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Practice exam question 

Frankly my dear… 
Luke McBratney 

Guidance for the question on p. 9 of the magazine. 

The middle of an answer 
Moreover, the self-styled ‘Tennessee’, whose name suggests his alignment with older, more upper-
class Southern values, presents social class ambiguously. He depicts the shortcomings of upper-class 
social niceties as much as he enjoys displays of social confinement. Perhaps like Williams’s own 
mother, who according to biographer John Lahr, ‘wasn’t just a talker: she was a narrative event, a 
torrent of vivid, cadenced, florid, and confounding speech that could not be denied’. Blanche’s speech 
is poetic and entertaining but perhaps also cutting and cruel. We witness this in her speech about the 
loss of Belle Reve, which climaxes with an exclamation and a Gothic metaphor: 

‘Why, the Grim Reaper had put his tent on our doorstep!’ 

This poetic and tempestuous monologue certainly has the effect of showing Blanche as formidable. 
Her speech not only affects her sister, but also reduces her to tears. While impressive, her poetic and 
elaborated speech might disguise real shortcomings, as was the case for Williams’s mother, whose 
speech ‘was a show of power amid her powerlessness’. We see this in her verbal battles with Stanley. 
At times, her educated, upper-class speech has ascendency, such as when she hereby endows the 
legal papers to Stanley and gives the speech about her forefathers’ ‘epic fornications’. Her use of a 
range of educated features, including legal language, tripartite lists and the pointed use of imperatives 
— ‘Take them, peruse them – commit them to memory even’ — displays her upper-class education 
and superior attitude. Stanley’s response, ‘I have a lawyer acquaintance who will study these out’, 
usually comes across on stage as unconvincing, especially when it is capped by her ironic: ‘Present 
them to him with a box of aspirin tablets.’ This usually gets a loud laugh in the theatre, aligning the 
audience to Blanche. It suggests that this simple working-class man is no match for his aristocratic 
sister-in-law, no matter how far down the social scale she has slid. 

Yet Williams’s depiction of social class is much more sophisticated than showing one class as superior 
to another. In many ways, Blanche’s clutching to outdated social prestige is pitiful. There is something 
distaste in how she takes on an easy adversary in Mitch, posing as a ‘prim and proper’ lady, and by 
speaking in French (typical second language of the Southern Belle), which he doesn’t understand. 
She does this to laugh at his expense by asking ‘Voulez-vous couchez avec moi ce soir?’ There is 
also perhaps something tragic about her incongruous upper-class clothes in Scene Ten when she 
wears a ‘soiled and crumpled white satin evening gown and a pair of scuffed silver slippers with 
brilliants set in their heels’. Her plan to marry Mitch has failed, having climaxed in his attempted rape. 
It seems that there is no way she can adapt to her new circumstances, and her costume suggests the 
inevitability of her being damaged by clinging to her old social class. She has become as careworn 
and damaged as her outfit. After Stanley’s rape at the end of Scene Ten, she has no place in either 
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upper- or working-class society. It seems her tragic choices are limited to either the grave or the 
hospital. 

This defeat can be seen as more than the defeat of a character. Indeed, the battle between Blanche 
and Stanley is more than a battle between two social classes. Many see it as an allegory for social 
change in America as a whole. The Civil War and its aftermath produced many changes in American 
society and Williams depicts these changes even-handedly. Apart from the snobbery and 
shortcomings of Blanche and the moribund upper class, we see the dynamism and ambition of the 
working class in Stanley. Proud to be ‘one hundred per cent American, born and raised in the greatest 
country on earth’, the character was supposedly modelled on Williams’s rough boyfriend, Pancho, who 
was ‘sensual, explosive, jealous, unlettered, and primitive’ but magnetic. Stanley is an ambiguous 
creation, and while a study of him from the script alone can make him seem brutish and unpleasant, 
watching him on stage can reveal his compelling and attractive side. Furthermore, when portrayed by 
actors like Marlon Brando, who reacts with great emotion showing how hurt he is by Blanche’s 
snobbish speech accusing him of being ‘bestial’ and a ‘survivor of the Stone Age’, Williams shows that 
sensitivity and feelings are not just the preserve of the upper classes. 

Commentary 
The dominant assessment objective for this answer is AO3 (demonstrate understanding of the 
significance and influence of the contexts in which literary texts are written and received). The answer 
shows consistently developed and detailed understanding of contexts. Contextual comments are well-
integrated into the argument and appropriate to the exact terms of the question. For example, the first 
line uses an understanding of Williams’s biography and his nickname to help develop the point about 
the depiction of the upper classes. The use of several details from the ENGLISH REVIEW ‘Classic texts, 
new approaches’ article about Williams’s mother helps to develop the point about his balanced 
depiction of upper-class speech and behaviour. 

Context continues to inform the ideas throughout, with the second paragraph exploring costume in 
terms of class and using a helpful link between Blanche and the idea of the Southern Belle. Historical 
context also informs when the play is viewed in broader terms, where Blanche represents a declining 
upper class and Stanley a dynamically upwardly mobile working class. Even the comment on how the 
actor playing Stanley can show emotion and sensitivity is viewed through the lens of social class. 

AO2 (analyse ways in which meanings are shaped in literary texts) is a further strength. The examples 
chosen are appropriate to the argument and the analytical detail is always apt. Close detail, including 
several analytical elements commenting on Blanche’s loss of Belle Reve speech, and broader 
analysis, including comments on allegorical elements, are impressive and effective. 

The answer is also impressive in terms of AO1 (articulate informed, personal and creative responses 
to literary texts, using associated concepts and terminology, and coherent, accurate written 
expression). It presents a critical and sustained argument with textual examples. The expression is 
sophisticated, and a range of appropriate concepts and terminology is used to help explore Williams’s 
craft, ranging from literary terms, such as irony, to broader concepts, such as the Southern Belle.  
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