
English - An Introduction to Drama and Tragedy Year 9   Term 4 

 Hamartia: A fatal flaw which leads to a downfall.  

 The Duchess’s Hamartia is said to be her pride; she refuses to listen to her brothers advice, even when her life is threatened. Others refuse to see this as a weakness, and believe that she dies and 
remains a heroine.  

 Props: A prop is considered to be anything movable or portable on a stage or a set. Props such as Ferdinand’s dagger are used to increase tension and foreshadow future events. 

 Staging: This is the process of selecting, designing and adapting the performance space for a play or film.  

 The staging of The Duchess of Malfi often heightens tension, as scenes take place in The Duchess’s bedchamber (her bedroom) which is meant to be a private and enclosed space. When male characters 
violate The Duchess’s privacy, tension escalated.  

 Juxtaposition: Two things or characters which are placed next to each other to highlight a contrast. 

 Through the use of costume choices and dialogue, the Duchess and Ferdinand’s characters are juxtaposed.  

 Stage Directions:  Stage directions are written by the playwright to give an indication of how the scene should be performed. Often, these are also used to create a certain atmosphere on stage, or to 
provide meaningful information about characters. They should not be ignored when we are analysing an extract.  

 Tragic Waste:  This is when all good is destroyed, along with the bad, at the end of the play. Many believe that Webster uses the convention of Tragic Waste, as  both good and bad characters die at the 
end of the play.  

 Catharsis is a feeling of relief or release of emotion, often once order has been restored. Some suggest we are denied a feeling of Catharsis at the end of The Duchess of Malfi, as  we have witnessed the 
downfall of moral characters, but others believe that we might feel catharsis because The Duchess is almost presented as a saintly figure.  

  Week 3:  Themes and Dramatic Features   

 In Greek mythology, twins are believed to represent the dualistic nature of the universe.  

 As an example, Artemis and Apollo are twins and Artemis is the goddess of the moon, whilst 
Apollo is the god of the sun.  

 It is also believed by some that twins represent good and evil. 

 In African Mythology, it is believed that if one twin dies, a doll should be made to keep the soul of 
the twin alive, to ensure that the other twin does not also pass away. 

 Our new play tells the story of The Duchess of Malfi who was widowed at a young age. 

 Her brothers are keen to one day share in her fortune so they are paranoid about her remarrying, 
and decide to try to stop her.  

 The Duchess falls in love with her steward, Antonio, and they marry in secret.  

 The Duchess’s twin brother, Ferdinand, hires a spy as he does not trust his sister. Ferdinand is 
said to be the ‘evil’ half of the set of twins.  

 Mirrors: it is a long-held belief that mirrors reveal the truth or the hidden secrets of the universe. 
When the Duchess sees Ferdinand standing in the shadows behind her as she looks in the 
mirror, it is suggested that this might foreshadow that she will eventually be killed due to her 
brothers’ evil plan.  

 Ferdinand eventually has the Duchess strangled and is driven mad by his own guilt.  

Week 1:  The Duchess of Malfi (1) - The plot, mirrors and twins  

 The Duchess chooses to marry a man who is beneath her in terms of rank. This defies both 
gender and status stereotypes because women were expected to marry a suitor who was deemed 
to be acceptable by her family. In addition, a Duchess would have been expected to marry a 
nobleman.  

 Even at the point of her death, The Duchess says “I am Duchess of Malfi still.” This shows that she 
will not be forced to behave differently because of her gender or status. She remains true to her 
values.  

 Throughout the play, many directors choose to depict the Duchess wearing white or light dresses. 
This might be an indication that she is moral and pure of heart.  

 In contrast, Ferdinand is often depicted wearing dark clothing or white and black costumes. This 
could highlight his duplicitous (two-sided) nature. 

 As Ferdinand sees The Duchess’s dead body, he says “cover her face, mine eyes dazzle.” It is 
unclear whether he is upset or overwhelmed, or whether he is excited about having removed this 
obstacle to his success.  

 The Duchess of Malfi is classed as a Jacobean revenge tragedy and was first performed in 1613.  

Week 2: The Duchess of Malfi (2) - context and character 
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 A Patriarchal society is a social system in which men hold primary power in roles of political leadership, moral authority, social privilege and control of property.  

 The fact that Stella forgives Stanley’s violence and essentially consents to Blanche being institutionalised might signify that patriarchy will continue. This is confirmed by the fact that Stella’s child is 
wrapped in a blue blanket as he is handed over to Stanley.  

 Oppressive: Inflicting harsh treatment and asserting authority.  

 Stanley’s behaviour suggests that he is intent on asserting his authority, particularly over Blanche, whose lifestyle he criticises. His behaviour is oppressive.  

 Props are used by Williams to send meaningful messages to the audience.  

 The lightshades which Blanche uses to block out harsh light are a reminder that she is unable to face the truth of her past. In addition, props such as the broken bottles and lightshades in the ‘Poker Scene’ 
are used to increase tension . 

 Internal conflict is a conflict which a character faces within their own mind.  

 Blanche faces consistent internal conflict, as she battles with recurring images from her past, and tries desperately to fit into a new location and set of people. 

 Music and sound effects: A Streetcar Named Desire is the first play we have studied where music and sound effects become important. 

 In some scenes, Blanche keeps hearing the Varsouviana Polka Tune. This is a reminder that she is unable to forget the trauma of her past, where her young husband died. Blanche continues to 
hallucinate and hear music, which also conveys to the audience that she is in a state of mental decline.  

  Week 6   Key Terminology and Tragic Features in A Streetcar Named Desire  

 A Streetcar Named Desire was written by Tennessee Williams  in 1947. 

 Lots of Tennessee Williams’ themes and characters are inspired by events in his life.  

 Tennessee Williams had a sister, Rose, who was diagnosed with schizophrenia and was 
institutionalised whilst she had a lobotomy (a surgical process involving removing a section of the 
frontal part of the brain). This left Rose with a significantly different personality and Williams was 
traumatised as a result.  

 Perhaps as a result of this, Williams explores the treatment of those with mental health difficulties 
in A Streetcar Named Desire.  

 The play is set in New Orleans which was a unique city at the time, since people from different 
races were often seen interacting more than in other locations. There were also influences from 
Mexican, Spanish and French cultures.  

 Homosexuality was categorised as a crime for much of Williams’ life and, as a gay man, he spent 
much of his life being plagued by criticism from his father.  

 In the play, Blanche represents a typical Southern Belle: A woman who has inherited her wealth 
from family success (normally from slave plantations). The play was written in the aftermath of 
the abolition of slavery when families such as this were unable to rely on slave labour and lost 
their wealth.  

 The play was banned in certain settings because of the themes of violence, which were seen as 
too controversial by audiences at the time.  

 During this time, there were rising tensions between the ‘Old Americans’ and immigrants who had 
arrived in America, hoping to share in the nation’s prosperity.  

Week 4  A Streetcar Named Desire— context and plot   

 Blanche is the central protagonist who spends much time and effort trying to look youthful. As she 
arrives in Elysian Fields, we are told that `Her appearance is incongruous to this setting.` She 
stands out against the brown and run-down back drop of New Orleans. She is refined, 
sophisticated, and educated. 

 Blanche has a difficult time fitting into the culture and  life style of New Orleans. 

 Stanley Kowalski wears bright, brash colours, which represent the fact that New Orleans is a 
changing and diverse culture. In contrast, Blanche wears muted colours and white costumes, 
which tells us that she is unwilling to change and remains in the past, where women were 
expected to be virtuous. A place where class and race are still important issues. 

 Blanche believes Stella married someone who is not worthy of her sister, due to his race and 
class.  

 Stanley investigates Blanches past and makes it his goal to reveal her secrets.  

 Blanche is unable to understand why Stella married a man like Stanley who she believes is 
common, loud, vulgar, crude, and a brute. 

 Blanche finally finds the courage to reveal to Stella that she is financially unstable.  

 Stella defends her home when Blanche first arrive in New Orleans: “It's not that bad at all! New 
Orleans isn't like other cities.”  

 Stanley’s response to Blanche making derogatory and ignorant remarks about his Polish ethnicity 
is as follows: “I am is a one hundred percent American, born and raised in the greatest country on 
earth and proud as hell of it, so don't ever call me a Polack. ”  

 Blanche is eventually unable to cope; she does not fit in to the changing America represented by 
New Orleans, and she is forced to continually face the issues from her past because of Stanley’s 
taunts. 

Week 5: A Streetcar Named Desire—characters and quotations 


