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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 examin-
ation 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 anachron-
istic, 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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The Fourth Wall

The Fourth Wall series is a growing collection of short books on famous plays. 
Its compact format perfectly suits the kind of fresh, engaging criticism that 
brings a play to life.

Each book in this series selects one play or musical as its subject and 
approaches it from an original angle, seeking to shed light on an old favourite 
or break new ground on a modern classic. These lively, digestible books are 
a must for anyone looking for new ideas on the major works of modern 
theatre.

www.routledge.com/ performance/ series/ 4THW

Also available in this series:

J. M. Synge’s The Playboy of the Western World by Christopher Collins
Heiner Müller’s The Hamletmachine by David Barnett
Lerner and Loewe’s My Fair Lady by Keith Garebian
Samuel Beckett’s Krapp’s Last Tape by Daniel Sack
Thornton Wilder’s The Skin of Our Teeth by Kyle Gillette
Harold Pinter’s Party Time by Graham White
Davies and Penhall’s Sunny Afternoon by John Fleming
Tim Crouch’s An Oak Tree by Catherine Love
Sondheim and Lapine’s Into the Woods by Olaf Jubin
Errol John’s Moon on a Rainbow Shawl by Lynnette Goddard
Alastair McDowell’s Pomona by David Ian Rabey
Benjamin Britten’s Peter Grimes by Sam Kinchin- Smith
Sondheim and Wheeler’s Sweeney Todd by Aaron Thomas
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For my sons, Maxwell and Julius …
You are my sole reality …
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