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Grade Booster: A Streetcar Named Desire
Exploring Form and Context: Why might Williams have chosen this particular dramatic form to address specific contextual issues?

[image: ]According to Williams, Streetcar is about “the ravishment of the tender, the sensitive, the delicate, by the savage and brutal forces of modern society.” However, the play developed over time. Before exploring form and context in more detail complete these two starter activities: 
[image: ]


In more depth: 
Explore Brooks Atkinson’s original 1947 review. What differences in perception might have shaped his opinion on the play compared to a theatre critic’s views in 2022? https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/interactive/2012/04/23/theater/20120423-streetcar.html?_r=0 


Step 1: Context – Key Ideas 

5-minute challenge: Pick 2-3 of these topics and write down all the relevant contextual facts you can remember! How does the play respond to these issues? 

· The American Civil War 1861 – 5….
· Resulting attitudes towards the Deep South / The Deep South & Tensions between Old South and new social order / The myth of the American South (see the success of Gone with the Wind, 1939)
· The Southern Gothic
· Immigration to America in the early 21st century 
· Attitudes to men/masculinity/women/ sexuality
· Homosexuality and the law and Williams’ attitude to homosexuality 1930s – 1960s 
· the City/Urban Life/New Orleans
· Contemporary attitudes to men and women and sexuality
· Violence  /  brutality / confrontation
· Williams’ own biography


Not sure? Use the Cheat Sheet to help you get started, or to check your ideas: 









Step 2: Dramatic Form 
 ‘Streetcar’ is a play set in times of change and uncertainty. It is therefore no surprise that it references a broad range of dramatic conventions. 

Your task: 
· Learn about relevant artistic, literary and dramatic forms, using the infoboxes on the following pages. 
· Which aspects of ‘Streetcar’ are inspired by each of these forms? 
· Why might Williams have been interested in this form? 
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Step 3: Evaluating Form:
Staging Change – Unpredictability and Ambiguity

Given the contexts and themes Williams was referring to, why might he have chosen such an ambivalent, unpredictable form?
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In more depth: 
· Here is what realist artwork looks like: https://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms/r/realism 
· You can explore expressionist artwork here: https://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms/e/expressionism
· The distorted forms of expressionism can be seen in this trailer of ‘The Cabinet Of Dr. Caligari (1920): https://youtu.be/IAtpxqajFak

[image: ]

[image: ]






[image: A black and white photo of a person holding a microphone

Description automatically generated]













Step 4: Williams’ Innovation: 
“The Sculptural Drama” of Plastic Theatre


Take notes of the features of this ‘plastic theatre’ - How can these ideas help explain the form of ‘Streetcar’? 
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Step 5: Summarise and Evaluate:

How would you characterise the dramatic form of Streetcar?
Given the contextual ideas Williams was addressing, why might he have chosen this particular dramatic form?
0
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WHAT'S IN A NAME2
What canyou infer.from
these titles of other-<

+‘versions of the ‘play2
How might these versions
have been different?

= The Moth
= Blanche’'s Chair in the Moon
= The Poker Night

What is your interpretation of the final ‘tle
Streetcar Named Desire’?

The play, begun in 1945, went through several
changes before reaching its final form. Although the
scenario initially concerned an ltalian family, to which
was later added an Irish brother -in-law, Tennessee
Williams changed the characters to two Southern
American belles and a Polish American man in order
to emphasise the clash between cultures and classes
in this story of alcoholism, madness and sexual
violence

‘A Streetcar Named Desire’ was staged in the United
States in 1947 in Boston and New York.

A film version appeared in 1951, directed by Elia
Kazan. The Poker Game
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What can you infer

from these original
reviews about:the:
audience affitudes
Williams was facing?

+ Ward Morehouse, 1947-not a play for the squeamish’

+ Time, 1847-0nly the clash between Blanche and Stanley gets real
emotion and drama into the play.

- New York Post 1947 ~an ancoming playwiright of povier,
imagination and an almost desperately morbid turn of mind and
emation’

+ Harold Clurman 1948, especialy strong because it i virtually
unique as 3 stage piece that i both personal and socia’

+ Louis Kronberger, PM ‘an enormous advance aver that minor-key
and too wet-eyed work, ‘The Glass Menagerie’

‘Overal points of citcism addressed the avoidance of
conventiona form and the episodic nature of the play.

In the ‘Time': "The play could stand more discipine..There is
sometimes an absence of form. And it could stand mre varety;
only the ciash between Blanche and Stanley gets real emotion and
drama into the play”
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CONTEXT: CHEAT SHEET

Tennessee Williams

Father:traveling shoe salesman who became an alcoholic, violent temper
and conflicting relationships to his son, as he disapproved of what he
regarded to be his son’s ‘effeminacy’

MotherkEdwina, daughter of an Episcopal priest

As a young child Williams nearly died from a case dfiphtheria- At least in
part as a result of his illness, he was less robust as a child than his father
wished.

His sister, Rose, who was diagnoseadhwiblphrenaa a young woman
and subjected to alobotomy, requiring her to be institutionalized for the res
of her life.

The devastating effects of Rose's treatment may have contributed to William:
alcoholism and his dependence on various drugs

By the late 1930s Williams began exploring his ho.nfroblexu¥titly
City, he joined a gay social circle that included fellow writer and close
friend Donald Windham, although his relationships were difficult, ending with
marriages to women or the early death of a partner

New Orleans

A city in Louisiana, a southern state in the USA, whose legal system was
influenced by the Napoleonic code, cited by Stanley.

Even though New Orleans was geographically a ‘Deep South’ city, the way o
life was enormously different.

The population of New Orleans during the 1940s (the period the play was
written and published in) was very diverae a large portion of people

were immigrants from Europe or Africa.

It was comparatively a very accepting and open environnaees whe
mixed freely.

The home of jamwsic and very relaxed in terms of anything to do with
etiquette or family historyNew Orleans managed to keewnitway of
lifeseparate from the Racism and Discrimigiati amneighbouring cities
and states throughout the South.

A ‘streetcar’ (trammjt to an area called Desire, another to Cemeteries; ther
is also an avenue called Elysian Fields, referring to where the souls of heroe:
and the virtuous went in Greek mythology.

The American South

The American Dream

Williams was growing up in theaftereffects of the events of the Americdh..that has lured tens of millions of all nations to our shores in the past

Civil Wat§61 — 1865) (arguably more so than WW2).

Following their defeat by the Northern states, thBouth suffered economic
during and after the CivilHMaever, thisair of decaying granadded
to the romantic appeal for many writers, including Williams.

As time moved onjindustrialisation contimuid cities. Whilst the
plantations continued to decayurban growth and capitébismnshed in the
cities. Williams was interested in the progress of American history not only
where it had been, but also where it was going and how it would get there.

century has not been a dream of material plenty, though that has doubtless|
counted heavily. It has been a dream of being able to grow to fullest
development as a man and woman, unhampered by the barriers which had
slowly been erected in the older civilizations, unrepressed by social orders
which had developed for the benefit of classes rather than for the simple

human being of any and every class.”

James Truslow Adams 1931
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EVALUATING FORM:
IN WHAT WAYS IS ‘STREETCAR’ A SOUTHERN GOTHIC TEXT?

The Southern Gothic:
presence of irrational, horrific, and transgressive thoughts, desires, and

impulses
= Which motifs or elements - grotesque characters
might suggest it is? - dark humor

angst-ridden sense of alienation.

Focus on how the idyllic vision of the pastoral, agrarian lands rests on
massive repressions of the region’s historical realities: slavery, racism,
and patriarchy

Freudian return of the repressed: the region’s historical realities take
concrete forms in the shape of ghosts that highlight all that has been
unsaid in the official version of history

= What arguments might be
made against this?

The Southern Gothic brings to light the extent to which the idyllic vision of
the pastoral, agrarian South rests on massive repressions of the region’s
historical realities: slavery, racism, and patriarchy. Southern Gothic texts
also mark a Freudian return of the repressed: the region’s historical
realities take concrete forms in the shape of ghosts that highlight all that
has been unsaid in the official version of southern history.
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EVALUATING FCRM:

IN WHAT WAYS DOES ‘STREETCAR’ CONFORM TO THE CONVENTIONS OF

TRAGEDY?

Aristotle/Greek Traged

* The tragic hero is a great man (for Aristotle, its always aman...), but neither a
villain nor & model of perlection - he is basically good and decent, but ambivalent.
Ho has a mistake or flaw in this character (hamartia): The great man falls through.
some weakness of character, some moral blindness, or error.

* The tragic plot has three main elements:

“reversal (peripeteia): occurs when a situation seems to developing in ore
direction, then sudderly "reverses" to another.

‘recognition’ (anagnorisis): a change from ignorance (o awazeness — for
‘example, a charactex might be confronting the true nature of s situation or of a
relationship
* “eullering’ (pathos): a destructive o painfl act.

* Aim of Tragedy: Catharsis

* Tragedy first raises emotions of pity and fear, then purifies or purges them. This
catharsis might be experienced by other characters in the play, or by the audience

Domestic Tragedy: drama in which the tragic protagonists are ordinary
middle-class or lower-class individuals, in contrast to classical and
Neoclassical tragedy, in which the protagonists are of kingly or
aristocratic rank and their downfall is an affair of state as well as a
personal matter.

From 15% century onwards:

The Unities

1. Unity of time (action takes
place practically within a day)

2. Unity of place

3. Unity of action (o sub-plots,
satisfying ending)

In what ways does Streetcar

(not) conform to the ‘unities'

and to the conventions of tragedy?
Is it a domestic tragedy?
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EVALUATING FORM:
IN WHAT WAYS IS ‘STREETCAR’ A REALIST PLAY?

Features of Realist Drama:
= Interest in everyday life, and in ideas relating to society (injustice, social inequality, gendegtc)

- characters are believable, everyday types in authentic settings and costumes

the ‘box set’ is normally used for realistic dramas on stage, consisting of three walls and an invisible
‘fourth wall’ facing the audience

settings for realistic plays are often deliberately ordinary, dialogue is not heightened for effect, but in
vernacular

the drama is typically psychologically driven— the primary focus is placed on the interior lives of
characters, their motives, the reactions of othersetc

realistic plays often see the protagonist (main character) rise up against the odds to assert him/herself
against an injustice of some kind €g. Nora in Ibsen’s A Doll's Housé

Norwegian playwright Henrik Ibsen (A Doll's House Hedda Gabler) is considered the father of modern
realism in the theatre
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EVALUATING FORM:
IN WHAT WAYS IS ‘STREETCAR’ AN EXPRESSIONIST PLAY?

Expressionism in Drama:
* Emotional intensity, focus on the here and now
* Plays tend to have an episodic structure (the scenes resemble stations)

* Interest in heightened perception and emotion: ecstasy, despair which leads to a tendency
towards the grotesque, the inflated, the deformed, the lurid

* There's also an interest in the mystical, or even religious
* Plays often dramatise the struggle against bourgeois values and established authority

= speech is heightened, possibly expansive and rhapsodic, or clipped and telegraphic.

Notice how Williams uses the Expressionist technique of presenting exaggerated and grotesque
imagery to express Blanche's mental turmoil. Jungldike cries accompany the lurid, menacing
shadows on the walls in Scenes Ten and Eleven. These inhuman noises represent the confusion
and terror in Blanche’s mind and, like the polka, are only heard by her, though they also serve to
create a dramatic effect on stage.

€
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EVALUATING FORM:
IN WHAT WAYS IS ‘STREETCAR’ A SENSATIONALIST PLAY?

J.C. Trewinin the lllustrated London News’: ‘a squalid anecdote of a nymphomaniac’s decay in
a New Orleans slum’

Is Streetcar sensationalist? In what ways? Would you still perceive it as a sensationalist play
today?

Between Censorship and Sensation: Streetcar in the UK:

Before staging ‘Streetcar’ in London, the Lord Chamberlain required eight changes, mostly to
lines of Blanche DuBois

= deleting the supposedly offensive word "rutting," and a stern instruction that during the play:
"there must be no suggestive business accompanying any undressing*

= The censor further demanded that a famous scene in which DuBois recalls how she
discovered her first husband in a romantic clinch with a gay lover should be reworked to
leave the audience with the impression that the liaison had been heterosexual.

Williams’ ‘Cat on a Hot Tin Roof’ faced even more difficulties with censorship in 1955, as the
producers were told to make 34 changes to the script before it was deemed acceptable for
London. Demand’s involved removing entire pages that referred to the homosexuality of Brick,
a prominent character

€
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CUTS REQUIRED BY LORD CHAMBERLAIN

This Licence is issued on the understanding that the following

alterations are made:-

1. Aect I, scene 2 ‘gu‘o 13 omit THE FOUR LETTER WORD DEPRIVED
US BF OUR PLANTATION.

2. Act I, scene 2, page 13, for FOR THE SAKE OF JESUS substitute
FOR GOD'S SAKE.

3. Act II, scene 1, page % omit or alter RUTTIN' also pages 1
and 11, scene 5, Act I f, and anywhere alse that it occurs.

4. Act II, scene 1, page 5 for DO TEAT substitute FOOL WITH,

5« Aet II, scene 2, page 11, omit AND AN OLDER MAN WHO HAD BEEN
HIS PRIEND POR YEARS.

6. Act III, scene 1, page 6, omit IT'S NOT MY SOUL IT'S MY
KIDNEYS I'M WORRIED ABout.

7. Act III, scene 3, page 6, for CHRIST substitute GOD.
B, There must be no suggestive business accompanying any undressing.

LA AL R L R R L Y

The Lord Chamberlain is agreeable to reinstate Act II, Scene 2,
Page 10 the following:=-

THEN I FOUND OUT. IKN THE WORST OF ALL POSSIBLE WAYS, BY
COMING SUDDENLY INTO A ROOM THAT I THOUGHT WAS EMPTY - WHICH
WASN'T EMPTY BUT HAD TWO PEOPLE IN IT ... THE BOY I HAD
MARRIED AND X X X X WHO HAD HEEN HIS FRIEND FOR YEARS,
AFTERWARDS WE PRETENDED THAT NOTHING HAD BEEN DISCOVERED.
YES, THE THREE OF US DROVE OUT TO MOON LAKE CASINO.

IN MORE DEPTH
SENSATIONALIST
PLAY:

THE LORD
CHAMBERLAIN'S
REQUEST OF CHANGES
TO ‘STREETCAR’
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EVALUATING FORM:
IN WHAT WAYS S ‘STREETCAR’ A MELODRAMA?

= Traditionally, melodrama and burlesque had short scenes and
musical accompaniment— they were a form of popular
entertainment (1780s onward)

= Characters in melodrama were stereotypical- there was always a
villain, a wronged maiden and a hero. The emotions of the actors
were played out in the music and accompanied by dramatic
tableaux.

In Modern Drama:

sentimental drama with an improbable plot that concerns the
vicissitudes suffered by the virtuous at the hands of the
villainous

It ends happily with virtue triumphant

There are stock characters such as the noble hero, the long
suffering heroine, and the coldblooded villain

melodrama focusses not on character development but on
sensational incidents and spectacularstaging
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In his production notes to The Glass Menagerie, Tennessee Williams introduces a concept that describes
the theatre for which he was writing:

Being a “memory play,” The Glass Menagerie can be presented with unusual freedom of convention. Because
of its considerable delicate or tenuous material, atmospheric touches and subtleties of direction play a
particularly important part. Expressionism and all other unconventional techniques in drama have only one
valid aim, and that is a closer approach to truth. When a play employs unconventional techniques, it is not, or
certainly shouldn’t be, trying to escape its responsibility of dealing with reality, or interpreting experience, but
is actually or should be attempting to find a closer approach, a more penetrating and vivid expression of things
as they are. The straight realistic play with its genuine Frigidaire and authentic ice-cubes, its characters who
speak exactly as its audience speaks, corresponds to the academic landscape and has the same virtue of a
photographic likeness. Everyone should know nowadays the unimportance of the photographic in art: that
truth, life, or reality is an organic thing which the poetic imagination can represent or suggest, in essence, only
through transformation, through changing into other forms than those which were merely present in
appearance.

These remarks are not meant as a preface only to this particular play. They have to do with a conception of
new, plastic theatre which must take the place of the exhausted theatre of realistic conventions if the theatre is
to resume vitality as a part of our culture.
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