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Lesson plan 

Allusions in A Streetcar Named 
Desire 
Luke McBratney 

This lesson plan helps you make the most of the article on pp. 36–38 by working with the literary 
references and allusions in A Streetcar Named Desire. 

AOs/ 
specification 
requirements 

Before using the material in this lesson plan, ensure that you have your exam board’s 
assessment objectives in mind. For example, the Edexcel A-level does not test 
connections across literary texts (AO4) in its drama paper. 

Learning 
objectives 

To understand the references and allusions that Williams makes in Streetcar (AO4). 

To understand how the references and allusions shape meaning and create effects, 
particularly how they aid characterisation and create atmosphere (AO2). 

Starter activity  Arousing interest/introducing the topic 
Discuss each of the following images, using the following questions:  

• Who, or what, do you think is being depicted? 

• Can you guess who in Streetcar is likened to the person depicted? 

• Can you guess who in the play makes the comparison/reference or allusion? 

Pictures 
The Queen of the Nile, 
http://ww1.prweb.com/prfiles/2011/11/28/8993720/Elizabeth%20Taylor%202.jpg 

Rosenkavalier (the ‘Knight of the Rose’), 
http://operaclick.com/sites/default/files/Rosenkavalier_0.jpg 

A prince from the Arabian Nights, https://s-media-cache-
ak0.pinimg.com/236x/a4/8b/a5/a48ba5fbee93d7c9d683dfb4f368e546.jpg 

You might also include a picture of a Stone Age man, such as: 
https://jryantheaed.files.wordpress.com/2015/07/stone-age-
man.gif?w=158&h=307&crop=1 

Lesson 
activities 

Definitions  
Research the term allusion using a glossary of literary terms and/or the internet.  

If using the internet, http://web.cn.edu/kwheeler/lit_terms_A.html is a good starting 
point. 
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Extension: Explain some of the reasons why authors use allusions. What is the 
difference between a reference and an allusion? 

Students might discover some of the following: 

• Allusion comes from the Latin allusio — a play on words or game — which is 
derived from the verb alludere, meaning to play around or to refer to 
mockingly. 

• An allusion is an indirect reference to something outside of the text that is not 
explained in the text, but which relies on the understanding of the 
reader/audience. 

• A literary allusion is such a reference where what is referred to is a literary 
text. 

• An allusion often enables the writer to suggest a great deal with only a few 
words or sentences. 

• Allusions can enhance atmosphere, or imply associations.  

• Allusions can also form contrasts and create comedy when there is an 
obvious mismatch between the thing in the world of the text and the thing 
alluded to. 

• Recognising an allusion makes the reader/audience think and can function 
as a compliment to their intelligence. 

• As with an in-joke, an allusion can bring the reader/audience closer to the 
writer as the reader recognises what is being referred to in the text. 

• Recognising allusions that a character makes often has a similar effect; the 
audience can feel closer to that character. 

• The term reference usually means a direct mention or citation; the term 
allusion usually refers to an indirect, or passing, reference or suggestion.  

• The epigraph, from Hart Crane, ‘The Broken Tower’ 

• The play’s first and most obvious use of another literary text is not an 
allusion, but an epigraph. (An epigraph is a quotation used at the start of a 
text — or part of a text, such as a chapter — which usually introduces a main 
theme or idea.) 

• Re-read the epigraph and the first two paragraphs of Onyett’s article. Explain 
the ways in which this epigraph is appropriate to the play. Comment on the 
importance of Crane to Williams.  

Edgar Allan Poe 
Blanche’s melodramatic and horrific description of the deaths that occurred in her 
family is reminiscent of the work of the American Gothic writer Edgar Allan Poe 
(1809–49), one of the writers whose work she taught at high school. 

She also refers directly to Poe when she first arrives in the Kowalskis’ flat:	
BLANCHE: You sit down, now, and explain this place to me! What are you doing in a 
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place like this?  
STELLA: Now, Blanche —  

BLANCHE: Oh, I'm not going to be hypocritical, I'm going to be honestly critical about 
it! Never, never, never in my worst dreams could I picture – Only Poe! Only Mr. 
Edgar Allan Poe! – could do it justice! Out there I suppose is the ghoul-haunted 
woodland of Weir!  

[She laughs.] 

STELLA: No, honey, those are the L & N tracks.  

Explore the ways in which Blanche is presented in the above extract.  

Include comments on: 

• the reference to Poe and other aspects of Blanche’s language and tone 

• the extent to which this part of the scene could be played as melodramatic 
and/or comic 

• the ways in which Blanche is contrasted with her sister 

Allusions and Mitch  
Explore how literary references and allusions develop the characters and create 
effects during the course of Blanche’s relationship with Mitch. To what extent do they 
chart the highs and lows of that relationship? How might they help to indicate 
Blanche’s mood/state of mind? 

The inscription on Mitch’s cigarette case  

‘And if I God choose, I shall love the better – after death!’, (Scene 3; from Sonnet 43, 
‘How do I love thee?’ by Elizabeth Barrett Browning) 

Include comments on: 

• the meaning of the inscription and its tone 

• how Mitch and Blanche are presented as growing close during this part of 
the scene 

• the extent to which Blanche is presented as being sincere or deceitful 
towards Mitch 

Blanche’s revered authors 
‘I attempt to instil a bunch of bobby-soxers and drug-store Romeos with reverence for 
Hawthorne and Whitman and Poe!’ (Scene 3) 

In what ways are the authors that Blanche teaches significant?  How are they 
appropriate for Blanche’s character? You might think about how Williams uses them 
to develop Blanche’s character, create atmosphere and possibly foreshadow events 
in the play. Re-read Nicola Onyett’s article from paragraph three to the end of the first 
page and make notes on what you discover. 
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Waiting for Mitch to call (Scene 5) 
Comment on the allusion that compares the Young Man (who comes to collect 
money for the local newspaper, The Evening Star) to ‘a young prince out of the 
Arabian Nights’. The Arabian Nights is a collection of magical and exotic stories; they 
originate from India and the Middle East. How does this allusion help to characterise 
Blanche and reveal her state of mind? 

La Dame aux Camelias (Scene 6) 
Re-read Onyett’s section on this allusion. In what ways is Blanche like Marguerite, 
and in what ways is Mitch like Armand? Marguerite is a courtesan. (The term 
courtesan comes from an Italian word meaning a woman of the court and means a 
high-class prostitute who lives a luxurious life amongst her very wealthy, often upper-
class, clients.) Armand is a young middle-class man who falls in love with her, but 
cannot afford her. They run away to the country, but their happiness is brief. There is 
opposition from Armand’s father, who persuades Marguerite to leave. Armand 
believes she has gone to be with another man. Abandoned by everyone, she dies a 
painful death of consumption. 

The text’s English title is The Lady of the Camellias. In the story, Marguerite wears a 
white camellia flower to indicate when she is sexually available to her lovers; she 
wears a red one when menstruating and unavailable.  

Samson (Scene 6) 
In what ways is this Biblical allusion appropriate? (The story is in Judges 16 of the 
Bible.) 

A cleft in the rock (Scene 9) 
This is another Biblical allusion; it is from Exodus 33. God says to Moses that he will 
place him in a cleft (a split or crack) in a rock while he reveals himself. Being in the 
cleft in the rock will protect Moses.  

In Scene 9, a drunken and upset Mitch has come late to meet Blanche having been 
told about her past by Stanley. Just before she uses the allusion, Blanche has 
confessed to Mitch, revealing her ‘many intimacies with strangers’ and the 
relationship with a seventeen-year-old schoolboy that led to her being deemed 
‘morally unfit for her position’ as a teacher. 

Remind yourself of this part of the scene. Explain what Blanche means by the 
allusion to the cleft in the rock and comment on its effects. 

Extension: overall comments  
As you review the allusions and references connected with the relationship between 
Blanche and Mitch, note which allusions/references are recognised by both 
characters and which are understood by Blanche alone. 

Write a list of the allusions/references in order of the most accessible to the most 
obscure. Comment on the effects of accessibility and obscurity on audience 
members. 
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The Queen of the Nile 
Comment on the ways in which Stanley uses allusion in Scene 10. 

Explore Stanley’s use of language. How does this allusion develop Stanley’s 
character? How does it characterise Blanche? In what ways does it demonstrate 
Stanley’s power and Blanche’s weakness? 

If you were directing the play, what advice would you give the actor playing Stanley 
for performing the speech beginning with ‘I’ve been on to you from the start!’ Include 
comments on tone, emphasis, gestures and movement.  

Plenary  
discussion 
questions 

How does Williams use literary references and allusions to develop the character of 
Blanche and her relationships? 

Give examples of allusions that create atmosphere and discuss the effects that they 
create. If possible, include one or two examples that create comedy.  

In what ways does Williams’s use of allusions provide information about Blanche’s 
past or foreshadow events to come in the play? 

Assessment  Essay tasks 
The activities could lead to an essay. At the beginning of your study you might wish 
to choose a more characterisation-focused task. Later on, the characterisation of 
Blanche or the use of allusions in the play could be used as part of a response to 
exam-style questions that are focused on broader topics. Questions set by AQA A 
involve the student evaluating a viewpoint on the text. Those for AQA B (AS only) 
require comment on a viewpoint or an aspect of the play that relates to the overall 
tragedy. For WJEC, questions on Streetcar invite students to compare the play and 
Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi as they consider a critical view. For Edexcel, 
questions on Streetcar require students to explore an aspect of the play and to relate 
their discussion to relevant contextual factors. 

Characterisation-focused essay question 
‘Blanche’s use of literary allusions in the play reveal much more than her 
background as an English teacher.’ Discuss Williams’s presentation of 
Blanche in the light of this comment. 

Technique-focused essay question 
Explore Williams’s use of references and allusions to other texts in A Streetcar 
Named Desire. Relate your discussion to relevant contextual factors, for 
example, biographical and literary contexts. 

Differentiation 
opportunities 

The tasks above could be assigned to groups. Groups could be differentiated by 
ability, and extension activities are provided to stretch the most able. More or less 
support could be given. For example, more quotations and page references to 
relevant parts of the play, and/or further prompts, could be provided. 

This resource is part of ENGLISH REVIEW, a magazine written for A-level students by 
subject experts. To subscribe to the full magazine go to 
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreview 


