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Edward Albee’s Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?

‘Dashed hopes, and good intentions, Good, better, best, bested.’

– George

Edward Albee’s Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? shocked audiences and critics alike with its assault on decorum. At base though, the play is simply a love story: an examination of a long-wedded life, filled with the hopes, dreams, disappointments, and pain that accompany the passing of many years together.

While the ethos of the play is tragicomic, it is the anachronistic, melodramatic secret object—the non-existent “son”—that upends the audience’s sense of theatrical normalcy. The mean and vulgar bile spewed among the characters hides these elements, making it feel like something entirely “new.”

As Michael Y. Bennett reveals, the play is the same emperor, just wearing new clothes. In short, it is straight out of the grand tradition of living room drama: Ibsen, Chekhov, Glaspell, Hellmann, O’Neill, Wilder, Miller, Williams, and Albee.

Michael Y. Bennett is Associate Professor of English at the University of Wisconsin-Whitewater, USA.
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For my sons, Maxwell and Julius …

You are my sole reality …
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 The play’s contexts



I.

When Edward Albee’s Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? first hit the stage in 1962, the page in 1963, and then the screen shortly thereafter in 1966, the play had a shock factor. Even today, even after seeing and reading it over and over again, it is still a shocking play. However, I am not quite so sure that the “shock” was the same type of shock for the initial viewers and readers as it is for me and my contemporaries. In the early-to-mid 1960s, theatre audiences and readers (and, importantly too, audiences of cinematic adaptations of plays) had spent the previous decade watching and reading the “Great” plays of the 1950s by the dons of American theatre’s Golden Age, if you will: Eugene O’Neill, Arthur Miller, and Tennessee Williams. Think what 1950s theatre (and film) brought: the film version of Miller’s Death of a Salesman (1951); the film version of Williams’ A Streetcar Named Desire (1951); Miller’s The Crucible (1953); Miller’s A View from the Bridge (1955); Williams’ Cat on a Hot Tin Roof (1955); the release of O’Neill’s 1939–41 Long Day’s Journey into Night (1956); the film version of Williams’ Cat on a Hot Tin Roof (1958); and the list could go on.

Used to these classic 1950s American living room dramas, theatre audiences and readers in the 1960s faced a shock which was largely due to how Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? was seen as a vile display of everything that is dark and abhorrent about humans. That shock was twofold. First, it came from seeing an unflattering representation of ourselves as humans. This was the sense of pain or displeasure upon learning or hearing that you are less than you thought you were (i.e., upending one’s worldview). And, second, the shock came from the surprise at seeing what was the first (very successful) play to air such dirty laundry. This was the same surprise as one feels when encountering something radically new or unexpected. Dena Marks succinctly summarizes the initial responses to Albee’s play, noting that “reviewers noticed Albee’s dark, negative aesthetic”: “[Harold] Clurman wrote that the play is ‘morbid,’ ‘venomous,’ and ‘pessimistic’ … John Simon [said] that Albee’s work ignores the good that exists in the world … On account of his bleakness, Taubman link[ed] Albee to Beckett and Pinter, and for the same reason, separates him from realists such as Ibsen, Shaw, and O’Neill.”1 It is Taubman’s mention of O’Neill that begs investigation and the answer will, ultimately, guide this book.

In his biography of Albee, Mel Gussow notes that Albee, who admits to this, owes O’Neill’s The Iceman Cometh a debt of thematic gratitude. O’Neill’s play discusses the loss of pipe dreams, whereas Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? discusses the illusionary nature of those (same) pipe dreams.2 However, Gussow, ultimately, thinks that Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? is “a direct challenge to O’Neill.”3 Anne Paolucci goes a touch further in relating Albee to O’Neill: “[Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?] is, in Albee’s repertory, what Long Day’s Journey into Night is in O’Neill’s; the aberrations, the horrors, the mysteries are woven into the fabric of a perfectly normal setting so as to create the illusion of total realism, against which the abnormal and the shocking have even greater impact.”4

Ever since I saw the Guthrie Theater’s production of Eugene O’Neill’s Long Day’s Journey into Night in February 2013 in Minneapolis, I have come to see, and continually reaffirm to myself, the remarkable affinity between O’Neill’s play and Albee’s. The Guthrie Theater’s production focused on the Tyrone family’s addictions, but somehow this tragic living room drama was, totally unexpectedly to me going into the play, very funny: “The focus on addiction did not, by itself, make the play funny, but de-emphasizing the other diseases (e.g., Edmund’s consumption, which also connotes his self-destructive verve for life, and Mary’s rheumatism, which also connotes her pathological self-consciousness) allowed for some comedic choices to be made, rather than highlighting their diseased, tormented souls.”5 With the focus on only one issue, the world and the Tyrone family did not feel quite so doomed to be engulfed by the overwhelming forces coming from every direction that seem to swallow them whole.
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