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Lesson plan 

Representations of the American 
South 
Nicola Onyett 

This lesson plan helps you make the most of the article on pages 22–25 of this issue by exploring 
Williams’s presentation of various cultural and historical aspects of the American South in order to set 
A Streetcar Named Desire firmly within the shared context of Modern Times studied for AQA 
Specification A.  

Objectives 
• To explore Williams’s presentation of the American South and the Southern Belle (AO2). 

• To understand how aspects of his setting and staging shape meaning and create effects 
(AO2). 

• To connect Williams’s presentation of the American South and the character of Blanche 
DuBois with the specific context of literature post-1945 (AO4/5). 

Introducing the topic 
The romantic legend of the Old South in popular culture  
Students: 

• watch the film clip of Elvis Presley singing ‘An American Trilogy’ (1972) and also study the 
song lyrics 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8gyvTV5OJ5E 

https://play.google.com/music/preview/T7n5w2l76xnkmtrwtdnpighk27a?lyrics=1&utm_source
=google&utm_medium=search&utm_campaign=lyrics&pcampaignid=kp-songlyrics&u=0#) 

• view the film clip of the credits of David O. Selznick’s Gone with the Wind (1939) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fFNuDkQxHGA 

• discuss and make notes on the aspects/elements of Southern history, culture and tradition 
being emphasised in these media representations of the South 

• discuss and make notes on the aspects/elements of Southern history that seem to be glossed 
over or ignored in these media representations of the South 

The significance of the Southern Belle in A Streetcar Named Desire 
Students: 

• research both the literary term archetype and details of the cultural significance of the 
Southern Belle 

• compare the following three visual images in the light of what you now understand about the 
concept and mythology of the ‘Southern Belle’: 
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o GPA Healy’s portrait of Miss Sallie Ward, known as ‘The Southern Belle’ (with 
accompanying biographical details of the subject’s life) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sally_Ward_Lawrence_Hunt_Armstrong_Downs#/me
dia/File:Sallie_Ward.jpg 

o Vivien Leigh in her Oscar-winning role as Scarlett O’Hara in Gone with the Wind 
(1939)  

       https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/b/b6/Vivien_Leigh_Scarlet.jpg  

o Vivien Leigh in her Oscar-winning role as Blanche DuBois in Streetcar (1951) 

http://gefilms.net/news/dressing-vivien-leigh-fashion-cinema-retrospective/ 

Both Tennessee Williams and the director of the 1951 film version of Streetcar, Elia Kazan, were 
intrigued by the idea of casting Vivien Leigh as Blanche DuBois and thus ‘watching Scarlett O’Hara go 
mad’.  

Bearing this in mind, students: 

• discuss the possible reasons for casting Leigh, so closely identified with the role of Scarlett, as 
Blanche DuBois 

Extension activity 
Students read and discuss the article ‘Good belle gone bad: A Streetcar Named Desire from stage to 
screen’ (ENGLISH REVIEW, Vol. 21, No. 3, pp. 30–33) which looks in more detail at some of the ways in 
which the 1951 film version sheds light on the play’s themes and contexts. 

Making connections between the presentation of the South in Streetcar and the 
Modern Times context 
Students: 

• read and discuss the article 

• make notes on the aspects of the South that Williams examines especially closely in 
Streetcar, bearing in mind the article’s reference to his decision to ‘rewrite the traditional 
narrative of the South and confront its poisoned legacy of racism, sexism and homophobia’ 

• discuss where and how these themes are dealt with in the play 

Bearing in mind their previous work on the ways in which the iconic image of the Southern Belle as 
presented in Gone with the Wind is redefined in Streetcar, students: 

• consider Williams’s decision to present Blanche as a Southern Belle ‘out of her time’ 

• consider the significance of the time that elapsed between the film versions of Gone with the 
Wind (1939) and Streetcar (1951) 

• read the initial lengthy and metaphorical description of Blanche within Williams’s 
characteristically poetic and metaphorical stage direction and discuss how she is presented 
as costumed as if for a social event in the upper-class ‘Garden District’ of New Orleans rather 
than a visit to Elysian Fields in the Vieux Carré 

• discuss how this initial presentation of Blanche may be linked to Williams’s ideas about the 
emergence and direction of the ‘new America’ after the Second World War 

Essay tasks  
• Compare the significance of the settings used within each of your texts and the different 

methods used by writers of poetry, prose and drama to present them. 
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• Explore the extent to which you agree that the settings firmly anchor one or more of your 
chosen texts within the post-1945 context. 

• Examine the view that in modern literature settings are often presented as dangerous and 
damaging to the characters who inhabit them.  

Differentiation 
The main tasks above could be assigned to groups. Groups could be differentiated by ability.  

More or less support could be given, for example, page references to relevant and helpful parts of the 
play, or further prompts. 

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 


