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Comparison  

(By Methods) 

Recap of Previous Lecture 

Comparison allows ideas to be 
refracted through different texts; 
we can thus arrive at a deeper 
reading of thematic concerns. 

Recap of Previous Lecture 

The previous lecture focused on a 
comparison of ideas.  

This lecture will focus on a 
comparison of methods.  

Not mutually exclusive; just a matter of different 
lecture foci.
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Comparison: 

Ideas 
Methods 

significance 

‘Compare ways in which 
authors of two texts use 

symbolism in order to explore 
the relationship between the 

individual and society.’ 
2014 A-Level Question 

Symbolism in  
Scarlet and Streetcar? 

Prominent relationships  
between I&S? 

A good comparison essay will compare across these 
three aspects, analysing meaningful similarities and 
differences.

“Explore” is a clear reminder to consider 
developments and shifts in these relationships; 
avoid merely stating relationships as if they remain 
the same throughout the text.

It is important to generate your data from the text, 
so as to see more links and patterns. 
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Streetcar: Symbolism 
Light and darkness 

Colours 
Dressing (costume) 
Religious symbols 

Set/Setting (Neo-Darwinian environment) 
Sounds (songs, environment) 

The streetcars 
The game of poker  

Paper lantern 
Bathing as ritual cleansing 

Scarlet: Symbolism 
Light and darkness 

Colours 
Dressing (costume) 
Religious symbols 

Setting (Puritan town vs. forest) 
The scarlet letter 

Pearl (as scarlet letter and “living hieroglyphic”) 

The scaffold 

Streetcar: Relationship to Society 
Blanche in New Orleans: 

Outsider; contender; victim; prey 
Stanley in New Orleans: 

Apex predator; Alpha male; breadwinner; 
“gaudy seed-bearer”; “King” 

Symbol: “In the simplest sense, anything that stands 
for or represents something else beyond it—usually 
an idea conventionally associated with it.” (Oxford 
Dictionary of Literary Terms)

Set/setting: not in itself a symbol, but acquires 
symbolic value in this text. 

Find more on your own!

Some immediately important relationships 
between individuals and their society.
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Streetcar: Relationship to Society 
Hester in Puritan Boston: 

Sinner/Adulteress; “Sister of Mercy”; “a 
noteworthy personage” 
Dimmesdale in Puritan Boston: 

A holy reverend of “scholar like renown” 
Pearl in Puritan Boston: 

Demon child; “living hieroglyphic”; 
physical embodiment of the scarlet letter 

Approach #1 

What meaningful 
comparisons can we 

make by using similar 
methods/symbols? 

Streetcar: Symbolism 

Light and darkness 
Colours 

Dressing (costume) 
Religious symbols 

Set/Setting (Neo-Darwinian 
environment) 

Sounds (songs, environment) 
The streetcars 

The game of poker  
Paper lantern 

Bathing as ritual cleansing 

Scarlet: Symbolism 

Light and darkness 
Colours 

Dressing (costume) 
Religious symbols 

Setting (Puritan town vs. forest) 
The scaffold 

The scarlet letter 
Pearl (as scarlet letter and “living 

hieroglyphic”) 

Some immediately important relationships 
between individuals and their society

There is a difference between the assertion “x 
symbolises y” and actually working with the 
internal logic of the text through which to 
identify patterns of meaning and deduce 
symbolic meanings (the example of Tolkien’s 
distaste for the allegorical reading of The Lord 
of the Rings as a fantastical tale of the nuclear 
threat comes to mind). Working with the logic 
of the text will allow you to execute more 
nuanced and deeper analyses.
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Textual evidence 
(symbolism of colours) 

Blanche / White 
Her name already means white (cf. sc. 3) 
“white suit … earrings of pearl, white gloves 
and hat” (sc. 1) 
“white skirt” (sc. 3) 
“small white radio” (sc. 3) 
“pretty white skirt” (sc. 5) 
“white cake” (sc. 8) 
“crumpled white satin evening gown” (sc. 10) 
“white fox-pieces” (sc. 10) 
“clean white sack” (sc. 11) 

Let’s start with Streetcar

Image source: http://whitney.org/Collection/
ThomasHartBenton/85492/

The point here is not that Blanche is only presented 
in white: she is also seen several times in a “dark red 
satin wrapper” (sc. 3) and once in a “Della Robbia 
blue” jacket, the “blue of the robe in the old 
Madonna pictures” (sc. 11). 

The point is that her association with the white 
colour scheme is so consistently emphasised and 
deliberate that it invites a reading of white as a 
symbol of her desire for purity and a pristine image 
– a point notably reinforced by her disproportionate 
reaction to the staining of her white skirt in sc. 5, 
suggesting a strong association between the white 
colour scheme and Blanche’s self-image of purity/
untaintedness. 

Do note the difference in the analysis pursued here 
compared with merely stating “white symbolises 
purity”. Focus on finding patterns in the text, not on 
asserting symbolic value.



6 

BLANCHE:  
I never was hard or sell-sufficient 
enough. When people are soft--soft 
people have got to shimmer and glow--
they've got to put on soft colors, the 
colors of butterfly wings, and put a--
paper lantern over the light.... It isn't 
enough to be soft. You've got to be soft 
and attractive. And I--I'm fading now! I 
don't know how much longer I can 
turn the trick. (Sc. 5) 

THE POKER NIGHT. There is a picture of Van Gogh's 
of a billiard-parlor at night. The kitchen now suggests 
that sort of lurid nocturnal brilliance, the raw colors of 
childhood's spectrum. Over the yellow linoleum of the 
kitchen table hangs an electric bulb with a vivid green 
glass shade. The poker players--Stanley, Steve, Mitch 
and Pablo--wear colored shirts, solid blues, a purple, a 
red-and-white check, a light green, and they are men 
at the peak of their physical manhood, as coarse and 
direct and powerful as the primary colors. There are 
vivid slices of watermelon on the table, whiskey bottles 
and glasses. The bedroom is relatively dim with only 
the light that spills between the portieres and through 
the wide window on the street. For a moment, there is 
absorbed silence as a hand is dealt. (Sc. 3) 

Cf. Sc. 1: “There is something about her uncertain 
manner, as well as her white clothes, that suggests a 
moth.”

Not only of light/white but also faded, fading. The 
colourlessness of Blanche is thus given the value of 
receding strength/vitality.

Sc. 3, opening directions: compelling depiction of 
the colour scheme of New Orleans. Clear emphasis 
on the lurid, raw colours of the scene – perhaps 
made even more emphatic by the fact that the 
bedroom is “relatively dim”, and yet these colours 
stand out clearly. 

Point of interest: the painting in sc. 3?

Vincent van Gogh - The Night Café (1888)
“I have tried to express the terrible passions of 
humanity by means of red and green. The room is 
blood red and dark yellow with a green billiard table 
in the middle; there are four lemon-yellow lamps 
with a glow of orange and green. Everywhere there 
is a clash and contrast of the most alien reds and 
greens, in the figures of little sleeping hooligans, in 
the empty dreary room, in violet and blue. The 
blood-red and the yellow-green of the billiard table, 
for instance, contrast with the soft tender Louis XV 
green of the counter, on which there is a rose 
nosegay. The white clothes of the landlord, watchful 
in a corner of that furnace, turn lemon-yellow, or 
pale luminous green.” (Vincent van Gogh. Letter to 
Theo van Gogh. Written 8 September 1888 in Arles. 
Translated by Mrs. Johanna van Gogh-Bonger, 
edited by Robert Harrison, number 533.
URL: http://webexhibits.org/vangogh/
letter/18/533.htm. Also image source. Emphasis 
mine.) 

Is Blanche also, like the landlord in this picture, 
increasingly coloured by her environment?
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Observation 1: 
The symbolism of colours indicates the 

dynamics of power between characters, where 
white, faded Blanche is visually presented as 
overpowered by the lurid, bold colours of the 

New Orleans crowd. This symbolism also 
dramatises Blanche’s desire for purity, since 

Blanche’s maintenance of her white colour 
scheme against a backdrop of riotous colours is 

her means of projecting an image of purity 
(and shown to be false by her eventual tainting). 

What about 

Hester? 

Not merely saying “symbolism of colours shows that 
Blanche is different”.

Source: Google Images
Lannister colours: red and gold. A common 
saying about Lannisters: “a Lannister always 
pays his debts.” Oddly enough, this might be 
applicable to Hester: Hester pays her debt of sin 
through her atoning acts of mercy. 
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Hester: Lannister Colours? 
On the breast of her gown, in fine red cloth, 
surrounded with an elaborate embroidery and 
fantastic flourishes of gold thread, appeared the 
letter A. (Ch 2) 

The mother’s impassioned state had been the 
medium through which were transmitted to the 
unborn infant the rays of its moral life; and, however 
white and clear originally, they had taken the 
deep stains of crimson and gold (Ch 6) 

Her mother, in contriving the child’s garb, had 
allowed the gorgeous tendencies of her 
imagination their full play, arraying her in a crimson 
velvet tunic of a peculiar cut, abundantly 
embroidered in fantasies and flourishes of gold 
thread. (Ch 7) 

‘Pearl?—Ruby, rather—or Coral!—or Red Rose, at 
the very least, judging from thy hue!’ (Ch 8)  

A throng of bearded men, in sad-coloured 
garments and grey steeple-crowned hats, inter-
mixed with women (Ch 1) 

The picture of human life in the market-place, 
though its general tint was the sad gray, brown, or 
black of the English emigrants, was yet enlivened by 
some diversity of hue. A party of Indians—in their 
savage finery of curiously embroidered deerskin 
robes, wampum-belts, red and yellow ochre, and 
feathers, and armed with the bow and arrow and 
stone-headed spear—stood apart with 
countenances of inflexible gravity, beyond what even 
the Puritan aspect could attain. (Ch 21) 

Symbolism emerging: crimson/red and gold as a 
mark of sin, of difference, expressive individuality 
and the imagination (the latter being inevitably an 
unwelcome trait in a homogeneous, dogmatic 
society). An interesting comparison can already be 
made here: while Blanche is influenced/tainted by 
her society (colour symbolism of Streetcar), Hester 
makes her mark on the tabula rasa of Pearl and the 
monochrome of Puritan society. What does this say 
about the difference in their relationships to their 
societies?

Recall that Pearl is a symbol of Hester’s sin as well, 
the scarlet letter made flesh – sin is once more 
associated with this colour scheme.

Yellow ochre: vague similarity to gold – note the red 
and gold colour scheme made present once more, 
identifying Hester with the non-Puritan outsiders, 
almost as if she has lost her Puritan identity through 
sin. 



9 

Observation 2: 
Colours in Scarlet bear symbolic religious 

properties, where hues of luxury and radiance 
(red and gold) are read by the Puritans as a 

visual excess associated with the excess of 
passion resulting in sin. Yet through the 

narrator’s perspective these colours are also 
presented as a manifestation of imagination so 
absent in the dull minds of the Puritans, serving 
to reclaim Hester’s dignity with the very same 

colours by which she is condemned. 

Bringing 

together these 

observations: 

Argument 1 
Blanche and Hester are presented from the start as 
misfits in their society [similar idea] through the colour 
symbolism [similar method] which marks them as 
condemned and thus disempowered in their society 
[similar effects-from-methods]. However, while 
Blanche’s whiteness only accentuates the irreconcilable 
distance between her and the New Orleans crowd, 
Hester’s red-and-gold colour scheme is redeemed 
through narrative bias, becoming a sign of her 
“noteworthy” quality in a homogeneous crowd 
[different significance]. Thus, the symbolism of colours 
in both texts serves also to show the changing relations 
between Blanche and Hester and their respective 
societies [explicit link to question]. 

A question on symbolism (or a paragraph focusing 
on a particular method, for that matter) does not 
exclude the possibility of discussing symbolism in 
relation to other methods in the text – in fact, 
students need to move out of the mode of reading 
that discusses methods in isolation of one another. 
Methods in a text often interact to produce an effect. 

You will need to elaborate the “changing relations 
between Blanche and Hester” later in the paragraph, 
if you were to pursue this argument. 
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Approach #1 

What meaningful 
comparisons can we 

make by using similar 
methods/symbols? 

(For your own further analysis) 

Religious symbolism 

Blanche: 
associations with 
chastity/virginity 
(Virgo), purity, the 
Virgin Mary, but in a 
manner serving as a 
counterpoint, almost 
mockingly, to her 
known sexual sins. 

Hester: also compared with 
the Virgin Mary (cf Ch 2), 
and perhaps more justly so. 
Conscious association on 
the part of the narrator 
(imagined view of a 
“Papist”): reclaiming for 
Hester the elevated status 
denied her by the Puritans? 

Light and Darkness: Patterns? 

Streetcar: cf. lantern, 
day/night setting, glare 
of headlight, Blanche’s 
identifying light with 
truth and revelation 

Scarlet: cf. especially the 
forest chapters and the 
meteor in Ch. 12 – light 
imbued with divine 
judgement and revelation. 
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Light and Darkness: Analysis? 

Streetcar: … reveals 
Blanche’s deliberate 
attempts to distort 
and conceal aspects 
of herself from her 
current society, 
reflecting the duplicity 
which damns her in 
the end. 

Scarlet: … symbolises the 
inevitability of revelation 
and the presence of a 
higher order of judgement 
than the Puritan society, 
thus challenging the 
dominant Puritan discourse 
which establishes itself as 
the divine mouthpiece.  

Approach #2 

What meaningful 
comparisons can we 

make by using different 
methods/symbols? 

Streetcar: Symbolism 

Light and darkness 
Colours 

Dressing (costume) 
Religious symbols 

Set/Setting (Neo-Darwinian 
environment) 

Sounds (songs, environment) 
The streetcars 

The game of poker  
Paper lantern 

Bathing as ritual cleansing 

Scarlet: Symbolism 

Light and darkness 
Colours 

Dressing (costume) 
Religious symbols 

Setting (Puritan town vs. forest) 
The scaffold 

The scarlet letter 
Pearl (as scarlet letter and “living 

hieroglyphic”) 
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Common Idea: 

Both texts also contain symbols 
particular to their social world, 

manifesting tangibly the effects of the 
environment on the individuals singled

out as deviant and the power 
structures that are at work.

Streetcar: A Game of Poker 

Symbolism of poker game: defining 
character relations (note relation to 

Neo-Darwinian environment) 

The point here is also that there are symbols that 
become particularly dominant in the text. These in 
turn define for the reader/audience the nature of 
character relations in the text (this point will 
become clearer in the next few slides).

Let’s start with Streetcar

Poker: involves bluffing (deception/lies – an 
important thematic feature in the text), keeping your 
cards close to yourself, allows only one winner. Some 
immediately important relationships between 
individuals and their society that emerge here: 
Stanley and his men; Blanche’s bluff in New Orleans; 
Mitch’s gamble with Blanche. (Incidentally, I keep 
mistyping “poker” as “power” – a fairly revealing 
moment of parapraxis)

Side note: “when you play the game of thrones you 
win or you die”; when you play poker with Stanley 
you win or you …?
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Streetcar: Aural Environment 

Aural symbolism in Streetcar 
(Varsouviana, street sounds, 

domestic sounds) dramatise a 
hostile and brutalising environment 
(aural violence) presenting Blanche 
as a victim of her circumstances. 

Scarlet: Scaffolding the Plot 

Scaffold as central symbol of 
exercise of power by Puritans (via 

punishment & confession) 
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Narrativisation of the Environment  

The scarlet letter Hester wears 
stands as a symbol for Puritan 

judgement of her (condemnation 
and redemption), presenting to 
readers the ways in which her 

identity is frequently and publically 
negotiated with her society. 

Significance? 

These different symbols serve the 
same function: to present the 

marginalisation and 
condemnation of individuals 

marked as Other in their societies, 
suggesting an unbridgeable 

divide between them.  

Where do we go from here? 
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Consider Other Relations 

Stanley the apex predator 
Dimmesdale the hypocrite 

Pearl the precocious  
Form your own arguments 

Cross-genre Comparison 

In a nutshell: possible 
Compare functions of methods 
Relate analysis to the context 

Genre awareness helps 

Some comparable methods 
(across your texts) 

Direct discourse 
Symbolism 

Animal imagery 
Heaven & hell imagery 
Discourse of (im)purity 

Add more to this list as you revise!
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Further resources 

Refer to COLAC: 
Comparison Guide 

Three shapes 
Essentially: meaningful similarities & differences 

Ideas 
Methods 
Significance 

This is not to say that these are the only three 
possible permutations for comparison. My 
arguments in Comparison-01, for example, do not 
seem to fit very well with any of these three 
structures. I suspect it is because I tried to 
demonstrate meaningful similarities and differences 
at every level (with perhaps mostly meaningful 
differences at the methods level). At the end of the 
day, so long your comparison is grounded in 
methods analysis and discusses similarities and 
differences meaningfully, with a clear basis of 
comparison, you are certainly on the right track. 




