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Whos Afraid Of
Virginia Woolf

Script

Introduction:
The Enduring
Power of a
Modern
Classic

F e w  p l a y s  i n  t h e
history  of  American
theatre have achieved
the  iconic  status  of
E d w a r d  A l b e e ’ s
Who’s  Afraid  of
Virginia  Woolf?
Since its controversial
debut on Broadway in
1 9 6 2 ,  t h i s  d a r k
comedy  of  manners

h a s  c a p t i v a t e d
audiences  and  critics
a l i k e  w i t h  i t s
unflinching
e x p l o r a t i o n  o f
marriage, illusion, and
emotional  brutality.
The play’s title itself, a
clever  parody  of  the
Disney  song  “Who’s
Afraid of the Big Bad
Wolf?” from The Three
Little Pigs, hints at the
cent ra l  theme  o f
confronting  deep-
seated fears. But what
is  it  about  this  work
that  cont inues  to
resonate with readers
and  theatre-goers



more than six decades
later?  This  article
delves  into  the  plot,
characters,  themes,
and lasting  legacy  of
Who’s  Afraid  of
Virginia  Woolf? ,
p r o v i d i n g  a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
ana lys is  for  both
n e w c o m e r s  a n d
seasoned enthusiasts.

Albee’s masterpiece is
not merely a play; it is
a scalpel that dissects
the  fragile  structures
o f  h u m a n
relationships. Set over
a single long night in
the  living  room  of  a
New  England  college
professor’s home, the
drama unfolds with an
intensity that strips its
four  characters  bare.
The  title  question,
posed throughout the
p l a y ,  b e c o m e s  a
multilayered  inquiry
into  vulnerability,

truth, and the games
people  play  to  avoid
fac ing  the i r  own
realities. Whether you
are studying the play
for  a  literature  class,
p r e p a r i n g  f o r  a
pe r f o rmance ,  o r
s imp ly  seek ing  a
deeper  understanding
of  a  seminal  work  in
American drama,  this
guide  will  illuminate
the  nuances  that
make  Who’s  Afraid
of  Virginia  Woolf?
an  eternal  classic.

Plot
Overview: A
Night of
Psychologica
l Warfare

The  action  of  Who’s
Afraid  of  Virginia
Woolf? takes place in
the  early  hours  of  a
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Sunday  morn ing.
George,  a  middle-
aged history professor
a t  a  s m a l l  N e w
England  college,  and
his  wife  Martha,  the
d a u g h t e r  o f  t h e
university’s  president,
return  home  from  a
faculty  party  hosted
by  Martha’s  father.
Martha  announces
that she has invited a
new  young  biology
professor,  Nick,  and
his  wife,  Honey,  over
for  a  nightcap.  What
begins as a seemingly
pol i te  post -party
gathering  quickly
descends into a vortex
of  alcoholic  games,
psychological  attacks,
a n d  p a i n f u l
revelations.

The  play  is  divided
into  three  acts,  each
named  after  a  game
that  the  characters
play:

Act One: Fun
and Games –
The initial
encounter sets
the stage as
Martha and
George engage
in “humping the
hostess” and
“get the
guests.” George
retaliates with
stories about a
friend who
accidentally
killed his
parents, a tale
that eerily
parallels his own
life. Nick and
Honey are
drawn into the
couple’s verbal
sparring,
revealing their
own
insecurities.
Act Two:
Walpurgisnach
t – Named after
the German



witches’
sabbath, this act
marks the
escalation of
cruelty. The
characters’
masks crumble.
Nick admits to
marrying Honey
for her money
and a false
pregnancy.
George and
Martha’s private
son, whom they
have invented,
becomes the
central weapon
in their war.
George reveals
that he has
written a novel
about a fictional
boy who kills his
parents, a story
Martha had
forbidden him to
publish.
Act Three: The
Exorcism – In
the final act,

George and
Martha are left
alone after Nick
and Honey flee.
Martha sings the
title song one
last time.
George
announces the
death of their
imaginary son –
an exorcism of
the illusion they
have nurtured
for twenty-one
years. The play
ends not with
resolution, but
with a fragile,
exhausted
peace.

The  plot  of  Who’s
Afraid  of  Virginia
Woolf? is deceptively
s i m p l e ,  b u t  i t s
emotional  complexity
lies in the razor-sharp
d ia logue  and  the
progressive  stripping
away  of  delusions.
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E a c h  g a m e  t h e
characters play forces
them  closer  to  the
truth they most dread.

Character
Analysis:
Four Souls in
a Pressure
Cooker

George: The
Bitter Historian

George is a man who
h a s  s e t t l e d  f o r
mediocrity.  Once  a
promising  academic,
h e  n o w  t e a c h e s
history in the shadow
of  his  father-in-law.
His  wit  is  h is  only
w e a p o n ,  a n d  h e
w i e l d s  i t  w i t h
devastating  precision.
Throughout  Who’s
Afraid  of  Virginia
Woo l f ? ,  G e o r g e

oscillates  between
passive  victim  and
active  tormentor.  His
ultimate move – killing
the imaginary son – is
both an act of cruelty
and a twisted form of
liberation.  George
represents the fear of
failure and the anger
t h a t  f e s t e r s  i n
unfulfilled potential.

Martha: The
Vulgar Princess

Martha,  the  daughter
o f  t h e  c o l l e g e
president,  is  loud,
vulgar, and desperate
for  attention.  She
craves stimulation and
will  provoke  George
into  any  reaction,
even violent  ones,  to
break  the  monotony
of their marriage. Her
famous line “I disgust
me!” encapsulates her
self-loathing.  Martha
embodies  the  fear  of



aging,  rejection,  and
the emptiness of living
through  another’s
power. Her need for a
son  –  the  child  she
and  George  could
never  have  –  drives
the central  illusion of
the play.

Nick: The
Ambitious Young
Scientist

Nick is a new biology
professor  hired  to
bring  “new blood”  to
t h e  c o l l e g e .  H e
represents the future,
b u t  h e  i s  a l s o  a
product  of  his  own
ruth lessness .  He
married Honey for her
money, and he has an
affair  of  sorts  with
M a r t h a  o v e r  t h e
course of the evening.
Y e t  N i c k  i s  n o t  a
villain; he is a hollow
man who has already

compromised  h is
integrity.  His  scientific
worldview is no match
for  the  emotional
chaos that George and
Martha  unleash.  In
Who’s  Afraid  of
Virginia  Woolf? ,
Nick’s arc shows that
ambition  can  be  as
hollow as any illusion.

Honey: The
Fragile Mouse

Honey  is  the  most
d e l i c a t e  o f  t h e
quartet.  She  drinks
h e a v i l y  t o  a v o i d
r e a l i t y ,  a n d  h e r
innocence is a facade
that  crumbles  when
she  learns  that  her
“ h y s t e r i c a l
pregnancy” is just that
– a phantom. Honey’s
character serves as a
mirror  to  Martha,
revea l ing  what  a
woman might become
if she never confronts
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her trauma. She is the
one  who  desperately
wants  children  but
cannot  have  them,
j u x t a p o s e d  w i t h
Martha’s  invented
chi ld.  By  the  end,
Honey is physically ill
and  emot i ona l l y
broken, crying for her
phantom baby – a foil
to  Martha’s  larger
fantasy.

Major
Themes in
Who’s Afraid
of Virginia
Woolf?

Illusion vs.
Reality

The central  theme of
the play is the conflict
between  illusion  and
reality.  George  and
M a r t h a  h a v e

constructed a fantasy
son  to  fill  the  void  in
their  marriage.  The
title  itself,  a  play  on
the  children’s  song,
suggests that the “big
bad wolf” is fear itself
–  the  fear  of  l iving
without  i l lusions.
A l b e e  q u e s t i o n s
whether  humans  can
survive  without  their
comforting  fictions.
The  exorcism  of  the
son at the end is both
a  p a i n f u l  a n d
necessary  purging  of
falsehood.

The Failure of
the American
Dream

Who’s  Afraid  of
Virginia Woolf?  is  a
scathing  critique  of
mid-century American
values.  George  and
Martha  represent  the
academic  elite,  yet



their  life  is  a  hollow
sham. Nick and Honey
embody the upwardly
mobile  couple,  but
they  are  little  better.
The play suggests that
the American Dream –
the house, the job, the
children – is a fragile
c o n s t r u c t  t h a t
c r u m b l e s  u n d e r
scrutiny. Albee’s work
is  of ten  read  as  a
commentary  on  the
sterile,  conformist
society  of  the  1950s
and 1960s.

Gender and
Power

The play examines the
p o w e r  d y n a m i c s
between  men  and
women.  Martha  is
d o m i n a n t  a n d
emasculating,  while
George  is  passive-
aggressive.  Nick’s
affair  with  Martha
further  complicates

the gender roles. The
characters  use  sex,
i n t e l l e c t u a l
supe r i o r i t y ,  and
emotional  abuse  as
weapons.  The  play
anticipates  second-
wave  femin ism’s
q u e s t i o n i n g  o f
traditional  marriage
roles. However, Albee
does  not  offer  easy
a n s w e r s ;  a l l
c h a r a c t e r s  a r e
t r a p p e d  i n  t h e i r
prescribed  roles.

Alcohol as a
Catalyst

Alcohol  flows  freely
t h r o u g h o u t  t h e
evening, and it serves
a s  b o t h  a  s o c i a l
lubricant  and  a  truth
s e r u m .  T h e
c h a r a c t e r s ’
drunkenness  allows
them to speak truths
they  would  otherwise
suppress.  Yet  alcohol
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also fuels their cruelty
and  self-destruction.
In  Who’s  Afraid  of
Virginia  Woolf? ,
drinking is a symbol of
the  inability  to  cope
with reality,  and it  is
c e n t r a l  t o  t h e
nocturnal,  fever-pitch
atmosphere  of  the
play.

Historical
Context and
Controversy

When  Who’s  Afraid
of  Virginia  Woolf?
p r e m i e r e d  o n
Broadway  in  1962,  it
shocked  audiences
w i t h  i t s  e x p l i c i t
language,  themes  of
infidelity,  and
emotional  brutality.
The  play  was  one  of
the  first  to  use  the
word  “screw”  on  the
American  stage.  It

a l s o  d i r e c t l y
c h a l l e n g e d  t h e
censorship  powers  of
the time. Critics called
it a “sick play” and a
“world  of  depravity.”
Yet  it  won  the  Tony
Award  for  Best  Play
and  later  the  New
York  Drama  Critics’
Circle  Award.  The
1966  film  adaptation
starring  Elizabeth
Taylor  and  Richard
Burton introduced the
s to ry  to  a  g l oba l
a u d i e n c e  a n d
cemented its place in
pop culture.

The  play’s  t i t le,  a
parody  of  a  Disney
song,  underscores
Albee’s  subversion  of
innocence.  Who’s
Afraid  of  Virginia
Woolf?  is  not  just  a
reference to the writer
Virginia  Woolf,  but
also a commentary on
intellectualism  and



existential fear. Woolf
herself  was a symbol
o f  l i t e r a r y
achievement  and
mental  instability,
themes that  resonate
i n  t h e  p l a y ’ s
characters.

Adaptations
and Legacy

The  most  famous
adaptation  of  Who’s
Afraid  of  Virginia
Woolf?  is  the  1966
film  directed  by  Mike
Nicho ls ,  s tar r ing
Elizabeth  Taylor  and
Richard Burton. Taylor
won  an  Academy
Award for Best Actress
for  her  portrayal  of
Martha.  The  film  was
groundbreaking  both
for its rawness and its
willingness  to  bring
A l b e e ’ s
u n c o m p r o m i s i n g
vision  to  screen.  In

recent years, the play
has  seen  numerous
revivals  on  stage,
inc lud ing  a  2005
Broadway  revival
starr ing  Kathleen
Turner  and Bill  Irwin,
and a 2009 production
with  Suzanne  Bertish
and Paul Shelley. Each
revival  finds  new
relevance in the play’s
themes  of  marital
warfare  and  social
anxiety.

A l b e e ’ s  p l a y
influenced  countless
later works, from Sam
Shepard’s  domestic
dramas to the modern
television  series  like
Who’s  Afraid  of  the
Big  Bad  Wolf?  which
takes  its  name  from
the same source. The
phrase  “Who’s  Afraid
of Virginia Woolf?” has
entered the lexicon as
a  s h o r t h a n d  f o r
i n t e l l e c t u a l
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intimidation or fear of
high culture. The play
remains  a  staple  of
university  curricula
and  is  f requent ly
performed in theatres
worldwide.

Why the Play
Still Matters
Today

In  an  age of  curated
online  identities  and
social  media facades,
Albee’s exploration of
i l l u s i o n  i s  m o r e
relevant  than  ever.
T h e  c h a r a c t e r s ’
desperate  need  to
project  an  image  of
s u c c e s s  a n d
happiness, while their
lives are in shambles,
mirrors the anxiety of
modern  existence.
T h e  p l a y  a l s o
examines the toxicity
of  unresolved  conflict

in  relationships,  a
topic that continues to
r e s o n a t e  i n
discussions  about
mental  health  and
emotional  abuse.
Who’s  Afraid  of
Virginia  Woolf?
f o r c e s  u s  t o  a s k
u n c o m f o r t a b l e
questions:  What  lies
do we tell ourselves to
survive? At what point
does a shared illusion
become a prison?

Moreover,  the  play’s
l a n g u a g e  i s
electrifying.  Albee’s
d i a l o g u e  i s  a
m a s t e r c l a s s  i n
rhythm,  repetition,
and  subtext.  Each
insult  is  a  carefully
crafted  weapon.  The
play  teaches  writers
how to create tension
and  reveal  character
th rough  speech .
Actors  still  cite  the
roles  of  George  and



Martha as among the
most  challenging and
rewarding  in  modern
theatre.

Conclusion:
The Exorcism
of Fear

Who’s  Afraid  of
Virginia Woolf? is far
more  than  a  p lay
about  a  miserable
coup le  and  the i r
g u e s t s .  I t  i s  a
profound  meditation
on the lies we live by,
the  games  we  play,
and the fragile nature
of human connection.
E d w a r d  A l b e e ’ s
masterpiece  endures
because it  refuses  to
flinch  from the  ugliest
truths  about  love,
ambition, and identity.
The  final  moment  of
the play, when George
and  Martha  are  left

alone,  exhausted and
raw,  suggests  that
only by exorcising our
deepest  illusions  can
we begin to approach
real  intimacy.  The
answer  to  the  title’s
question, it turns out,
is all of us – we are all
afraid, but perhaps by
f a c i n g  t h a t  f e a r
together,  we  can  find
a  way  forward.

W h e t h e r  y o u
encounter  this  work
on  the  stage,  in  a
classroom, or through
the iconic film, Who’s
Afraid  of  Virginia
Woolf?  leaves  an
indel ib le  mark.  I t
challenges us to look
beyond  the  pol i te
surface of society and
confront  the  primal,
messy,  and  of ten
brutal  real it ies  of
being human. That is
why,  decades  later,
we are still asking the
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question  –  and  still afraid to answer.


