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Practice exam question 

Southern belles 

Cathy O’Neill 

Guidance for the question on p. 41 of the magazine. 

The opening of an answer  
It is tempting to see the violence that erupts in Tennessee Williams’ A Streetcar Named Desire (1947) 

as an expression of what Onyett has called ‘the brash confidence of America’s post-war economic 

boom’. Williams, in an article in The New York Times in 1959, expressed surprise that the American 

public and critics had accepted ‘this barrage of violence’ in his plays: ‘I thought I would be critically 

tarred and feathered and ridden on a fence rail out of the New York theatre.’ Perhaps if we look at the 

play in the light of the Black Lives Matter demonstrations that have taken place in America and across 

the world from London to Tokyo to Melbourne, following the murder of George Floyd at the hands of a 

white policeman on 25 May this year in Minneapolis, we can instead interpret the violence of the play 

as an exploration of slavery and its aftermath. Williams’ play gives us no easy answers to the violence 

and cruelty of the slave trade upon which the wealth of the white deep South was built. Belle Reve is a 

plantation home built on the backs of many slaves — it is a ‘beautiful dream’ only to those who owned 

it. The illusion of this narrative lies at the heart of the violence of the play and its uncomfortable 

ending.  

The violence of Streetcar is presented to the audience initially as a kind of sexually charged game, 

woven into the mood that Williams establishes through the music and colours of the opening. This part 

of New Orleans has ‘raffish charm’, faded decay is presented as desirable, and the scene has a ‘kind 

of lyricism’. The ‘warm breath of the brown river’ mixes with the ‘faint redolences of bananas and 

coffee’ that come from the warehouses — reminding us, if only indirectly, of trade and empire and their 

significance to this quarter. Williams explains in his stage directions as he shows a white woman, 

Eunice, chatting with ‘a coloured woman’, her neighbour, that New Orleans is a ‘cosmopolitan city 

where there is a relatively warm and easy intermingling of the races in the old part of town’. But we 

never see a named black character on stage and although the musical motif of the play — the ‘blue 

piano’ that is played ‘with the infatuated fluency of brown fingers’ — has its roots in the songs of the 

slaves, the violence of the play seems only concerned with the white fall-out from the decline of 

empire. Interestingly, it is the ‘coloured woman’ who laughs most at the ‘red-stained package’ of meat 

that is hurled at Stella by Stanley as his opening move in the play. The laughter of the bystander, 

which Eunice tries to hush, makes explicit the sexual suggestion of the act. The ‘negro woman’ 

exclaims with emphasis ‘Catch what!’ 

The violence of the play grows in each scene. In scene three Stanley hits Stella but they are quickly 

reconciled with sex. In scene five Eunice and Steve have a violent row, resolved by getting a drink 

rather than calling the police. And in the climax of the play at the end of scene ten, Stanley rapes 

Blanche, as the hot trumpet and drums sound loudly from the Four Deuces. This crescendo of 

violence can be read as somehow necessary to the tragic movement of the play. Williams suggests 
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that ‘if there is any truth in the Aristotelian idea that violence is purged by its poetic presentation on a 

stage then it may be that my cycle of violent plays have had a moral justification after all’. But the 

moral justification of the violence is not such a neat one to a twenty-first century audience, who 

respond with a great deal more ambivalence to the disrupted binaries of the play. 

Commentary 
• The answer begins confidently by addressing the question and placing it firmly in its post-war 

context, but then immediately challenges this way of reading the play, suggesting instead it 

can be seen as response to the legacy of the slave trade. The candidate uses our context 

now, in which the statue of a slave owner was recently toppled into the river by angry 

demonstrators in Bristol, to see the play as an uncomfortable critique of the slave-owning 

deep South. This is a bold move but allows the candidate to offer an independent reading, in 

relation to more than one context. 

• The lengthy exploration of the atmosphere established at the opening of the play is perhaps 

rather an obvious place to start but it does allow the student to suggest that what may appear 

to be rather romanticised scene-painting by the dramatist can be read instead as a 

problematic way of exploring and yet denying the history of the culture and politics of the 

South. Again, the emphasis on contextual readings is appropriate here. 

• The essay then gets onto addressing violence explicitly and offers a reading of the play that 

sees the escalation of violence as a necessary imperative in terms of its genre as a tragedy. 

The quotation by Williams is useful in seeing his play as a kind of take on a Greek tragedy. 

This removes the play from its American context but could be interesting if developed later in 

the essay. Literary context is a valuable way of addressing the question — in what way is 

violence a necessary part of tragedy? 

• The essay does not yet examine Blanche, whose role as the vulnerable representative of the 

‘whole self-cleansing apparatus of white supremacy’ (Haskell, quoted in Onyett), we imagine, 

will be central to this argument. The essay’s introduction points to the way in which the ending 

of the play rests on illusion and we might expect it would go on to explore the final scene in 

detail, in which Stella reassures herself with her decision to allow Blanche to be committed to 

an asylum: ‘I couldn’t believe her story and go on living with Stanley.’ Perhaps an answer that 

chooses to explore the play as an exploration of the legacy of the slave trade might include a 

discussion of Stanley, the son of a Polish immigrant, and the power he exerts over the 

descendants of slave owners. 
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