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What Is 

The Function of 

Aural Symbolism 

In Streetcar? 



Creating an 
atmosphere of 

decay and 
decadence 

Performing 
The violence 
and lyricism 
of the play 

Connecting 
the past with 
the present 

Mapping the 
psychological 
landscape of 

the play 

Providing us 
with Blanche’s 
point of view 

Creating 
dramatic irony 



Our Lecture Today 

Understand the  

General Function 

And the Specific  

Application Of  

Aural symbolism 



The Varsouviana Polka 



General Function 

Connecting Blanche’s 
romantic past with the 

present; bringing us into 
her mind and thus her 

point of view. 



General Function 
“The fact that the polka tune cannot 

be heard by other characters […] 
implies that Blanche’s psychological 

processes evoked by [the] 
Varsouviana cannot be shared with 
them […] the polka tune is a physical 
device which shows audiences that 
there is a gap between the present 

perceptions of each character 
establishes [the theme of human 

misunderstanding].” (Jang 6) 



 

 

Specific  

INstances 



BLANCHE: 

Afterwards we pretended that nothing had been 
discovered. Yes, the three of us drove out to Moon Lake 
Casino, very drunk and laughing all the way.  

[Polka music sounds in a minor key faint with distance.]  
We danced the ‘Varsouviana’! Suddenly in the middle of 
the dance the boy I had married broke away from me and 
ran out of the casino. A few moments later–a shot!  

[The polka stops abruptly. BLANCHE rises stiffly. Then the 
polka resumes in a major key.]  

 

(Sc. 6) 



[MITCH gets up awkwardly and moves towards her a 
little. The polka music increases. MITCH stands beside 
her.]  

MITCH [drawing her slowly into his arms]: You need 
somebody. And I need somebody, too. Could it be—you 
and me, Blanche?  

[She stares at him vacantly for a moment. Then with a 
soft cry huddles in his embrace. She makes a sobbing 
effort to speak but the words won't come. He kisses her 
forehead and her eyes and finally her lips. The polka 
tune fades out. Her breath is drawn and released in 
long, grateful sobs.]  

BLANCHE: Sometimes—there’s God—so quickly! 
 

(Sc. 6) 



Specific Application 
The polka symbolises not only 

Blanche’s past romance but 
also her lingering desire for 

romance, as it sounds through 
both temporal frames. (It is the 
tune played in her head as her 
romance with Mitch blooms.) 



What else? 
Referring to the “rapid, feverish 
polka tune” at the start of Sc. 9, 

Yujin Jang comments that the tune 
can also symbolise Blanche’s sense 
of foreboding, which is “based on 
her strong memory of the past 
in which the musical sound is 

followed by the unmusical 
event of Allan Grey’s death” 



The rapid, feverish polka tune, the 
‘Varsouviana’, is heard. The music is in her 
mind; she is drinking to escape it and the 
sense of disaster closing in on her, and 
she seems to whisper the words of the 

song. An electric fan is turning back and 
forth across her. […] The polka tune stops. 

(Sc. 9) 

When does the tune stop? 

Why does it stop? 



Your Work 

In the light of this reading, 
what can you make of the 

moments where the 
Varsouviana is played in 

Sc. 11? 



The Blue Piano 



General Function 
“This ‘blue piano’ expresses the 
spirit of the life which goes on 

here”, where there is a “relatively 
warm and easy intermingling of 
races” – “Above the music of the 

‘blue piano’ the voices of the 
people on the street can be heard 

overlapping.”  (Sc. 1) 



But Not 
all is well 

(as usual) 
(this is Tragedy after ALL) 



Specific Application 
Blanche enters as and remains an 

outsider, one who is rejected by the 
community of New Orleans. 

The aural symbolism of the ‘blue 
piano’ serves also to perform this 
rejection and the hostility therein. 



STELLA: Belle Reve? Lost, is it? No!  

BLANCHE: Yes, Stella.  

[They stare at each other across the yellow-checked 
linoleum of the table. BLANCHE slowly nods her head 
and STELLA looks slowly down at her hands folded 
on the table. The music of the ‘blue piano’ grows 
louder. BLANCHE touches her handkerchief to her 
forehead.]  (Sc. 1) 

 

What is going on here? 



STANLEY [becoming somewhat sheepish]:  

You see, under the Napoleonic code--a man has to 
take an interest in his wife's affairs--especially now 
that she's going to have a baby.  

[Blanche opens her eyes. The "blue piano" sounds 
louder.]  

BLANCHE:  Stella? Stella going to have a baby? (Sc. 2) 

 

The aural symbolism begins to emerge: ‘blue 
piano’ for Blanche = danger and hostility.  
 



[STELLA has embraced him with both arms, fiercely, and 
full in the view of BLANCHE. He laughs and clasps her 
head to him. Over her head he grins through the 
curtains at BLANCHE. 

 As the lights fade away, with a lingering 
brightness on their embrace, the music of the ‘blue 
piano’ and trumpet and drums is heard.] (Sc. 4) 

 

The aural symbolism begins to emerge: not only 
hostility to Blanche but triumph for the Kowalskis. 
 



STANLEY:  

You left th' phone off th' hook.  

[He crosses to it deliberately and sets it back on 
the hook. After he has replaced it, he stares at her 
again, his mouth slowly curving into a grin, as he 
waits between BLANCHE and the outer door.  
 The barely audible ‘blue piano’ begins to 
drum up louder. The sound of it turns into the roar 
of an approaching locomotive. BLANCHE crouches, 
pressing her fists to her ears until it has gone by.] 



STANLEY:  

You think I'll interfere with you? Ha-ha!  

[The ‘blue piano’ goes softly. She turns confusedly and 
makes a faint gesture. The inhuman jungle voices rise 
up. He takes a step towards her, biting his tongue 
which protrudes between his lips.]  

[…] 

[She moans. The bottle top falls. She sinks to her 
knees. He picks up her inert figure and carries her to 
the bed. The hot trumpet and drums from the Four 
Deuces sound loudly.]  



Specific Application 
The ‘blue piano’ represents the life 
of New Orleans both in its warm 
intermingling and alluring decay, 

but also in the sense of its hostility 
to Blanche and its reminder that 

this is the world of the New 
American, of Stanley and his like – 

and Blanche has no place in it.  



Environmental Sounds 



Some Sounds 
 

Locomotive, Streetcar, Phone 

Cathedral Chimes 

Street Cries 

Steve & Eunice 

Inhuman Jungle Voices 

 



General Function 
 

A character portrayal of 
Streetcar’s New Orleans; 

performing the lyricism in 
the play; dramatic irony. 



Mechanical Sounds 
 

Train (Sc. 4) 

Locomotive (Sc. 6, 9) 

Phone ringing (Sc. 8) 

Streetcar’s rattle-trap (Sc. 4) 
 

Portraying the industrial New 
World that is New Orleans: harsh, 

grating, and at times powerful. 



Sounds of Humanity 
 

Tamale Vendor’s Cries (Sc. 2) 

“Confusion of street cries like a choral chant” (Sc. 4) 

Steve & Eunice (Sc. 5) 

Blind Mexican Vendor (Sc. 9) 
 

Constantly jarring against Blanche’s 
delicacy, a reminder that this is no 
Elysium for her but hellish torture. 

 

 



 

Songs Sung 

And Played 



Some Songs 
 

Paper Doll (Sc. 3) 

Wien, Wien, Nur Du Allein (Sc. 3) 
 

It’s Only a Paper Moon (Sc. 7) 

From the Land of the Sky-Blue 
Water (Sc. 2) 



Paper Doll 
 

When I come home at night she will be waiting 
She'll be the truest doll in all this world 
I'd rather have a Paper Doll to call my own 
Than have a fickle-minded real live girl 

I guess I had a million dolls or more 
I guess I've played the doll game o'er and o'er 
I just quarrelled with Sue, that's why I'm blue 
She's gone away and left me just like all dolls do 



Wien, Wien , nur du allein 
 

Wien, Wien, nur du allein 
sollst stets die Stadt meiner Träume sein!  
[...] 
Und keiner bleibt kalt  
Ob jung oder alt,  
Der Wien, wie es wirklich ist, kennt  
Müßt' ich einmal fort  
Von dem schönen Ort,  
Da nähm' meine Sehnsucht kein End. 



Wien, Wien , nur du allein 
 

Viena, Viena, only you alone, 
should remain the city of my dreams 
[...] 
And no one stays cold 
whether young or old 
who Vienna knows  
As it really is 
Were I once to leave 
This beautiful place 
My yearning would never end 



It’s only a Paper Moon 
 

You say it's only a paper moon 
Sailing over a cardboard sea 
But it wouldn't be make believe  
if you believed in me 
Yes, its only a canvas sky 
Hanging over a muslin tree 
But it wouldn't be make-believe  
if you believed in me 



From the Land of the 
Sky-Blue Water 

 

From the land of the sky-blue water  
They brought a captive maid,  
And her eyes, they were lit with lightning;  
Her heart was not afraid!  
And he steals to her lodge at dawning  
And woos her with his flute.  
She is sick for the sky-blue water,  
The captive maid is mute. 



Your Work 

Analyse the specific 
functions of these songs 

sung and played in 
relation to the scenes in 

which they occur. 



In SUmmary 
 

How does aural 
symbolism contribute 
to the dramatic action 

of the play? 



 
A Parting Note 



Magic 
 

Call it magic, call it true 
I call it magic when I'm with you 

And I just got broken, broken into two 
Still I call it magic, when I'm next to you 

[…] 

And if you were to ask me 
After all that we've been through 

"Still believe in magic?" 
Well yes, I do 
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