet, tragic dignity
here which diminishes the other
characters in the scene.

G These words are a direct and highly
effective appeal for the audience’s
sympathy.

H Blanche, it is suggested, will continue
to depend on strangers in the asylum
for the rest of her life.

I Blanche turned to her family for a
kindness which wasn’t forthcoming;
instead, she must rely on strangers.

CONTINUED
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Critical approaches

(c) Has your own interpretation changed as a result of completing Activity 1(b)? Do you read Blanche’s
final words differently now?

KEY SKILLS
More than one interpretation
Activity 1 should hopefully have brought into sharper focus the idea that literary texts can be read in more
than one way. For many AS/A-level English Literature courses, you will need to have an awareness of other
interpretations (AO5) and, as Activity 1(c) indicated, you also need to show how they influence your own
argument.

DEVELOPING YOUR IDEAS
2

The play in performance: the 1951 Kazan film
When studying any drama text, it is worth remembering that every production of the play is, in itself, an
interpretation. Actors and directors will choose to emphasise different aspects of the play and character.
The 2014 Young Vic production, for example, chose to set the play in the modern day. Rather than the
blue piano, the audience hear rock music in the Vieux Carrè – perhaps to suggest the timelessness of
some of Williams’ themes. In the 2009 Donmar Warehouse production, a ghostly Allan Grey makes many
appearances, externalising Blanche’s memories and nightmares.
Students of A Streetcar Named Desire are very fortunate to have a magnificent ‘production’ of the play
easily available: the Elia Kazan 1951 film, starring Marlon Brando and Vivien Leigh.

Challenge yourself
Wherever possible, you should watch a performance of A Streetcar Named Desire. You should also
ensure you watch the award-winning 1951 film. Doing so may also help you with Activity 2.

(a) Outlined below are some key interpretations and decisions made by the actors and director of the
1951 film made. Explain the possible effect(s) of these decisions.
●
The opening image is of a train – and the first time we see Blanche is in the busy train station.

●

There are frequent uses and images of heat and steam throughout the film.

●

Scene 6 – Mitch and Blanche’s date – is set beside a foggy lake.
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●

●

There are a number of close-ups which establish (or confirm?) the sexual attraction between
Blanche and Stanley.

Before Mitch’s arrival in Scene 9, Blanche runs around the apartment closing all the shutters on the
windows.

(b) ‘Marlon Brando’s astonishing good looks and touchingly naïve vulnerability made his portrayal of the
brutish working-class anti-hero … [a] wary and vulnerable boy.’ (Onyett) Do you agree? Is this a valid
interpretation of Stanley?

(c) Before the film could be released, and without the knowledge of Tennessee Williams or the director
Elia Kazan, the censors demanded a number of cuts because they deemed the film ‘immoral, decadent,
vulgar and sinful’. Two of these changes are summarised below. For each, comment on the effect it
might have on the overall impact of the drama.
●
References to Allan Grey’s homosexuality were made even less explicit.

●

Stanley’s rape of Blanche was made less explicit – it was merely suggested through an image of a
broken mirror.

(d) The censors also demanded that Stanley must be punished for his violation of Blanche. Therefore,
instead of remaining with Stanley, Stella takes her baby, whispers ‘We’re never going back’ and is
last seen running up the stairs to seek refuge with the Hubbels. Why would this be a particularly
problematic alteration for Williams? In what ways does it fundamentally change some of the main
ideas in the play?

3

Feminist criticism
(a) Feminist critics are interested in the representation of women in literature. They highlight, criticise and
resist the patriarchal assumptions and gendered stereotypes in a text. Some feminist critics have read
A Streetcar Named Desire as a play which conforms to male ideas and prejudices, while others think
the play questions and subverts patriarchy.
Think carefully about each statement in the table below and consider how far you agree (10 on the
next page if you agree abslutely).
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STATEMENT ON THE PLAY FROM A FEMINIST PERSPECTIVE
Stella is completely controlled and dominated by Stanley.

DO YOU AGREE?
/10

Stanley’s violence and domestic abuse is largely accepted and unchallenged by
Stella and the community.

/10

Blanche uses her own feminine sexuality to resist Stanley’s power.

/10

The men in the play are associated with the public sphere – war, sports, work.
Women are associated with the private – domestic, motherhood, emotions.
Patriarchal economic and social structures prohibit Blanche from living
independently.
In playing the role of a chaste Southern Belle, Blanche is conforming to
patriarchal ideas about women and sexuality.
The play exposes the double standards in relation to women and sexuality, such
as in the references to New Orleans’ prostitutes and Steve’s unpunished sexual
infidelities.
Stella betrays her sister Blanche because society leaves her no choice: she is
financially dependent on her husband.
Stanley’s rape of Blanche symbolises the ultimate triumph of the masculine
world through violence and power.

/10
/10
/10
/10
/10
/10

(b) Identify the above statement you agreed with the most and explain why.

(c) Identify the above statement you disagreed with the most and explain why.

(d) Did any of the statements change or make you question your own ideas about the play?

(e) Read the short passage from Scene 4 beginning ‘Do you remember Shep Huntleigh?’, and ending
‘would I be here if the man weren’t married?’ (pages 37–38). Write a one- or two-paragraph analysis
of this passage from a feminist perspective. You may wish to look at some of the statements in
Activity 2(a) to help you. You could also consider:
●
the reference to Blanche ‘wearing his pin’ (a symbol that they pledged themselves to each other)
●
Shep Huntleigh’s wealth
●
Blanche’s financial dependence
●
Blanche’s willingness to become Shep’s mistress.
4

Political criticism
A political approach to criticism claims that literary texts cannot be separated from their social and
historical contexts. They look at ways in which texts support or question prevailing contextual ideas or
ideologies, specifically those related to political power and economics.
CONTINUED
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(a) Political critics might claim that the conflict between Stanley and Blanche is not a psychological
battle of wills, or a tragic struggle between an antagonist and protagonist. They will instead argue that
the conflict enacts the ‘tipping point’ in modern American society, where power is transferred from
one group to another.
●

Where did Blanche and her family get their wealth from?

●

Where does the wealth go to?

●

Where does Stanley get his money from?

●

What does he spend his money on?

Challenge yourself
Look at your answers to the above and consider them in the light of the claim that men like Stanley
will form the bedrock of a new age of mid-twentieth-century American economic prosperity.

(b) Read these two ‘political’ views on the conflict between Stanley and Blanche.
●
A: Critic Christopher Bigsby claims that Williams was not interested in overtly ‘political’ movements
or ideas. Bigsby does however argue that if the play does have a ‘radicalism’, it ‘is better viewed
as … a sympathy for those discarded by a society for which he anyway had little sympathy, his
work reveals a consistent … suspicion of [consumer] materialism.’
●
B: Marxist critics may claim that, in the contexts of the struggle between Blanche and Stanley,
Blanche is the final gasp of aristocratic resistance to Stanley’s working-class energy and realism.
Stanley is the hero defending his home and marriage from a corrupt, destructive aristocrat.
Which of these two views do you agree with more? Make notes or a concept map on a separate piece
of paper showing your views. Back them up with references to the text.
CONTINUED

60

Copyright: Sample proof material

9781510434899.indd 60

21/02/18 6:06 PM

Critical approaches

TAKING IT FURTHER
5

Read this extract from the play.

BLANCHE: [She pours the contents of the envelope on the table.] Here all of them are,
all papers! I hereby endow you with them! Take them, peruse them – commit them to
memory, even! I think it’s wonderfully fitting that Belle Reve should finally be this bunch
of old papers in your big, capable hands! … I wonder if Stella’s come back with my lemoncoke …
She leans back and closes her eyes.
STANLEY: I have a lawyer acquaintance who will study these out.
BLANCHE: Present them to him with a box of aspirin tablets.
STANLEY [becoming somewhat sheepish]: You see, under the Napoleonic code – a man has
to take an interest in his wife’s affairs – especially now that she’s going to have a baby.
from Scene 2, pages 22–23

(a) Approach the above short passage from a feminist perspective and consider how men and women
are being presented. Select two quotations from the passage and complete the table below.
QUOTATION

ANALYSIS OF QUOTATION FROM A FEMINIST PERSPECTIVE

(b) Now approach the above short passage from a political perspective and consider the presentation of
power and politics. Select two quotations from the passage and complete the table below.
QUOTATION

ANALYSIS OF QUOTATION FROM A POLITICAL PERSPECTIVE

CONTINUED
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(c) The following paragraph is taken from an essay on the presentation of Belle Reve in this passage.
Complete the analysis firstly from a feminist perspective, and then from a political perspective. Use
your ideas from your responses to other activities in this chapter to help you.

Belle Reve has deteriorated markedly over the centuries and this passage shows
how Blanche – quite literally – hands over to her brother-in-law all that is left of Belle
Reve. Blanche reflects, with a degree of irony, that it is ‘fitting’ that Belle Reve should
‘finally be a bunch of old papers in your big, capable hands!’
A feminist approach to the play would find these lines particularly interesting because

A political approach to the play would find these lines particularly interesting because

62
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