
	

	
	


Summary

The play Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf? is set on the campus of a small, New England university. It opens with the main characters, George and Martha coming home from a party at her father's house. The two of them clearly care deeply for each other, but events have turned their marriage into a nasty battle between two disenchanted, cynical enemies. Even though the pair arrives home at two o'clock in the morning, they are expecting guests: the new math professor and his wife.

Of course, as it turns out, this new, young professor, Nick, actually works in the biology department. He and his wife, Honey, walk into a brutal social situation. In the first act, "Fun and Games," Martha and George try to fight and humiliate each other in new, inventive ways. As they peel away each other's pretenses and self-respect, George and Martha use Honey and Nick as pawns, transforming their guests into an audience to witness humiliation, into levers for creating jealousy, and into a means for expressing their own sides of their mutual story. In the second act, "Walpurgisnacht," these games get even nastier. The evening turns into a nightmare. George and Martha even attack Honey and Nick, attempting to force them to reveal their dirty secrets and true selves. Finally, in the last act, "The Exorcism," everyone's secrets have been revealed and purged. Honey and Nick go home, leaving Martha and George to try to rebuild their shattered marriage.

Context

Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf? was first performed in New York City in 1962. The play stunned and pleased American audiences, seemed to provide a vital insight into American life. The country was coming out of the 1950s, when Dwight "Ike" Eisenhower was a conservative, well-loved president and television shows like Leave it to Beaver and Father Knows Best were popular. The importance of a happy family was emphasized by both politicians and popular culture. Many Americans considered success to be measured by having one's own house, car, kids, and dog. By all shallow measures, the 1950s were a stable, productive time for the United States of America. And yet, these shallow measures and the trappings of success often hid real problems, which will eventually crop up in any human community. It is this raw, human truth beneath the phony exterior that Edward Albee attempts to reveal in Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf?

Edward Albee grew up in a family deeply invested in projecting the perfect image of itself into social situations. Born in Washington D.C. on March 12, 1928, Albee was adopted by a wealthy family from Larchmont, New York. This affluent suburb of New York City was home to a rich, competitive social scene, of which his mother, in particular, was very much a part. Through his youth, Albee resisted interacting with this culture, finding it hollow and unsatisfactory. At age twenty, after years of expensive schooling at prestigious institutions, Albee moved to New York City's Greenwich Village to join the avant-garde art scene. His first play, The Zoo Story, was performed in 1959, met with fine success, and launched his career. After that, Albee earned much praise for most of his work, the most famous of which are Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf?,A Delicate Balance, and Three Tall Women.
The title comes from rewriting the words to the children's song, "Who's afraid of the big bad wolf?" It comes up as a joke at Martha's father's party. The song is significant because it ties together the themes of childhood and parenthood, reality versus fantasy, and career success. The couples in this play do not have any children and remain tied to their parents. Martha and George rely on Martha's father for his position and his paycheck. Honey and Nick rely upon Honey's father for the money that he left them. This song, bastardized from a children's ditty, shows how all four characters in the play still function more as children than they do as adults. The fact that the name is changed to "Virginia Woolf" is also significant. In her writing, Virginia Woolf attempted to reveal the truth of human experience, emotion, and thought: all of the things that the couples in this play try to cover up. When the couples sing the song together, then, they are making fun of their own fear of the truth. George, who seems to want to get back to some truthful interaction with Martha, only sings the song when he tries to overpower Martha's disparagement of him, when Martha is necking with Nick, and when he tries to comfort Martha in the end. If one looks closely at these three different moments, it is clear that George uses the song to stop Martha from revealing truth about himself, to tease Martha for hiding from the truth behind an affair, and to give her courage to live without the phoniness they are used to. The song is consistently tied to moments in which the characters are projecting, or attempting to project, a false image. Finally, the song also ties into the theme of academic competition at the unnamed college where George and Nick work. Virginia Woolf is known to be a complex, difficult writer. Because she is an intellectual challenge, no one competing to demonstrate intellectual power would want to admit to being afraid of not understanding her writing. The song is a witty joke, but it also represents the very real, though also very petty, fear so common in intellectual circles.

The role of sexuality in the play:

Because part of the established notion of success in this play and era is having children, sexuality is immensely powerful. As George tells Nick, the way to control a man is through the belly of his wife. Switching the old aphorism, "the way to a man's heart is through his stomach," George makes the point that impregnating someone else's wife is an immense show of power and strength. And, since Nick is a young, up-and-comer, he has an interest in gaining such power. Indeed, he even begins to sleep with powerful wives of the University the same night, by having an affair with George's wife, Martha. Sexuality is also crucial for female power in the play. Martha decided that she wanted to marry someone who might continue her father's legacy at the University because she, because she was a woman, could not. Therefore, she can only gain power in the University through her sexuality. Honey, too, gains power through her sexuality. She and Nick had known each other their whole lives, but he did not marry her until they had intercourse, and she seemed to have gotten pregnant. Therefore, although men hold much power in this society, women can exert some through sex.

Why do Martha and George tear each other apart in public?

Martha and George, partly, need an audience for their tormenting of each other. After all, their insults and revelations about each other are much more powerful in a social situation. But, beyond that, Honey and Nick are a significant couple. They operate as a younger image of Martha and George. Honey and Nick are just beginning to develop their lies and fantasies, whereas Martha and George have lived with theirs for years. Therefore, this night is a warning to them to cast aside these illusions early. At the same time, Albee is also showing how Martha and George might have gotten to where they are now. Finally, because Nick and Honey seem like a perfect, young couple bound for success in life, their secrets and problems are even more shocking. Through them, Albee makes the point that all couples, no matter how ideal they appear, have problems, fantasies, and lack of communication.

Analysis

Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf? was a sensation in its own time because of the powerful themes that it touched on. By writing a play, with its inherent tension between actors and audience, rather than a novel or a short story, Edward Albee uses his genre to illustrate one of these themes. He brings up the idea of private and public images in marriage. Inherent in this idea of public and private faces is the theme of phoniness. Many couples, Albee seems to say, project false images of themselves in public situations. In fact, that phoniness is generally preferred to exposing all of one's problems and indiscretions to the world.

Yet, Albee also shows that people not only make up images of themselves for their friends and neighbors, they create illusions for their husbands and wives as well. Both of the couples in this play make up fantasies about their lives together in a somewhat unconscious attempt to ease the pains that they have had to face along the way. Over the course of the play, both kinds of masks are torn off, exposing Martha, George, Nick, and Honey to themselves and to each other. Perhaps, though, this exposure frees them as well.

One of the difficulties that Martha and George experience in their marriage is his apparent lack of success at his job. Albee shows the power of this failure through George's cynical disgust with young, ambitious Nick. Through George, Albee questions the reason for this desire for success, and demonstrates how the desire can destroy one's self-esteem and individuality.

From the relationship between Martha and George, it seems that women can be more caught up with the idea of success than men. Martha is disappointed in George's professional failure, perhaps more than he is. One of the reasons for this expectation and hope for her husband could be the fact that she wants to live through his experience. Women had careers much less frequently in the 1950s and 60s than they do today, so Martha might have felt limited.

Part of the ideal of familial success is children. Albee explores how children and parents affect each other. Neither couple in this play has a child, a fact that seems to come between both sets of parents. For Martha and George, their lack of a child is another failure. For Honey and Nick, it is another ground upon which they are not communicating. Both couples furthermore, are deeply influenced by the wife's father; the play forwards the thought that none of the characters is ready to have children in part because they are all living like children themselves.
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