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Edward Albee

Edward Albee (1928-2016) was one of the premiere dramatists of the 20th and early 21st
centuries. The winner of what he himself termed “three and a half” Pulitzer Prizes for Drama
(which he won for A Delicate Balance, Seascape, and Three Tall Women, alongside the Pulitzer
controversy surrounding Who’s Afraid of Virgina Woolf?) made him second only to Eugene
O’Neill in the scope of American drama. Experimental and deeply committed to flouting
theatrical convention, Albee’s marriage of heightened language with starkly theatrical images
which took the absurd over the heights of Niagara Falls proved immensely influential towards
shaping the foundation of the American theatrical landscape throughout his broad career.

Albee was placed for adoption within weeks of his birth, and never met his birth parents. He had
a deeply contentious relationship with his adoptive parents, which led to his leaving home at the
end of his teenage years. His first major theatrical success was the one act Zoo Story, which
(followed in rapid succession by a series of equally confounding one acts) established him as a
young writer on the rise. Following the meteoric success of Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?
Albee continued to gain critical favor with his 1960s output, including most prominently A
Delicate Balance and Tiny Alice. His prolific streak slowed considerably by the turn of the
decade, though he once again achieved major critical success in 1975 with Seascape. However,
following the succession of Seascape, Albee fell out of critical favor for the better part of sixteen
years, during which time he continued to experiment with theatrical form and practice.

Albee returned to critical acclaim with his semi-autobiographical Three Tall Women, which
sparked a major revival in interest in the playwright and sparked a creative rough throughout the
90s and early 2000s, which included such works as The Play About the Baby and The Goat, or
Who is Sylvia? In 2005, Albee’s long term partner Jonathan Richard Thomas passed away,
coinciding with a marked decrease in Albee’s creative output. He completed one more play, Me
Myself and I between the time of Thomas’ death and Albee’s own passing at the age of 88 in
2016.

Albee is a deeply complicated and fascinating figure, and one for whom I have an immense
professional admiration. I highly recommend reading Mel Gussow’s exquisite biography of
Albee, A Singular Journey, which served as my primary source for the biographical material
presented above and for much of the historical and production context surrounding Who’s Afraid
of Virginia Woolf?. I also highly recommend listening to Albee speak in interviews and lectures,
many of which are easily accessible through Youtube and Vimeo.



History of Performance

Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? Had its world premiere on Broadway at the Billy Rose Theatre
on October 12, 1962, mere days before the onset of the Cuban Missile Crisis, and continued on
for nearly 700 performances. The production, directed by Alan Schneider and starring Uta
Hagen, Arthur Hill, George Grizzard, and Melinda Dillon, was a rapturous success, winning the
Tony Award for Best Play and being chosen as the winner for the Pulitzer Prize for Drama,
before the Pulitzer Prize Advisory Board decided the play was too lewd and controversial to win
the prestigious award, leading to no  award being given for that calendar year.

Four years after the initial production, the 1966 film adaptation of Woolf followed, directed by
Mike Nichols in his directorial debut and starring Elizabeth Taylor, Richard Burton, George
Segal, and Sandy Dennis. The film was a massive critical and commercial success, winning five
Academy Awards including Best Actress for Elizabeth Taylor and Best Supporting Actress for
Sandy Dennis. However, Albee had a contentious relationship with the film, believing that the
personal history of Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton mired the story of the play itself. Albee
himself later directed the play for Broadway in 1976, starring Ben Gazzara, Colleen Dewhurst,
Maureen Andermna, and Richard Kelton.

Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf was produced extensively throughout the ensuing decades,
including notable productions such as the 1980 Long Wharf Theatre production starring Mike
Nichols and Elaine May, and a 1996 production directed by Howard Davies starring Diana Rigg
and David Suchet. Woolf finally returned to Broadway (alongside Albee’s extensive revisions
and edits) in the 2005 season, in a production directed by Anthony Page and starring Bill Irwin,
Kathleen Turner, David Harbour, and Mireille Enos. The 2005 production was a great success,
but was superseded by the immense success of the 2011 Steppenwolf Theatre production of
Woolf, which transferred to Broadway in 2012. The production was directed by Pam McKinnon
and starred Tracy Letts (who later won a Tony for his performance), Amy Morton, Carrie Coons,
and Madison Dirks.

The most recent production of note may be found on the West End in 2017 and starred Imelda
Staunton, Conleth Hill, Luke Treadway, and Imogen Poots. Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf
remains one of the most produced and seminal works of American theatre well into the 21st
century, and will remain Albee’s most recognizable and iconic play.



History of the Text

Edward Albee was notorious for the fastidious control he exerted upon all productions of his
plays, and his steadfast belief that his plays must be performed exactly as written. Who’s Afraid
of Virginia Woolf? Was obviously no exception, however there are some fascinating caveats to
the stimulation “exactly as written.” Namely, which time Albee wrote the play? Who’s Afraid of
Virginia Woolf exists in three different theatrical scripts, not including the 1966 film adaptation
which included significant input from the playwright. These versions constitute all known
performed version of the play, and are as follows: the 1962 Broadway production, the 2001
revisions for a Howard University production, and the 2005 Broadway revival revision, which
marked the last official alteration to the script, and is the only version of the play available to be
licensed at our current moment. The history of the 1962 version of the script charts the typical
process for a young playwriting of intense revision and recreation, and is covered more
extensively in the section of this packet dealing with the history of performance.

The 2001 Howard University production of Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf is very well
documented by a series of newspaper articles written around the time of its first performance,
and a book is currently forthcoming written by the director of the production to discuss the
process in detail. Hopefully this book will include an extensive list of the revisions to the play, as
the script for this production is unable to be procured by any means at the present moment. Many
of the articles list changes made specifically for producing the play with an all Black cast,
including changing the references to universities in the first act to listing various HBCUs.
However, with no true supporting evidence for this besides a strong hunch, I believe this process
of revising the play and working closely with this production may have indirectly led Albee
towards the major structural and linguistic changes apparent in the 2005 revision.

In 2005, Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf returned to Broadway in a production starring Kathleen
Turner and Bill Irwin as Martha and George respectively. This production saw the most radical
overhaul of the play, including substantial changes to the language of the piece. This is most
apparent in the profanities, which encompass a broader and more extreme scope than they did in
the 1962 production. These changes also greatly alter certain moments in the play, most
substantially following George’s choking of Martha. In the 1962 version of the script, Martha
calls George a “Murderer….murderer…,” while in 2005 this line becomes “Coward...fucking
coward.” Another substantial change comes in the removal of the final scene of the second act of
the 1962 version of the script, which features George convincing Honey to conspire with him in
the “death” of George and Martha’s child. This scene was excised by Albee, with
“Walpurgisnacht” now ending with George alone onstage.



Glossary of Terms and References

“2 o’clock in the morning” - clearly nails down the start time of our play, early on Sunday
morning.

“What a dump!” - from the 1949 film noir, Beyond the Forest, which was a critical disaster upon
its release. It was also very notable for being the final Warner Brothers film Bette Davis starred
in before leaving the studio. However, Bette isn’t bringing in her groceries during this scene, but
is instead doing her nails.

“Actor with the scar” - David Brian (1914-1993), American character actor who later developed
into a fairly regular performer on American television throughout the 1950s through the early
1980s.

“Chicago, it’s called Chicago.” - Martha is assuming he is referring to 1938’s In Old Chicago (a
mythologized telling of the Great Chicago Fire). Alice Faye (1915-1998) did star in this musical,
which won 2 of its 4 Academy Award nominations.

“Before my time.” -Based on references to their ages and the play’s dating to 1962, George was
born in 1916, and Martha in 1910.

“Georgie Porgie” -from the nursery rhyme, which first appeared in 1841. The rhyme is as
follows:
“Georgie Porgie pudding and pie,
Kissed the girls and made them cry,
When the boys came out to play,
Georgie Porgie ran away.”

“Simp” -simpleton

“2 more teeth” - Martha seems to be suffering from hyperdontia, possessing two teeth than
traditionally apparent.

“Josh” - tease

“Brandy Alexander” - ½ oz cognac, 1 oz dark creme de cacao, 1 oz cream, grated nutmeg

“Gimlets” - 2 ½ oz gin, ½ oz lime juice, ½ oz simple syrup, lime wheel



“Flannery punch bowls” - English Bishop 150mL aged rum, ½ gal of apple cider, ¼ cup of sugar,
½ tsp nutmeg, ½ tsp cinnamon

“Seven layer liqueur” - ½ oz almond liqueur, ½ oz irish cream, ½ oz orange liqueur

“Mind’s eye” - from Chaucer, conceiving of imaginary scenes

“Heart’s ease” - wild pansy, no scientific evidence to support its usage

“Craw” - thin walled part of the digestive tract used for food storage prior to digestion. Found
primarily in birds and worms and other invertebrates.

“Dylan Thomas” - Dylan Thomas (1914-1953). The great Welsh poet of Under Milkwood fame
needs no introduction, certainly not from me, but I merely wanted to take a moment to call him
to mind here.

“Demurely” - modest and reserved in manner and behavior

“Parnassus” - According to Greek mythology, Parnassus was the home of the Muses, and sacred
to the god Apollo.

“University” - New Carthage is described as a university rather than a college, an important
distinction and difference from Wagner College, which served as an inspiration to Albee in the
crafting of this play.

“Handball” - Affectionately described by some participants as “soccer with hands,” handball
originated in Berlin in the late 1910s, and grew in popularity throughout the 20th century. It is a
team sport which consists of two opposing factions attempting to score goals and utilizes hand to
hand passing, as the name implies.

“I’m twenty-eight” - Nick was born in 1934, while Honey was born in 1936.

“Chromosomes” - George brings up the topic of eugenics and Nick’s apparent fascination with it.
Eugenics came to prominence in the first half of the 20th century with its adoption by some of
the Axis powers during the Second World War, most prominently Germany. It fell out of favor in
the global community shortly after the end of the war.

“A.B.” - artium baccalaureus, Latin for “bachelor of arts”

“M.A.” - Master of Arts



“Ph.D.” - Doctor of Philosophy

“During the war” - George’s lack of service during World War II is of great importance in the
contextualization of the play, and also serves as one of the great mysteries in the text. Perhaps
Martha’s father pulled some strings to prevent his son in law from serving in the military?

“Tax deduction” - would be worth approximately $2,000 in 2020.

“Illyria” - The western Balkans, captured by the Romans in the 2nd century BCE.

“Penguin Island” - An island in Western Australia entirely populated by a species of penguins
genetically specific to the island.

“Gomorrah” - Biblical “and Sodom” fame located on the Jordan River. Famously consumed by
fire and brimstone in the Book of Genesis.

“New Carthage” - The university is named of course for the capital of the North African empire
Carthage, home of Hannibal and Rome’s opponent in the Punic Wars. One of the most powerful
Mediterranean empires in antiquity.

“M.I.T.” - Massachusetts Institute of Technology

“U.C.L.A.” - University of California Los Angeles

“Sorbonne” - College of Sorbonne in Paris, France.

“Moscow University” - As the name implies, though with the play’s Cold War setting, this could
retain multiple layers of meaning.

“Micronesian Tortoises” - There is no extant species of tortoise which has this name. Perhaps a
misremembrance of Tu’i Maliha, a tortoise presented to the Tongan royal family who lived for
188 years, and died in 1966, a few years after the premiere of Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?

“Twenty-first birthday” - This positions the birth of George and Martha’s son to sometime in the
year 1941, the same year which marks the beginning of the United States’ involvement in the
conflict. Since our play takes place in September, perhaps this may refer to another 1941 event,
including potentially the siege of Leningrad on the 8th of September, the Moscow Conference on
September 26th, where representatives from the US, Great Britain, and the USSR met for the
first time during the war, and/or the first usage of Zyklon B at Auschwitz upon a group of Soviet
prisoners of war.



“Fen” - low and marshy area of land

“Cotton” (v) - understand, get to know. When a fiber cottons, it blends in really well with other
fibers. It also means “not in favor of,” “get along with,” or “to discover.”

“Roundhouse” -Martha probably means a haymaker here.

“Huckleberry” - Indigenous to the Northwestern United States and Western Canada, unlike the
Northeastern setting of the play.

“Blue games” - blue here is euphemistic for pornographic, as it was during the 1960s and 1970s
especially

“Abstruse” -difficult to understand, obscure

“Recondite” - little known, abstruse

“Dank” - disagreeably damp, musty, and typically cold

“I will not give up Berlin” - here the Cold War games come into clearer focus, especially in
regards to the names of the characters, with George and Martha sharing the given names of the
first president and first lady of the United States, and Nick having the Westernized equivalent of
the then current head of the Soviet Union, Nikita Khruschev

“Floozy” - young woman who has many casual sexual partners or who dresses or behaves in a
sexually provocative way

“Nipper of brandy” - a little bit of brandy

“The albatross” - a reference to the Coleridge poem Rime of the Ancient Mariner

“Early in the morning” - an interpolation of the “Drunken Sailor” shanty, which predates the 19th
century at the latest

“Walpurgisnacht” - the night of April 30th and the day of May 1st, the feast day of St. Walpurga,
an eighth century abbess born in England who moved to Germany. Prayer to St. Walpurga was
thought to help the intercessor ward off witches and witchcraft (and pests, whooping cough and
rabies), and on Walpurgisnacht people light off bonfires to keep evil spirits and witches away.
Celebrated primarily in Germany and Central Europe.



“Punic Wars” - a reference to the three major wars between Rome and Carthage, which resulted
in the razing and salting of the Earth on the site that was Carthage.

“Monstre” - monster

“Cochon” - pig

“Bête” - beast

“Canaille” - scoundrel

“Putain” - whore

“If we survive” - probably a reference to the ongoing Cold War. The play itself premiered three
days before the start of the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962.

“Mercy ships” - hospital vessels

“Putas” - prostitutes, interestingly from the same Latin root as Putain, puta, which in the vulgar
meant “girl” (though the classical Latin for girl was puella)

“A & P” - Atlantic and Pacific Tea Company (the grocery store)

“Dies Irae” - Latin for “Days of Wrath,” a poetic sequence in Latin describing the Last
Judgement, dating to the Middle Ages

“Internal subversion” - undermining actions arising from within a nation, echoes of the Bay of
Pigs and in general the United States policy towards many South American nations during the
Cold War

“Guerilla tactics” - atypical military actions, typically performed by smaller armies in order to
gain an advantage on larger, better staffed military presences

“Daguerreotype” - an early 19th century form of photography which utilized silver plates

“Beethoven’s 7th Symphony, 2nd Movement” - Composed in the early 1810s Beethoven’s 7th
century was considered by the composer to be one of his premiere works, and the 2nd movement
of the symphony was hailed by Richard Wagner as “the apotheosis of dance.”



“Sacre du Printemps” - The French title for Stranvinsky’s experimental masterpiece, Rite of
Spring

“Angel tits” - firm breasts

“Monkey nipples” - inversion of angel tits, but also a reference to pregnancy, as a darkening of
the nipples can signify pregnancy

“Clip joint” - a seedy strip club wherein customers spend large sums of money under false
pretenses

“Christ and all those girls” - Most likely a reference to the various prominent followers of Jesus
who were women, most famously Mary Magdalene.

“Frau” - A German speaking woman, a reference to the blonde Honey and Nick.

“Blondie” - A reference to Nick’s hair, but also shares the name of the dog belonging to Adolf
Hitler.

“23 years” - This puts the beginning of George and Martha’s relationship in 1939, the same year
as the outbreak of the Second World War.

“Total war” - Unrestricted conflict which allows for the targeting of civilians and civilian
buildings and resources in its scope.

“Ice for the lamps of China” - This is a reference to a popular early 1930s novel Oil of the Lamps
of China, which details Western exploitation of the Chinese economic structure for profit.
However, knowing George, this is more likely a reference to the 1935 film adaptation of the
novel, starring Pat O’Brien.

“Manchuria” - A region in the Northeast of China (referred to as “China’s Rust Belt), heavily
fought over in the aftermath of World War II. Invaded by Imperial Japan in the 1930s, Manchuria
was later invaded again by the U.S.S.R. in 1945. Later, Manchuria was the initial fighting ground
between the Nationalist and Communist factions, with the beginning of the Chinese Communist
Party takeover of China starting in Manchuria. The reference to “team[ing] up” is an allegorical
joke about having the United States and the Soviet Union work together to attack and exploit
China for resources and profit rather than utilizing China and the Chinese military as a proxy
(such as in both the Korean War which predates the play and the Vietnam War which postdates
it).



“The worm turns” - Attributed to John Heywood, who said “even a worm will turn,” meaning
that even the weakest creature will retaliate.

“Book” - The book George reads is probably meant to be a symbolic representation of Oswald
Spengler’s The Decline of the West, and even more specifically the second volume which details
perspectives on world history. To broadly summarize a very dense book I have started but not
finished, Spengler views Europe as a Faustian figure, a tragic hero who strives to create but
knows that it will never achieve its actual goal and potential. The quote George reads aloud is
pure Albee, though it is Albee trying to capture the spirit of Spengler.

“Exorcism” - The expulsion of an evil spirit from a place and/or a person.

“Over shoulder” - A reference to “Do your Ears hang low?”, though most probably to one of the
more vulgar variants of the rhyme knowing Martha.

“Earth mother” - A recurrent mythological figure, the source of everything, with nothing within
or on the Earth separate from her. All things come from and eventually return to her.

“Gelding” - A castrated animal.

“Houseboy” - A person employed to undertake the duties of the house. A pejorative term.

“Flunky” - A Footman.

“Just a Gigolo” - A reference to the 1956 song of the same name by Louis Prima.

“Snapdragons” - A type of flower, but specifically one that can be used as a protective charm
against falsehood.

“Flores; flores para los muertos. Flores.” - Quoting from Tennessee Williams’ A Streetcar Named
Desire. It is differently punctuated here than in Williams’ theatrical script, which lends me to
once again take this as a reference to the film rather than the stage play.

“Pansies. Rosemary.” - Two different flower types, both of which are famously invoked by
Ophelia in the fourth Act of Hamlet. Ophelia says that pansies are for “thoughts” while rosemary
is for “remembrance.”

“I’m nobody’s houseboy now” - A reference to the 1940 comedic film, I’m Nobody’s Sweetheart
Now.



“No moon” - A winking reference to William Shakespeare’s Taming of the Shrew, which features
a similar sequence debating on astrological phenomenon.

“Chastity” - A reference both to abstaining from sexual intercourse and a reference to the moon,
and its patron goddess in Greek mythology Diana, who was noted for her chastity.

“Majorca” - The largest island of the Balearic Islands in the Mediterranean Sea, it is a part of
Spain.

“Aegean Sea” - The body of water which separates Greece and Turkey, rife with classical
mythological significance.

“Here we go round the mulberry bush” - An English children’s nursery rhyme, which according
to legend was created by female inmates of the HMP Wakefield prison. This belief is supported
by the prison itself, which claims that the inmates would sing the rhyme while exercising around
a large mulberry tree. There is no definitive proof of this story, but the legend feels very germane
to the work of Albee. Also of note, a traditional musical setting to this rhyme provides the
traditional arrangement for the titular song of our play, since the Walt Disney Company is
notoriously stingy about leasing out their copyrighted material. However, considering this is a
staged reading, we are able to sing the song to its originally intended tune.

“Stud” - A term for a male horse who sires numerous offspring, often a retired thoroughbred
seeking to create a lucrative pedigree.

“Gird your loins” - prepare oneself for something difficult

“Bringing up Baby” - Once again, a reference to a classic screwball comedy, this time the 1938
film starring Katharine Hepburn and Cary Grant. In the film, the titular baby is famously a fully
grown leopard.

“Wifelet” - a small wife

“September” - Firmly dating our play to early September.

“Bassinet” - A crib

“Swizzle stick” - A stick whose function is to stir up still drinks or take the fizz out of sparkling
drinks.



“Absolve, Domine….” - George quotes extensively from the Catholic funeral Requiem in Latin.
I do not wish to take up too much space in the glossary for this translation, so I will attach the
full translation of what George says after the glossary at the end of the dramaturgy packet.

“Harridan” - a belligerent older woman



Latin Translation

George 1: (from Absolve, Domine) Forgive, O Lord, the souls of all the faithful departed from all
the chains of their sins.

George 2: And by the aid to them of Your Grace may they deserve to avoid the judgement of
revenge

George 3: And enjoy the blessedness of everlasting life

George 4: (from In Paradisum) May the angels lead you into paradise

George 5: (from Requiem in Aeternam) He shall be justified in everlasting memory, and shall
fear no evil reports

George 6: The Lord be with you

George 7: (from Libera Me) Deliver me, O Lord, from eternal death on that awful day when the
heavens and earth shall be shaken, when thou shalt come to judge the world by fire. I am made to
tremble and I fear till the judgement be upon us and the coming wrath, when the heavens and the
Earth shall be moved. That day, the day of wrath, calamity and misery, day of great and
exceeding bitterness, when Thou shalt come to judge the world by fire. Rest eternal grant unto
them, O Lord: and let light perpetual shine on them. (Catholic Requiems)

George 8: Lord have mercy, Christ have mercy, Lord have mercy
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