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ABSTRACT

The contemporary American playwrighf Edward Albee attempts throughout

« Ny,
R

his nine major plays-—The Zoo Story, The Sandbox, The Death of Bessie

Smith,. The Kﬁericqg Dream, Who's Afraid ¢: Virginia Woolf?, Tiny Alice,

A Delicate Balance, Box-Mao-Box, and All Cver--to effect changes, or at.

least a heightened sense of awareness, in the artistic, socigl; and moral <
conéciousness of modern Western,  and spe;ifically American, society.

511 aspects 6f his drama, including his skillful use of a wide variety

of theatrical‘eléments and effects and gis-methods of éharacterizatioh,
dialogue development, and theme development, wofkﬁtoward thaf end.

The plays work to effect these changes by créating dissonance in

the mind of the audience member or reader. The dissonance results from -

Albee's deliberate use and manipulation of the audience member's expecta-
L
tions and conditioned responses. Through the setting, characterization,
( .

.language, and theme developggnt, Albee may initially lead his audience

to expect predictable dramaturgic elements. However, he may then devélop

plots, use dialogue, create haraé%ers, emphasize ideas, and arrive at

<

conclusions quite unlike -thos& éxpected. Obviously, Albee's unpredictable
. . 7 4

use of conventional eleménts of drama parallels thé unpreditability of
his hypothe&&s and conclusions when considering conventional subject
matter and traditional thémes. In all these instances, the intended
result is the same. The lack of fulfillment of one's expectation ~leads

+

to the creation of dissonance i% the mind of the audience member.

T

iv 5

o

.



of the disparate, seemingly incongruous elements of the plays and to
! «

;puntal stlmu11 that comprise all the plays is his awarenegs of Albee's

~

\ ,
. N Nl s,
Dissonance is defihed as any lack of harmony and agreement in one's

perceptions that produces feelings of uhease or tension. It is possible
! A

-~

.
that the strong desire for reduction oJ resolution of the dissodnance

1

LN

may stimulate the audience member to closer examination and evaluation

introspectidn. Possibly, the analysis and introspection may then lead
to the restructurlng of one's perceptfons and 1deas whlch is'the flrst

and most important step towards personal change or bowarda heightened

awareness.

Analyses of four of the major aspects of Albee's plays——the use of -

theatrical elements and hls characterlzatlon, language, and thematic

concerns—-reveal the organic unity of the whole body of Albee's dramatic r

"\

-work. - Through the patte}ns that can be traced throughout his.dork one

sees that his plays consistently work to compel modern man to commit

himself to the perception and acceptance of reallty, to a defense of his

I

, . ,
own humanity, and to aZtaanent of honest and compassionate interaction N

though great personal sacrificeg may be required
)

a en though success is not assured The flnal effect of the audiende
1] ~

ﬁith other people, e

0 o
\pber s or reader's examination of the, complex, multi-leveled, contra-

. o

recutrent method—-the creation of dlssonance;—and Albee s, recurrent
theme: ”Through a deliberate\ consc10us choace of action and 1nuolvement,
man can face the absurdlty‘pf a "senseless world that makes no sensge"

¥ * &

and can create a life that has meaning. The‘plays do not advocate -

despair. Instead, they suggest that solutions should be sought while

there is still time and that an affirmative response to life is in order.
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Introduction

"A playwright--unless he is creating escapist romances (an

£ . honorable occupation, of course)--has two obligations: first,

<\3&-' to make some statement about the condition of "man" (as it is
put) and, second, to make some statement about the nature of
the art form with which he is working. In both instances he
must attempt change. -In the first instance——sincefwery few
serious -plays are written to glorify the status quo--the play-
wright must try to alter his society; in the second instance--
since art musf move, or wither--the playwright must try to
alter the fords within which his precursors hgve had to work.

. . ) . .

The contemporary American playwright Edward Albee does éttempt

throughout his nine majot plays--The Zoo Story, The Sandbox, The

Death of Bessie Smith, The Ame¥xican Dream, Who's Afraid of Virginia

Woolf?, Tiny Alice, A DeliCate Balalnce, qu—Mao-Boﬁ; and All Over--

to effecg,changés, or at least tﬁ effect é heightened sense of

awareness, in the értistié, social and moral consciousness of modern

Western, ahd~specifically American, society. All aspects of his dréma,

including his skillful use -of a wide'varigty of theatrical elements

and effeéts and‘his methods of characterizaéion, dialogue develoRment,

and‘théme devélopmenéf work to create dissonance in the min&.ofAthé

aydience. And this dissonance further works to accbmplish&Albee's

goal of effécting change. \
Since his emergedke in 1959 with the'firsg production of The Zoo

Story, Eqwétd Albee has come to be considered by many critics as tﬁg :

most important of the mapy new, young ?ﬁerican playwrights who began
il -

N ‘ L.
writing early in the dechde of the sikties. For example, Gerald Weales

15



asserts in The Jumping-0ff Place{ American Drama in the 1960's that:

'"Edward Albee is 1nescapably the Amerlcan playwrlght of the 196Q's. n?

~

Comparably, in his discussion of the New York theatre, Mel Gussow makes
the following evaluatlon of - Albee S position:

Condemned by some and. worshiped by others, Edward Albee is

clearly the most compelling American .playwright’ to explode

upon the Broadway stage since Tennessee W1lliams and Arthur

Miller in the mid-'40s.

Indeed, Albee has gained an international reputation based on his -
nine major plays and three adaptations, with successful prodnctions
of his works in Germany, England, Japan, Sweden, and many other
countries. These plays, written over a period of twelve years, compare
n variety of experimentation with the work!of 0'Neill, Also like
0'Neill, Odets, Miller; Williams, and other playwrights before him,
Albee is a Perceptive~-but not dogmat1cally commi tted —soc1al critic.
In the tradltlon of these other modern Amerlcan dramatlsts Albee has
Tefused to see his function as a Playwright to be that of implicitly -
defendlng and preserving the traditional. bellefs and values of American
.soclety by leaV1ng these beliefs and value systems unexamined or

unattacked He appears to reject the concept of the theatre as "a

place to relax and haVe a good tlme, n4 a concept that has been per-

.

petuated by what Gussow calls "the typlcaI Broadway season nowadays,"

consisting of "a dozen splashy mu51cals, a few frothy comedies, [and]'

~ a handful of hits from Europe . .- . ."5 Albee . ‘repeatedly states his

opposition——in interviews, articles, prefaces and introductlons——and
©

demonstrates his opposition--in the plays that he wrltes--to what he

considers to be Broadway s per31stent function of Pandering to "thé\

public need for self—congratulatiOn andmreassurance and present[ing]

. N . ¢



r 6 '
a false picture of ourselves to ourselves . . . ." Instead, as Martin

l
Esslin states in The Theatre of the Absurd Albee “attacks the very

foundations of American optimism“ and points out the ' unw1111ngness

to face the ultimate facts of the/buman condition that in America,

even more than in Europe, represents the essence of bourgeois assumptions
w! o . . . N

and attitudes. Alvhough his interpretation of Albee's work is quite

unlike that of_Esslin‘in many other ways, C. W. E. Bigsby makes much

the same‘observatinn about the effects of Albee's works:

Chekhov once pointed out that it is as profitable for a farmer
to breed rats in a granary as it is for bourgeois society to
nourish the artist--a thought Whlch has nqg doubt occurred, in
recent years, to those at the® Valley Forge Military Academy who
had sent Albee forth to "preserve America.'

- Indeed, Albee's plays do seem to embody the concept of 'change'--
in terms of artistic ¥xperimentation and flexibility as well as social

analysis and ‘evaluation--rather than "preservation." Albee's adherence

{

to the.cdncept‘of artistic change is implicit in tbe varying structures

of hig plays; each differs frbm the others in many ways. 'And each of
‘tne—diverse dramatic styles is specifically chosen becagse it beést
fulfills the organic demands of a particular play.. The possible social
changes, arising out of changes in an individual's perception and _
level of .awareness and in man's relationshlp to the world around him,
are to result from the audiencevmember s reactions to the total effect

' created by the plays. A direct visceral response is immediately

LR

elicited in the audience member by Albeé’s dramatization of a multi—

faceted condition or a complex, problematic state of mind. However,

the audience member s perception of the more general "meaning of the
4

plays may be much less immediate because one must react more gradually

l 1

to the polyphonic, contrapuntal effect Wthh results froq Albee' s



skillful method of employing the available theatrical effects, of

, .

developing characters, and of creating dialogue.

ﬁFor exaople, in many instances Albee-begios his plays by ‘employing
apparently coyventional theatrical settings, situations, characters,
devices, and genres in order to set them into a disarmingly familigr-

framework for the audience member. Therefore, to some audience members'

and critics, Albee's playg appear to fit into predictable, traditional
categories of American theatre such as social‘comedy,'social protest
dnama,.oaturalism, realism, and expressionistic safire, or into the ‘ J
newer category of thg Theatre of the Absurd. He may even use techhiques.

that are generally-associated with one or another of the more influential

o 2t

modern dramatists.” But mere pastiche is not the result. Indeed closer
exagination reveals that the deliberate resemblances are merely super-

ficial; the conventional categorles and dramatic technlques are treated

by Albee with impressionistic flexibility and alluslveness. In fact,
what Albee is 401ng in many of his plays is dellberately e11c1t1ng, ,

u51ng, and manlpulatlng the audience's condltioned responses to the

. , )
attributes of popular drama. He may lead one, initially, to expect N
certaln predictable elements and then develop plots, use/ dlalcxgue,
\

create characters, empha31ze ideas, and arrive at conclusions quité

unlike those expected. Furthermore, he may use the various assocdiations

2 ’

that he elicits to add ironic depth to his own drama. As Anne -Paolucci
. N ,
. .

states in From Tension to Tonic: The Plays of Edward Albee, Albee "does

o~ ° . n «

not discard such [dramatic] c0nVentiohs:altogether, but restructures. >
them accordlng to the organic demands of his dramatic themes." Therefore,

A

one sees that there is a partlcular aptness to Geri Trotta § assertion

that the effect of Edward Albee's*plays—--in which one s 1nitial expectations I
o '“"‘\ A

. - -
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-

N

are not fulfilled, in which inconéruity is skillfully' used as a °*

dramaturgical method, and in which the expected and t

the familiar and the bizarre‘exist side by side--is

[ 3
he unexpected,

"rather like

, 1
finding a five tarantula .at’the bottom of a box of Cracker Jack." 0

Parodles and paradoxes exist on every leVel of Albee's dramatlc work,

The action that occurs in his relatlvely conVentlonal

.

}

no one-dimensional heroes or villains? Language is used by the

i

settlngs seems

_slightly incongruous and ‘therefore disquieting. Albee's plays provide

characters in \Albee's plays to lie, to confuse, to‘hide, and to cause

pain, but it is rarely used to effect honest, spontaneous, positive

-

, N . ¢
contact with other characters. Because he follows the logic of his

plays to the most plausible resolution of th- mflict and 1he action,/”

there can be no unambiguously happy conclu81ons, ng\pacifying and

reassuring denouements The flnal meanlng of each of Albee's rlays

can be. understood only when the ' 'teaching emotion" --explained by the

character Jerry in. The Zoo Story,)Albee's Fivar pray-
) 4
[+ . .]ll neither klndness nor cruelty by themsel

~is created:

ves, 1ndependent

of each other, ckeates any effect beyond themselves, [. .. but]
the two combined, together, at the same time, are the teaching

emotion. (__, Pp. 35- 36) .

Thus, Albee attempts to artlculaté his artlstic and thematic concerns

to the audlence through an 1ncongruous comblnatlon of,

and an alternation

o t
between, klndness and cruelty /ﬂ/fact, ‘his tota} dramatlc method

t"‘“

ultimately can be seen as a klnd/of dlalectlc, that is, an alternation

between delight and disturbance, the tradltlonal and

.the unexpected,

‘the humor of grimace and unmltlgated serlousness, the preposterous and

the horrifying, the obv1ous and. the amblguous or myst

existential awareness and immeditte social concern.

q
T 3

erious, and between

As Paolucci explains,

O\

-



. { - -

in the plays there is an "ever more intense oscillation between what_ig
, .

. and yhat appears tQ_be; between acknowledged purpose and hidden inténtions;

Obviously, Albee intex‘ionallx;creates contrasts, paradoxes, and

incongruities 1ip every aspect of his drama.  The audience member may
. \ ‘ . ’ .

'leave\the gheaGre‘with‘his ekpectations‘unfulfilled about the results
of the action, about the abili&y of language tovgstablish effeétive
boqu of contactvand communication BetWeen people, about the ways in
whichicertéin ostensibly étéfeotyped characters should react, about
the fright" ending for the play, and so on. .This deliberate unful-

fillment of one's eXpectations in so many areas may result ip a state
of dissonancé for the individual. Dissonance is quite generally defined

as any lack of harmohy and agreement in gne's perceptions which thereby

produces feelings of unease, tension, or frustration. .The psychologist

»

- William Watts, in an article entitleq "Predictability and Pleasure:
. o -

-

Reactions .te the Disconfirmation of Expectancies," gives a more precise

analysis of the causes and effects of dissonance:
. V r

« « . 1if an individual éxpects a certain event to occur ‘and it -~
does not, he-will experience dissonance since his cognition
that he expects the event to occur is inconsistent with his
knowledge that the event did not olcur. Because dissonance
is presumably an unpleasant psychological state, disconfirmations
should Yesult in negative ‘effect and, therefore, ,[should] be
avoided'when possible; or, if disconfirmations do occur, should
lead to a gognitive”restrucfuring on the part of the person
80 as to maximize consonant elements [that is, to attempt to
restore a state of psychological consistency or equilibfium].13

Once dissonance is created, there are several possible methods
i H
- . 9

of "cognitive restructuring" which lead to dissonance—requction.
§

These methods can be grouped into "three broad categories: 'stopping



.

P o ) v

thinking,' chan ing one element of the two that are in the dis'sonant
Lthinxing, changing

) . ) nl . .
relationship, and-restructurlng.' 4 According to Hardyck and Kardush

n‘ in their article on methods of dissonance-reduction, the first method--
-

that 1is, passively forgettlng about the incongruity and tension or
actlvely supre381ng it--is preferred by some people because this me t hod

requires the least effort, introduces no new dissonance, and inwolves
o Lo

little mental work. The second method--which ‘involves "opinion change,
rejection of the source of a communication, denial of responsibility

for one's behavior, and distortion of the content of dissonance-~
I

. 15 . . : . -
producing messages" ~~may 1ntroduce new dissonance into the system and -

does require cognitive work. The third m%thod, which essentially means

-

that a person must increase the complexity and depth of his information,
. ) C

perceptions, and opinions coreernipg the tw0'cognitions, may be avoided

as long as possible by many people because of the elaborate cognitive

processes involved: »
Seeking new consonant cognitions . . . may easily result in’
N introducing new dissonance,. and it requires a good deal of *
thinking, reading, and talklng Making new. connections,
955 seeing new complexities, etc.,.all involve work . . . and, i
. ~ again, the- -making of such new connectlons may introduce ' //
. furtheg, dissonance. 1 C B . . ) // )

Throughout his;nine major plays, Albee éklllfully and effectlvely

attempts to create psychologlcal dlSSOnance in his audience by his .
‘ .

use of . theatrlcal elements and his dialogue, Eha;acterization,land‘

a

thema%ic development. Therefore, one may accurately discuss dissonance

as method in all Albee's plays.: Hoyever, the creation of dlssonance
need not necessarily ‘be seen as an end in 1tself As Watts,.Hardyck,

Kardush, and other PSYChOlogists assert, the creation of psychologlcal - .

8
disequilibrium automatically leads to one of several methods of

<



i z

A
v .
: )

dissonance-reduction. Since Albee frequently has aséerted that he

hopes to stimulate various kinds of positive changes through his drama,

one must assume that "stopping thinking" is not the reduct ion-met hod

that hegWOuld hope eventually to stimulate in his audience-talthough

it undoubtedly is a quite possible and quite frequent reaction to

I’

'psychological tension and a sdnse of incongruity. The creation of

dissonance may“also lead one to thought and the resultant restructurlng

: $

of” perceptlons, ‘opinions, and beliefs. The fact that this "restructuring"

i
'

may result is the more likely explaﬁétion for Albee's persistent(uée

of one method, that is, dissonance-creatiot, #n all areas of his drama.

Michael Rutenberg substantiates this view as he destribes the effect

“

on the audience member of Albee's play Box-Meo-Box in words that apply

-\\with nearly equal force aﬁd validity to all the playwright's’work:
' Y *

&

By creating dissonance, the pﬁayigg%feg‘the spectator to

Teduce the psychological imbalance either by rejecting the

play outright as meaninglessy repressing it out of

consciousness [that is, stopping thinking] or if he feels

that” the play has merit, by attempting to discover for

himself its fimal Pattern. He does this by reviewing

the data assimildted gurlng the theatrical experience

[that is, restructaring]. ,Impelled by a disquieting

sense of unfulfillment, he dxamires afd re-examines the
*exXperience--only now he can ‘choose to analyze the drama-'
.~targical elements ore at a time, shifting and intergoldting
~them until a clear, understandable pattern emerges.

‘ \ , ) .
From The Zoo Story to All Over, in order to perceive and understand

Albee's plays one must attempt to see and hear all the dlverse, 1nter—
locking, 1nc0ngruous elements of the plays as a whole--not only as

Sequentral elements whlch further,, the linear progression of a realistic

: narrative. The third method of dissonance-reduction, introspection

i+ . .
. . s

\ T ‘u\ip ®7

t

8.0
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. 4
leading to restructuring, doubtlessly is the desired result of

c\one's awareness of the complex, contrapuntal, verbal and visual

stimuli that comprise Albee's plays., Albee's use of dissonance
. - .
as method--which leads to tension, which further leads to a

delayed solution—--does not mean that the plays ar€é aesthetically
incomplete. The theattical experieﬁce of each play is completé,

cons&itufing a qomplexly‘interwqyen ana unified whole. Ho&eVer,
\\ * .
the plays also work to attempﬁ to force tﬁé audience into a form
of emotional and i?tellectuai'partiéipation in ané reaction téd
”; plays that is astive and eﬂgrqssing and, therefore, may be
more lasting in impé@t. ’ ,
. _ X
The meaning of ea&h of Albee's nine playé that will be

-

‘examined--The Zoo Story, The Sandbox, The Death of Bessie

o

Smith, The American Dream, Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf?,

Tiny Alice, A Delicate Balance, Box-Mao-Box, and All Over--

v

must be pieced together b& the audience outside the theatre
i

|

.situation in order to relieve the multiple levels of dissonance

¢ |

created by the plays. It is always possiblé that the audience

s

\\ member will think no further than the rationalization neeesséry

to neutralize the psychological discomfort of dissonance. He

A
may even cultivate a slightly "decadent'" taste for dissonance

as an exotic péychic sensation to be enjdyed within the safe
. < b »

" confines of the theatrical experience. But it is also ‘possible

\
.

that the discomfort will provoke genuine personal introspection

- and cognitive restructuring--the essential first steps in any
— 7

' iy



degree of achievement of Albee's repeatedly asserted gqai‘of

changing or enlarging the artistic, social, and moral consciousness

of individual human beings and,

society.

ultimately, possibly even American

gy

10
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Chapter One: Theatrical Elements

In the bobgbfzgm Tension to Tonic: IEE.E&EXE_Of Edward Albee,
Anne Paolucci states that Albee, like the greatest modern dramatlsts
before him, ' zas discovered that the Stage itself must be made
articulate, often as 3 contrast against which the spoken word derives
its meaning."1 0f course, the stage setting, the most immediately
obvious part of 3 play, can create a strong visual statement that
complements and adns depth to the characterlzatlon language, action
and thematic concerns of a play through the playwright's skillful use

of propertles lighting, music, sounds, stage groupings, and So on.

Edward Albee uses and manlpulates all the aspects of staging in his

’
o

continuing attempt to Stimulate a strong personal response in the
theatre audience member which will result in increased perception and
self-awareness, o _ . o

In the eame way that he uses the traitg of a particular .traditional

genre, such as social pProtest drama, expressionistic satire, or social -

+

. comedy, merely as a p01nt of departure and then creates dissonance by

emphasizin themes developin characters and arriving at conclusions
P % 8 ping g

counter to those usually found in the partlcular genre, so Albee alﬁo

creates dissonance . through his manipulation of all the elements of the

theatre. For example, the unremarkable settings for some of Albee's
: .

Plays--a park bench on a sunny, Sunday fternoon, a‘hospital admissions

room, an opulent céstle, and well-fu hed sitting rooms in the homes

11

¢
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of the Qealthy—-may elicit rather immediate and involuntary expectations
on the part of the audience member. In nearly all cases, the settings
for Albee's pleys are not partﬁcelarly unusual, but whae immediateiy
begins to happen in these seemingly typical settings ;s The settings
quickiy lose their one-dimefisional, reallstlc effect as the symbolic
nature of the plays becomes apparent; and, almost as quickly, the
audience member beglns to perceive that his expectatlons for the plays
will not be stralghtforwardly ulfilled

The settlng for each of Al ee'shplays is a quite limited area:
the space surrouhding a bench, a child's sandbox, or a desk; one room
in a house; the deck of a ship; or tbe confines of a bo¥. 1In each
instance, the enclosed space of theﬁzéf-adds further to the bu1ld1ng
tension of the words and action of the play; Albee shows in every\way
possible that his characters inhabit "enclosed w0rlds"2 on both phy51cal
and metaphysical levels. ' The characters in Albee's plays are entrapped
it appears, in rooms, boxes, and "cages' with walls and bars that they
themselves create and-perpetuate by their passivity; fear, guilt, and

S

hatred. .

Albee's first two plays are set outdoors, in.a park and on
-

seeshore, immediately suggesting space and freedom; however, Ane s&on
discovers that the characters in the&pleys carry with them /wherever
they go their own barriers which continue both to entrap the';ndividua;
human beings and to separate them from each other. 1In Albee's first
play,‘The Zéo.§£9£l the setting for the complex, symbolic confrontatlon
between the two characters Peter and Jérry 1s a speciflc place (Central

Park in New York Clty), at a specific time (a Sunday afternoon in -

summer during the' mid-twentieth century){ but the setting is, at the same
. : /i



'
time, quite universalized. On stage; there are only two park benches,
"foliage, trees, [and] sky." (Zs, p.li) This simple, natural, univer-
salized setting creates a neutral environment forlthe meeting between
Jerry and Peger. The park is the common ground that both seéarates
and conneéts the wealthy, Eashiopable éﬁst‘éide of New York City where

Peter lives and the run-down, brownstone tenements of’ the west}side

where Jerry lives.

?
v

The wood and iron park bench on WhiCh Péter,sits at the center of
the stage increases in signifiéance}as the ;udience graauélly becomes
mote aware of its importance in Peter‘s‘life; thé bench 1is, on dne
. level, a symboi of Peter's.acquisitiveness. He seems to own or poséess
the Bench in the same way that he possesses:a propefAfamily./ Bu£ more ;

. R :
imgortantly, the bench is the symbol of- his :onscious withdfawal from d

contact with other people and from life. Peter says, "I sit on this

bench almost every Sunday afternoon [. ., .] . 1It's seckyded here;

there's never anyone sitting here so I have it all to iyself." (zs, p.41)

This bench becomes the symboli%/gzsphy in the conflict Between Péter

and Jerry. Peter insists that he has a right to the bench, that is, to

withdrawal and passivity. Jerry refuses to accept Peter's avowed ffght
4 . i . .
to abdication. He Fforces Peter to "fight for it, then. Defend yourself;

. defend your bench." (gg,lp.AS) .The'béttle resultéAin Peter's disposses-

© \

sion, but Jerry sits alone on the bench only as he is dying:
With: the knife in him, he stumbles back to the bench that
PETER had vacated. He crumbles there, sitting, facing-
PETER, his eyes wide in agony, his mouth open. [. . .]
JERRY 1is dying. (§§J'pﬂ47) '

Comparable in stage effectiveness to Beckett's use of a tape recorder

or a pair of boots and to Ionesco's use of empty chairs or a growing

1

13
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corpse, the use of this bench in The Zoo S _EEEX,iS the beglnnlng of Albee S
skillfdl and effective use of stage props as dramatic script.
_ The action of Albee's second short work, The Sandbox, also takes

place in nature, at the seashore, which is represehted by a stage .
property that becomes a strong visual»symbole—a child's sandbox, into-
which Grandma is summarily ddmped by her daughter and son-in-law, Mommy
and Daddy., In his stage directiona for this play, Albee calls for a

bare stage, with a few simple chairs, a music stand, and ‘the sandbox.

The background for thecacticn consists oniy of "the sky, which alters

from brightest day to deepest night" (SB, p.8), /a very artificial

and obvious way. The wings, wiring, and lighting apparatus are visible

in the eet for The Sandbox. The v151b111ty of ‘this usually unseen stage
eqq1pment and the absence of the usual stage properties destroy Athe
illusions of'reality and localization that-generally.are sought, Further-
morel the characters continue this destruction of the 1llusion of reallty
as they give directlons to the stageh nds and the musician, comment on

the lighting and sound effects, and freqdently addreee‘their'obvioue
"linesﬂ directly to the audience. The soft music provided by ah.on-stage
' musician, the arrival of the "long nlght" (requested by Grandma from

the stagehand 1n charge of lightlng),qand the three off-stage rumbles

" [...] and you know what thgt_means,"rsayé Mommy perceptively) are

obvious attempts by Albee to-'ridicule and transcend the illusions of

the traditional theatre to point out the formalized, theatrical
clichés of death, to prevent the usual kind of identification with
characters, and, thus, to stimulate stronger, more personal reactions

from audience members. All these techniques draw the auddence members

into the on—stage action inm a way that is individually involving
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of 1ife’ behind embty rhetoric and forms, Albee Stresses the artificial

-
S

: cooL .
theatrlcallty of every aspect of his play The Sandbox. In The Sandbox
this results in a play in which form and content are integrally linked,
because, as C. W. E. Bigsby explains, in Albee's eXamination and

rejection of the institutions, traditions, and values of an "effete

g society," represented by Mommy and Daddy, he also rejects "a theatre

which caters for it by enshrining its distorted values into art":

The tihy child's sandbox is an ironic symbol for the seashore; and,
ironically,~the seashore, which is the Place that is the symbol for the
'béginnings‘of life, becomes Grandma's burial ground,‘just as the park

does for Jerry in The Zoo Story. Albee's scenes in which g natural

-
'

settiné is important of course éall'ﬁo miﬁd other pléys in which a
setting in nature is important, usqaiiy as a symbol of freedom and
vi;alipy; For example, in Shakespea;e's Rlays, a foréstisetting beéomeS\
a "green world" of limitless possibilitfes, where chéracters ach :ye
insight love, and harmony that isvunattainable in their rqutine: urban
settings. Inp botﬁ“XEbéé's and Shékespeare's plays, when men are in
nature, away from theif accuSFomedlenvirQnmenfal and social props,

interaction becomes more elemental and more nearly equal. Each character

must rely on that part of himself that has existence and meaning

LN ' ' ~F

- ¢

<




16
¢

indebendent of any artifical, temporal, social impositions. However,

o9 ‘_“ Y ‘ .
the results of the interaction bet een  Albee's characters are quite

r . *
dissimilar to the happy endings that transpire in-the Athenian Wood .
or in Arden Forest. In Albee's plays, as Jerry and Grandma demonstrate,
dissonance, disharmony, and death are the results of interaction among ’
human beings, even in nature.
Death and destruction also are the unexpected results in Albee's

1
s

play The DeatH-gf_Bessie Smith., The main setting for this play is a

small, semi—pfivate hospital. However, withia the walls of this hospital,
cruelty is the main m dé of behgﬁiof, and iﬁcreased'pain is the most
frequent product of 'nteracfions améné characters. Since this seeminglxyf
“constitutes a dire inversioﬁ of the intent and workings of a real

" hospital, the words and actidn that-occur im this setting séém all the
more disturbing aﬁd~pdiﬁted. klthough‘ﬁhe historical events on which

The Death of Bessie Smith is based occurred "in and around the city of

Memphis, Tepnegsee," (§§, p.24) in the fall of 1937, the stage setting
for this play agaip WQ:ks'against Specificvgeographiéal or chgpnological
localization and limitationﬂf The hospital is to be seen as 'a microcosm
of the entire wbgid-outéide. The ;tage remains°relatively bare through-
out the play, with oﬁly a‘desk, a ;hair, ramps, and a few othe? basic
props visible. Thereviér"very little more" (BS, p.25) on stage that
would delimit the play's broaaer‘applicability. The office chaif and
desk, ubiquit;us in mode:p institutions, emphasize the pervasive
buregdéraéy and inflexibility of tﬁgsé ﬁan—made orgénizations, The
person who sits behind the central, front desk, the admiséioné desk,

ironically functions as a barrier separating one'human being from another

with whom he deéiﬁes or needs to make contact.
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The Death of Bessie Smith is in ap urban hospital, Seated behing this
desk fs the character the Nurse. Another very similar desk, with 3
ve%y similar nurge behind it, located at Mercy Hospital, also is briefly

~ shown. As the action of the pléy develops, the irony of that name, of

the settings, ang of the multi—levgled applicability of thHe adjecgives
. -, .

"white" and "sterile" increases. The Nurse never leaves her admitting

°

‘desk, her hidiné place comparable. to Peter's bench. She assertévthat

she is thus "doing her job," even though the desk cuts hé} off from

contact with People in need ang from fulfilling the‘serviceé that one

clearlyﬁpoint Up the distorted values that pervade modern Society; in-

o~

important *than the appeasement of those with power and Prestige:

NURSE: Now it's true that the poor man lying up thqré}yith
his guts coming out could be 3 nigger for all the -
attention he'q get if His Honor should start shodtin
for Something ., , ; pe could be on the operating table Yoy
" + + and they'd drop his insides right on the floor® = ';
and come running if the mayor should want hdg cigar, *
lit. . . . But thar is the way things are, Those are v .,

although they in&ariably are made‘to suffer by the Nurse. They are tieq

to her frusttation,»dissatisfaction, pain, and hatred by‘their'o&;\guilt,

D

In fact,\nearly every character in the play is so‘thoroughly per-‘
meated with boredom, bigotry,'neurotié fears‘and hqtreds,'and;ﬂllusions

‘that he hag become.nearly ineffec?pal,‘iOnly Béssie'Smith-Awho is never

1
‘

seen or heard throughout thevplay and who has, by the qimé'the play is

3
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set, herself become drunken and defeated--seems ever to have been a?
strong,self-sufficient human being.’ But she never comes. on stage.
However, by the interjection of brief scenes in which Jack, Bessie's

manager and consort, merely mentiobs her name, her presence is made to

~

pervade the entire play. The implicit vitality of her past is "juxtaposed
1

to the present sterile situation in which her death is shown to be a

¢

result of the social, personal, and metaphysical wasteland that must

inevitably follow a rejection of human compassion and a capitulation

)

to cynicism.

The play The Death of Bessie Smith thus provides an object lesson

in multi—leve%ed destruction. The physical arrangement of the stage
adds edphasis“to this idea; the action of the play tages place at the
"central front area of the stage" and at various locations on mpltif’
leveled ramps which'flank the central acting area. The scenes enacted
on the various levels of the stage show varying kinds of destrugtlon )
‘including self- destructlon. the destruction of illusion$ 3Pout oneself
and the future, the destruction of dreams and ho;es dnd the'destructian

2

~ of the potential for meaningful human contact within famllies betweeh

friends, in sexual relatlonships and between mémbers of different
racea.~ Thus, this open, non—realistic set' allows for the scenically
effective juxtaposition and interaction of Scene Five? in which E&e
ac;ion‘takes plaqe'simqltaneoualy ia éhree different plaaes: on the
front central acting area around the admisslons desk, at one location
on the raised ramp, and off—stage. The Nurse at the admissions desk
telephones a second nurse at Mercy Hoséital, which is represented by a

second admissions desk locatéd~on a raised platform behind the central

area of action. The two women listlessly gpssip;htheir emptiness and -

g
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boredom unmitigated In the middle of this short scene, which is located
at the m1d polnt of the Play itself, the music comes up, and the voice of
Jack is heard off-stage, reassuring Bessie of her y@coning success. His
" cry of wéﬁning follows, then the sound of dan automobile crash, then

silence]:}The "very bored" good-byes of the two nurses conclude this
scene which, through its p01nted and ironic Juxtap031t10n, epitomizes
the extent of the dehumanlzatlon of man that is possible. 0np each of *
the three levels of visible oF, unseen action, one or more kinds of human

destruction have taken place.

In this symbolic stage setting——microcosmic, 1ron1c, multl-leveled

used by Albee to reflect the diverse; strong emotional statesg that comprise
the tone of the play. Jazz musrc is heard whenever the scenes involving
Bessie Smith occur, empha51zlng her function as a symbol of the contrast
between human potentlal and 1ts negllglble reallzatlon ~The lighting
also 1s highly evocative. It is used by Albee to make visual ¢Qmments

on the characters and the action, sometlmes sympathetic and sometimes
irOﬂlC; '[T]he whole back 1531 of the stage is full of the,sky, which
will vary from scene to scene: a hot blue; a s7pset, a great, red-orange-
yellow sunSet. Sometimeg full, Sometimes but a 'hint.™ (BS, p. 25)
Throughout the play, the stage directions call for llghtlng effects

that represent sky~color changes These changes are meant by Albee to.

represent the’ reaction of nature, a force unbound by man's artlfICIal

destructlve, self-imposed attltudes and beliefs, to the actlons of men in

.
¢

_their personal llves and in their social structures At the end of the play,
"the great sunset bla}es" (__, p.80), an amblguous, almost paradoxical

symbol suggestlng not only decline, decay, and apocalypse but also the
new day that Will inevitably follow,- suggestlng not only the flames of
V. . . .



20-

destruction byt also the heat of passionate involvement and action. The
incongruities and ambtfuitles that characterlze the ending of this
somewhat €Xpressionistic play are(antentlonal, one suspects., Tbe»play
ends, but the dramatic conflicts are t conclusively resolved ;&Thus,
oneé must continue to think about the play| seeking a resolution mithin
his own mind and life, outside the theatre situation.

This same lack of conclusive resolutlons also characterizes Albee's
plays. which are set in the well~decorated sitting4rooms of wealthy and
well—established'people.. The action in Such seemingly dlverse plays as
v N
- The American Dream, Who! Who's Afrald of Virginia Woolf?, A Delicate Balance,
and éli.QXSE takes place entirely in one room, in enclosed, mlcrocosmlc
worlds. When dlscu351ng the setting he had visualized for Who' Who 's Afraid

of Virginia WOolf7, Albee stated that he had meant for the room to

suggest "the image of g womb' or a cave, some confinement , " This image /

irresponsible securlty—-that is, a return to the womb——'or to escape

into a life based Oon unexamined assumptlons and stereotypes and on
carefully nurtured 1llus1ons——that 1s, a return to the cave and the sha-
.dows on the wall. The characters who inhabit these rooms are members of
the archetypal famlly unit, a compression of Amerlcan society's values
pProblems, and aspiratioﬁs. In these families, however, all relatlonships
that should be based on love and trust are held ‘together by greed, t
insecurity; hate guilt, habit and inertia, Thus, in each of these
plays—-mitlgated by decreasing amounts of black humor--shallowness

boredom, stagnation fear, and entrapment combine to Create the pervasive

tone. In Eugene 0 Neill s play All God' God's Chillun Got Wings, the walls
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. the set actually were supposed to move in on the characters within ’
. . N ':‘\\ e

N

the.one room in which most of the action took place, emphasizing visually
the idea of the increasing emotional'confinement~of the characters. It
is unnecessary for the walls‘of the rooms in Albee's'plays actually to

be moved inward; his skill in crééting the sense of confinement and

*suffocation through dialogue, action, and tonme suffices.
2
“®  The confining living rooms of Albee's families suggest normaley,

but ﬁormalcy i{s askew in each instance. Rooms off-stage disappear when -
Mommy and Daddy attempt to find them im The American Dream. When the.
\ Sy
. : , ¢
news is related that Grandma has been taken away by the Van Man, the

lights in the room melodramatically "dim a little suddenly.” (AD, p.122)
By stepping outside the set, Grandma moves to another level of stage

reality and becomes a commentator on the action of the characters who

~

remain within the room. In A Delicate Balance, characters try to hide

from an unnamable "terror" in the opulence of the home where the action

-

: o , : “
1s ‘centered. Harry and Edna come to the home of their friends in search

of Tthe'rdom:"'thé special place "with a night light, or the door ajar
. 80 you . can. look down‘théVhall from the bed and see that Mommy's door

.is opén.f (25; p.99) George ‘welcomes his guests in Who's Afraid 'of

Virginia Woolf? to.''your heart's conféﬁt—-lllyria e Penguiéﬁi@land

. . Gomorrah," (VW, p.40) suggesting the confusion, illusioﬁs, and .
destruction that lie just beneath the surface of the seemingly typicai‘

£

"living room of a house on the campus of a small New England college.”
The college is located in New Cérthage, 3ugéesting~ége city‘Of)tarthgge

described by St. Augustine as a "cauldron of unholy loves™ in which
- G fusust . o
the false material values that brought its material success also were

o
N

responsible for its éventhal physical and moral aownfall.' In the

N
Ta .

-
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\
) é ) . ) ’ )
Confessions, one sees that "not only lust, but play-acting and illusion

’ ) . . o 6
are central to Augustine's experlences in Carthage,'  and these also are

o
[ i

central to the action of Albee's pley set in New Carthage. In ironic
r 2
contrast to the idealized conception of a college campus as the seat of

toleranCe,ﬁhumanlsm, magnanimity, and the disinterested pursuit of

v

truth, at New (arthage competitiveness, materialism, conformism, and
intellectual and moral compromises predominate. In these four plays,

in a way SOmewhat comparable to that of T. S. Eliot, Albee succeeds in
<
bringing metaphyslcél 51gn1f1cance to an apparently convent fonal drawing
rQom setting. B
@ “ \ ’
Some of the sets~for the‘sQage productlons have emphaslzed the
Ve B

" . suprarealism of th%ée plays.’ For example, the set designed by William

Ritman for the of f-Broadway produktion of The American Dream was,

( r;;;\§f an expensive aparfment; however,
N
ry.. Talt, gray panels--only slightly misaligned
» A

everything was slightly

-~formed the walls. R anesque arches connected the living room to other
;oo - ®

’ £ St S
rooms that were repozi:d to disappear. Gilt and brocade furniture—-a

~ bit too heavy and synthetic--filled the"'ggg Gilded, p1ctureleﬁs

Pl
- G

~ frames, 1mmed1ately suggestlng the same absence of any 'kind of love that

was,suggested by the two empty frames owned by Jerry 1n The Zoo Story,
. %y

hung op the walls. Over the flnépl e were two crossed, upside—down
’ 4

Americap flags, a comment on the?p?éeent state and a warning. Grendma's
boxes, which seemed to‘preliferate in the foem, suggested not only the'
rigid limits to the awareness and-humaniti of’the characters but alsg
man's loss 0f control over his physical fnv1ronment, creating a general,
pervasive sense of helplessness ExPen ive‘end tasteless, the room
clearly evinced the personalitieS/of 222 people who lived there; no

intimacy and no sense of permanence existed
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The set for the New York production of Who's Afraid of Virginia

Woolf?, an expensively decorated room containing many bookcases, a lgrge
hi-fi set, a fudly equipped bar, and a %Srge impressionistic painting,
was intended to implicate the entire éomfortable, articulate, liberal,
educated community. The remainder of the properties empgasized;the

fact that the play was tc have meaning bteyond the realistic level: the
early American furniture, the sturdy, expcsed, oak begms, a large
wrought-iron eagle over the fireplace, and an American flag placed
upside down<oﬁ one wall. Within this room, which sy&bolized the whole

. . & s . . : .
of American history, tradition, ideals, and intellectual and material

achievement, four characters engaged in a savage battle feor superiority,

and George sat to read about The Decline of the West: "And the wedt,

(Y

encumbered by crippling alliances and burdened withna morality tco rigid
to adcommodate itself to the swing of events, must . . . eVentBally

fall." (VH, p.174)

The setting, action, and lanéuage of A Delicate Balance epitomize

the "decline" that Albee is warning against in Who's Afraid of Virginia
B / N \
Woolf? and throughout his plays. At the initial production of the play,

the curtain went up at the Martin Beck.Theatre on a set which Walter
Kerr described as "a setting that seems already to have floated away .

There, in the béckgroqu, ate perfectly familiar bookshelves, probably

By

solid chandeliers, all of the pétted ferns of the erld's onetime comfort.

1

Bdt everything that is solid is recessed, slipping off into shadow.
Downstage, near us, is an amber void in which the characters live and

have their nonJEeing."7 ‘Large and cavernous, the set reflected the

’

. hollowness of the lives of the wealthy, idle, bored people who inhabit

this luxur%ous environment. The actors were almost dwarfed by the size
-

23
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and graukur of the set; they 1ooked small and remote, and they seemed

pathetic and naﬂher helpleSb ‘dn Splte of their expensive clothes and

H 1 .
I

jewelry, thalr arthqlate, cultured Spchh and the perpetual flow of

Tot s %
expen51vn‘11qu¢r._L_:' e H

The‘characiéra\moved in a milieu of proper, restrained, alodf
elegance. Ironiaally, attainment of the "American Dream" of material
success is shown to have served only to create great emotional distances
--paralleled by the vast physical distances of the aet~~between people

who desperately long for the closeness and comfort of friendship and

love but whose conformity, indecision and guilt trap them in a situation |

in which their lives are cloyed by money, liquor, 'time, and words. The

very real cage that confines the characters in A Delicate Balance is no

o [N

more acceptable ggcause it has gilded bars.
v

\

In All Over, the idea of "waiting" is the key to every aspect of

the dramatic production. 1In the first productiog of the play, nearly
motionless, waiting characters surrounded a rais platform on which a

huge, four-poster, canopied bed was placed. The Husband lay on the

reg&l bed, dylng, cut off from the view of the other characters and the

audience by a hOSpltal screen.’ The soft white of the plain hospital

screen stood out in contrast to the reraining furnishings of the room.
\

The walls of the set consisted of straight, black panels; the chairs

were upholatered in black leather; the atmosphere was heavy and bleak.
Behind and on both Sidea of tﬁe set, stage equipment, wiring, and
spotlights were expésed, as inazhg Sandbox, in.order toﬁmake a symbolic
point, which becomes clear in one of the Wifa's speeches. She describes

a visit to the Husband in the hospital where he'lay, hooked up to

machines which sustained his existence. Through an elaborate system

-

24
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of medical gadgetry-—wires, tubes, transfuéions; ganges——he had been

kept minimally alive in the hospital; but he chooses deaﬂh over existence .
in that dependent , meaningless, vegetable-1ike etatet‘ In contrast, the
ogher characters lack the strength to "unhook" from their de;endency on
the Husband. Although nearly dead, he remains the only source of

vitality among the=group. Anne Paolucci explains that "He is the
heartbeat of the dramatic action; the others nearby are 'wired' into

him llke the TV camera downstairs and the audlence itself are 'wired'

into the action. ., ., . Ag originally staged, the backstage apparatus

of ropes and wires was left visible on both sides of the isolated set

8
to extend the range of the conceit still further."

{

As in The Sandbox, while the obv1ous emphasis on stage mechanics
. O
keeps one aware of the Play's artifice, it also physically draws the

audience member into the play, since the setting for the action of the
play is shown not to end at the limits of the stage but to extend into
the theatre and, by implication, even further. While subtle but
mnmentous things occur behind the impenetrable white screen-—forcefully

shown at one point in the play by the Nurse' 'S return from behlnd the

v

Screen, her white unlform and hands spotted with blood——the characters

&
wait in the roon; reporters and cameramen wait butside the dooxs shown

on stage in order to pass on the news to their waiting audlences and

.

the theatre audlence walts for info‘\atlon for expla’nations, for
reconciliations, and for resoluticns that never occur.

Although the emphasis is of course on the words:and action within

the walls of the rooms that provide the settings for these four of-

N
Albee' s plays other unseen off—stage people, actlons, or obJects
intensify the onstage pressure and tension The dying man behind the
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white screen and the visible and unseen concentric circles of waiting

people in All Over are two obvious axamples. At the beginning&of The

American Dream, one finds ano£her example as Mommy and Daddy nervously
wait for the arrival of someone from o;tside their enclosed world,

the ubiquitous "they" of an impersonal, bu;eaucratic society who will
finally bring the long awaited "satisfaction." Grandma both longs for

and fears the arrival of the Van Man, the messenger of death, to bring

her release. 1In Who's Afraid 9£>V;§ginia Woolf?, the unseen rooms are
the source of objects and acticns that heighten the suspense of the play
and increase the tension and hostility among the characters., beorge
returns to the{jfage with a gun; however, when he shoots the gun at
Marfha, the surprising emergence of a "large red‘and yellow Chinese
parasPI" (W, p.57), and not death, is the result. George also returns
fromvgif—stage bearing flowers for ﬁartha which he ominously calls
"flores para los muertos.” (W, p.195) At the end of Act Two, the
audience sees and hearsla conversation between George and Honey, but
the action that is directly responsible for\fhe onstage tension and
that stimulates George's reaction which later results in tﬂe violegt
climax of the play--that ié, Martha's atteQ;ted iﬁfidelity wﬁth Nick--

is occuring off-stage. Similarly, the literal and symbolic battle for

possession of Julia's unseen bedroom in é_Deiicate Balance is responsible

0

fof much of the onstage action. Harry and Edna try to hide there.from

&
their "terror"; Julia wants to return to her room that zﬁé had as a
little gigl, repossessing not only the room Eut also the security and
'ihnoéencé of ﬁer childhood. In each of these plays, the unseen, implicit

off-stage action and reactions in invisible rooms serve to increase the

level of pressure and the sense of confinement within the onstage room;

1l



no help or release seems to be possible for the characters trapped
within the rooms.
This idea is further emphasized ¥y the endings of the plays. The

p _
American Dream endg with Mommy and Daddy's preparations to begin again

with a new "bumble of joy," one which they hope will fibally bring
- their long desired satisfaction. The play ends with Crandma's disturb ng

evaluaticn of the situation: "Everybody's got what he thinks he Zf}(é."

(AD, p.127) Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf? ends with Martha and
Geérge's preparations to begin their lives again; they must consciously
choose ifs they will live honestly and authentically, without their

games and iliusions. About ‘the possibility of that new life, Ceorge

-

séys,"If will be [bettef] . . . maybe." (VW, p.240) A Delicate Balance
< : , .
ends with a repetition of the words spoken by Agnes at the beginnings

of the play. 1he characters prepare toytry to forgethdna,anduHa;ry's
nightmarish disruption of their precariouslﬁ‘maintained balance aﬁd to
’retyrn-to the habit and order that accompany daylight. Agnes says,

"Come now; we can begin the day.'i (DB, p.175) All Over ends with the
Doctor's answer to the Wife's question which begins the play: "Is he
dead?" (A0, p.3) Betyeen the question and the answer in All Over and
between.beginqﬁngs ana(éndings that are far_toé m;ch alike in othe;t_l
plays, a few charécters haﬁe ga%@%& some éwareness of their situations
and some self-awareness and have determined to act to chénge‘their lives;
bhtvmost have chosen‘to geméin inside the womb or the cave. The charac-
ters are trzpped and confined; but much of this is self-imposed and-
self-sustained by their refuéal to act and to facgiieality, by their
"desperate fear of iife dutéide'the-secufity and familia;ity~—regardless

how stifling--of the cave or the womb. Therefore, the situations that
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underlay the beginnings of the plays still remain. Although deaths of

friendships, of illusions, and of people occur, ‘most characters live on
. . . G N
to face indefinitely the upsolved problems. Since little of any signi-

ficance has changed in their lives, they seem condemned to endure theé

l
same conflicts repeatedly. They learn very little from the confrontations

that comprise the drama. Thus the catharSJS of trad1t1onal tragic drama

cannot’ occur, Nnor car any unequxvocable 'happy endings" ‘be achieved. In -
. . ;

the four plays, The Amerlcan\Dream, Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolfl
N 3

A Delicate Balance, ‘and All Over AlRee develops a dramatic 81tuation ‘)/

shows how the characters respond (SOme better than others), but providese

9

no definite information about the outcome of the exoerience. The

o

audience must .find the catharsis or the’ happy eﬁding independent of

the theatre experience, in their own minds and lives. -

-

. N“b

This also is the effect achieved by‘Albee's highly controversial
play, E}Ez;éligg, which offers little resolution or sprety to-an audience
member bot which, instead, etimulates forther questionlngﬂ. Tﬁé set.énd
props for the play are evoeative and'ambiguous.v Every.aspect ot the pléy

a

is conceived as image and symbol. The play is clearly allegorical; thus,

- as in effective allegorical works, every part of the drdamatic fabric--

Lxe

language, characters, action, ‘tone, set, and propsﬁ—contributes to the -
L er S

cumulative build-up of multi-leveled meaning. ThlS meaning galns in depth

and complexlty as the mysterles ‘underlying the play expand. Albee stated

in an interview that iny Allce is a mystery play in at least two qulte

.different senses of that word: "That is, it's both a metaphy31cal

mystery and, at the same time, 'a conventional 'Dial M for Murder'-type

'mYSteryf"g Structurally, the play is a paradigm of mystery. Questions

. -

\ P—

are raised in gvery scene and’ act; the succ%iding scenes and acts do not

b

©
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answer the ex1st1ng questions but replace them with others which become

Progressively more complex and abstract. As well, most of the action of
the play takes place in a vast, reconstructed castle ». and, for North
Americans? this setting)almost 1nev1tably evokes associations with the
mansion- —-settings of Go(hlc stories of mystery and evil, The settlng

1mmed1ately suggests secret .rooms and labyrlnthlne passages. The talk of

long unused, cob-web covered chapels and decaylng wine cellars suggests

'

4
the potential for neglect cruelty, and evil 1nherent in the characters

The 1ntroduct10n of. a corrupt prlest a 31nlster Lawyer, a strangely

unconventronal butler, a beautlful and eccentric woman possessing
/ g : ‘ : -

~infinite wealth, and an innocent man. who must encounter alj these forces

crltic to clalm that the play is "virtuallywa,theatrical echo chamber."%p
Parallels to Genet Duerrenmatt Strindberg, Eliot, and others unquestion-
ably do ex1st in _;_X Alice and, one assumes, are dellberate as Albee
attempts to evoke all one's accumulated responses to and associations’ J
"with symbollc, perplex1ng, and signlflcant dramatic works that questlon
and expose the most basic assumptlons of - modern man, Albee agaln gggg
for ironlc effect the audlence member s assoc1atlons with tradltlonal
drama; therefore the play that results is not merely a pastlche It is a
further step in Albee $ examlnatlon of the human condltion. | |
Albee asserted that T Tiny Alice Alice is about something very small”
enclosed in somethlné else "ll; The SOurce of the- central image of
___z_éligg came from Albee 's" reading of a nemspaper account of a man

who was. imprisoned withln a room Whlch was withln a similar larger

room and- so on, As Bigsby explains, 'Something about this 'Chinese~box'

K‘fi ,




situation appealed tc him both because of {ts relevance to the problems
of drahatic Structure and because of the fa cinattng metaphysical aspects
whichuthese contingent realitiee suggested>£}§\\The result is a play that
is a vivid symbol of man's search for the "real" ¢ore at the center of
the widening levels of illusions, deceptions, and inauthenticities that
have come to comprise man's life. The elusive, amblguohs, and paradox1cal
setting and structure of the play suggest that man's search may yield
him no more surety and satisfactlon than‘Peer G;nt 's search for the core
of the onion. |

" The vast and elaborate castle within which most of the action of
the play takes place is an exact reconstruction of the original,
transported through time and space to a new location. fhe'new location
of the castle is given no definite time or place, and the'currency’df 7
Miss Alice's billions is never stated. One elmost autcmatically assumes
that the setting is contemporaf} and Western, but the lack of specificity
is deliberate.A The .one specific aspect of the set that is "essential,"
according to Albee's etage_directions, is the doll's-house model of the-
castle, sitting at the center back Stage. This model 1s the symbolic
corevcf the piay, the literal presentation of the images created within
one's head, the symbol of the process of abstraction in one's search
for the final reality.

The dupiicate, miniature-castle is within the larger castle. This
1dee of things——obJects or people--within other 1dentical but larger
things and multiple layers and levels is repeatedly empha31zed as the
play begins: Within the Cardinal's elegant garden, as the Catdinal and

Lawyer talk, two birds in "an elaborate birdcage . . . with some foliage

in 1t" (Ié, p;l) duplicate, and parody, the two men. A man named Butler

30
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Amplies further disguises,

concerns of the

smalljphreﬁological head that remains on stage throu
provides visua;-

Search for pure,

The young

» and, conversely the

potential for the 0ld woman existg within the young woman. Thig disguise

Suggesting the infinite. Furthermore,
h

is placed ot only on the siﬁultaneous existence oé}multiple levels but

also on the Possibility for interaction among levels: The fire that is
consuming the chapel in the large castle ig first discovered ip the

As the éeremoﬁy of Alice ig performed

by the characters, rooms -
in the model light up, and several of the chara

through dimensiong and levels thaﬁygz;prred following the wedding:
LAWYER:  (Points to a

was . . . here . |
they are in) here .
»dimension, have we

cters discuss the movement

) Since the wedding
dicates the room

- We have come quite a .
t? (Ié, P.141)

Other stage<props; y thus further reinforcing the major thematjc

» also become‘dramatic script. For example, the

ghout the play
emphasis for the idea of Julian!

, finally, .

Thevskull—-staring

. : o
through to some horizon" C{é: P.182)~-is an .
» because Julian's eyes are

missing or aVoiding contact with the |

emphasis

|
i
|
I
I
|

i
i
i
1
1
1
i
i
1
I
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ends the play. The wig, as a symbol of the games, role-playing, and
deceptions, of thg dialoéue and actioﬁ of the play, coﬁbines;with the
phrenological skull,,the symbol of the search for the authentic and
real, ‘creating a paradoxical emblem of the inseparable union of tﬁe
multiple levels of’manfs life, of truth.and illusions, and of dramatic
Structure with theme; Every aspect 6; this metaphysical mystery play
works to raise quesgions,and paradoxes Qithin questions and paradoxes.
Aq;in Albee's earlier plays,. final resolution must follow the conclusion
éf the théaﬁrical experience and‘must»take place in'the mind of the

viewer. ,

Although not‘ﬁgcessarily méfe symbolic than ghe setting of Tiny
Alice and other of Albee's plays; the setting of Box—Mao—ﬁox is the most
abstract and doeé require that tﬁe audiencé ng willing fo experience a
work on its own terms" (Box, p.9), as Albee suggests. On an otherwise
empty stage, a large, brightly-1it box that is slightly irregular in

: , . '
shape--just enough both to emphasize and distort the shape of the cube--

is seen. This box is the Strongest dévelopment of Albee's many "box"

- Al

symbols: One of'Jerry'f few possessions in Jhe Zoo Story is a strongbox
with a broken lock, containing mementos of his brief happinéss as a child
and sad, pléading letters "from more_reéent.ygars" (Zs, p.23); and the ~
roo&s in his rooming-house' are merely "laughably small" bo#es that keep
‘apart the'peqplé inside them, like. cubical cages in a Zoo, The.sandbox
into which Grandma is dumped-suggests her death, her return to the earth
and the source éf her life, and her*qoffin; the>clearly'defiﬁéd limits-

of the box emphasize the decreasing boundaries of her life. 1In The

American Dream, Grandma again appears, this time éarrying many neétly

o

wrapped boxes of varying shapes and sizes, filled with "some old letters,

i“,



a couple of regrets . . . Pekinese . - . blind at that . | - the television
- my Sunday teeth . - . éighty-six years of living + « . some sounds
. a few images, a littie garbled by now . . . and, well , . . You know

- the things one accumulates, " (AD, p.120) She takes the boxes with

her wherever she goes; they are her past, her Present, and her future;

o

Demories, futility, and death. The sandbox and Grandma's boxes can be
seen, simultaneously, as "the grave, regre531on dreams, heaven eScape;
beace, even sexual fulfillment."13 The characters ip other of Albee's
Plays may not carry boxes, but they exist within box-1like rooms that,
regardless of their opulence serve to emphas12° the limits, boundarles
and confinement that are the- éssence of the lives of these characters ‘
who are "boxed into" meaningless existences by their illusions)%fears,

and .

Lt play Box, the size of the actual box that sits in the

fstage 1s quite large, emphasizing its central importance in

the aan, the box represents contains, and isst§e memories of
the past € present desperate hopes and the inevitable future, death
but this ; the box spec1f1cally relates not just to a particular

character

pr chatacters within the play but, by implication, to‘all
mankind. iIt is the box within which Western c1v1llzation finds itself,
both llmited by atd fllled with pain, 1nJustice, corruptlon, and the
'destruction of old values and 1deals. There is still room to move around
'within the box, so the possibllity for change and improvement'does still
minimallyhgkist it has not yet become Grandma's sandbox. But the box
can easily become the coffin for both the body and the spdrit of what
appears to be a‘self-annihilating People.  The Voice (that is supposed

Erom within one's own +head) - repetitiously warns against

33
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the reduction of 1ife and experience and against the retreats, limitations,

¢

and capitulations that the box can symbolize, implying that the past that
the box encloses can either be used as the basis for positive changes, or
it can become a hiding place while one waits for death.

n Quotations from Chairman géé fse—Tung, the box becomes part of
the ocean liner that is the setting for that play: ""The outline of the

cube remalns, the set for Quotatlons from Chairman Mao Tse- Tung appears

within the outlines of th cube during the brief blackout.™ (Box p.32)
Combining these two symbols., Albee creates a resonant--scenic image: on
a ship, adrift and outward bound, ;;e three symbolic figﬂ(és——Mao, the
insurgent revolutionary, the Long-Winded Lady who ”lobks/;ery average
and upper middle-class »s» and a poor, rejected old woman--each representa-
tive of a different klnd of level of isolation, banality, and inauthen-
ticity. This ship of fools is contained within the potential "doom box"14
of civilization; and each character is further trapped w1th1n his own
delimiting and confining psychological "box" (be_;t singleminded and
‘fén;}ical devotion to a cause, loneliness, regre£s, or fear) just as
effectively as the tenants who shared Jerry's roominghoﬁse were trapped
within their cubical .rooms. L
The Voice wﬁo speaks the monologue that iomprises Ehe Play Box
-both begins and ends. that play by speaking the word "box"; the larger;
Play Box-Mao-Box also beglns and ends with that same word Thus,

the word "box" creates what Ruby Cohn calls a "verbal container.' nl3

By establishing the boundarle; of the play, by confining and delimiting,w
the word'Hoes what it"means. f On an even g%oader level, the play can .
become the symbol that it presents; unless man acts to change‘himself
and his soclety, the play itself can unequivocably be géen as a

/

symbolic coffin, the box containing the éymbolic remains of a once-vital



civilization. And, as with the‘ever—extending "wires" in the play All

o

Over, _the conceit that informs Box-Mao-Box can be expanded almost
=ver —=27740-50x

rﬁ,

1ndefin1tely—-to the theatre, to American soc1et»ﬂ and to Western

civilization, . 'i

The concept of boxes within boxes pervade® the language and éction

= ' . :
(OE\BQS play? Furthermore, as Anne Paolucci explains, the treatment of
- : ’

the concegt of time--both stage time and real time--in Box-Mao-Box serves
, =27 407050X

~ to emphasize tﬁe idea of the perplexing concentr1c1ty of life:

"o In Box dramatlc dction becomes . . . 4 reduction of time to
-a spectrum of absolute moments, each reflecting a completed
cycle or lifetime. There is no dramatic situation or
setting as we have come to know them in other plays, no
“progression; rather, an unraveling of impressions depicted
as a series of reverbe ations, of concentric expanding
Circles of meaning, repktitiogs’ ‘of an eternal present,

Through Albee s skillful use of all the a;pects of staglng,"%P Box~Mao~
Box and in his elght other origlnal plays, the audience membe; is forced
to perceive the boxesg w1th1n boxes, cages w1thQB cages, and mysteries
within mysteries that constltute modern m;e s life. |

The actual box seen on the stage during Box-Mao-Box constantly
reminds the audlence member of unending levels of entraﬁment just }s :
other stage props used by Albee emphasize maJor‘ldeas in other plays:
Peter's bench in The Zoo Story, Grandma's sandboxAin The Sandbox, the
Nurse's desk in 239.29253.22 Bessie Smith, the model castle and the

Phrenclogical head in Tiny Alice, the ever-present liquor glasses in

‘ é.Delicate?Salance, and the hospital Screen in All Over. ‘Even brlefly

used stage props may have strong impact when sklllfully employed by

.

Albee ih his plays, as Gerald Weales states in his discussion of Who's -

Afrajd of Virginia Woolf?:
Afrald of |

e

. . P '
. ~
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One of the best inventions in all of Albeg is the gun
with the parasol in it, for what better way of seeing
the relatlonshlp of Martha and George than in terms of
a murderous weapon that is also a sheltering obJect.17

The trick gun is both a "metaphor for the ﬁarriage"l8 and a symbolic

foreshadowing of the action in the third act of the play, in which near

*destruction is, simultaneously, a source of possible regencration.

The visible arrangement of the characters on stage also serves,
. ) ‘
along with the use of props that take on.increasing symbolic signifi-

cance, to emphasize the major ideas in Albee's plays. For example,

The Zoo Story begins with the tharae%eﬂ Peter seated: upon a park bench.

At the end of the play, Peter and Jerry have exchanged places, and Jerry

sits on the bench as the play concludes. Albeit unwillingly, Peter has

taken on Jerry's earlier role of a "dispossessed' person who must find

a way to reconcile himself to the world; the bench becomes the place of

Jerry's literal, physical death, just as it had been the place of Peter'dw

emotional and moral death. P
Similarly, Scene One, Act One, of Tiny Alice begins wigh the Lawyer

talking nonsense words gb the caged birds in the Cardinal's garden;

however, the scene ends with the Cardinal's dupli?atgﬁh of the Lawyzf's

~ ‘ -
earlier pose and words. The positions of power have changedy with the

superiority shiftiﬁg from the Cardinal to the Lawyer. Thus, the positions

of the two characters on stage are reversed in order to add further

visual emphasis to that psychological shift,

.

In the same way, at the conclusion of the play The Death of Bessie

Smith, one can determine the moral position of each character by.his

.sposition on the stage. At the.end of the play, the Negro Orderly moves

. : : ) .
closer to the bitter, cynical white Nurse, "avoiding JACK" (BS, p.78),

36
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thereby physically signifying his psychological alignment with the Nurse

!

in her opposition to any threats to the s*atus quo. The Orderly

described in the stage directions as standih with "his back o the wall"

(BS, p.80) as the play ends, thus assuming a ph \;ca{/stance that

parallels and emphasizes his hopeless mental state . N

In contrast, the grouping of chargcters at the end of Who's Afraid

of Virginia Woolf? emphasizes the tentative hopefulness implicit in the

i)

conclusion of that play.. The Stage directions state that George quietly
N A :

moves to Martha, who is deated on the floor, and "puts his hand gently

her shoulder; she puts her head back" (VW, p.241) so th ouche$ his

body.‘ For the first time during the play,'these two characters are

i

united, touchlng each other both phy51cally and emotionally . in a non-

destructive, lonng way.
Albee carefully uses all the available physical attributes of the -

Stage to increase the psychologigal effect of his plays on the audience
¥ | '

- member. He uses settingsAIStage props, lighting, and other technical

stage effects in order to ﬁelp develop the image of the world presented

-

in each of his ﬁlays, That image .becomes increasingly more, coﬁfined

~

and life~denying throughout the plays, and the con e€pt of an "enclosed

Story, the ima

1"

world" becomeSincreasingly more applicable. In The Zo

of the world is that of a large, hot, noisy, stinking 2z where "e one

&
[1s] separated by [social and psychological,(as well as phys
from everyone else." (ZS, p.40) Because 8f the barriers { at keep human
beings from giving and rece1v1ng love, the world has 'becople merely‘a

"humiliating excuse for a jail." (Zs, p.35) Similarly, fin The Death of - "

Bessie Smith, the image of life that is perceived by tlHe characters, R
)

L
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9

~and Presented to the audience, ig thaELgf a forced internment ip a
stagnating, "hot, stupid, fly ridden’world." (8BS, p.70)

In The American Dream, Who'g Afraid of

Xi{gigig Woolf?, A Delicatg
Ba{ance, Box—Mao—Bo§, and_éiixgxgg, the enclosed, confined setrg are meant
to suggest g3 womb, a cave, or a box. In each of thése playé, life is
seen to be ga comic-or cruyel nightmare of inconsiétencies, contradictions,:
and'dissatisfaction, even inside the most real and solid rooms. In

All Over, Albee's most recent play, the bleakest imaée of the Qorld is
developed; the world ig perely a deathchamber in wﬂich life is g3 death-
watgh for other people, for'oneself,4and for the entire Western

civilization, Indeed, Albee does make alj aspects of the theatrical

theatrical elements must be resolved by individualé\igrough independent
«

thought, beng<¥the boundaries of time and place that delimit the

theatrical expe'ience.

¥ -



Chapter Two: Characterization

dlssonancc in the audlence member Albee displays the modern concern
with the dissolution of individual personality, a concern ehared by such
playwrights as Pirandello, Ionesco, Beckett, and Pinter. This concern
leads these . twentieth Century writers to employ an old dramatic . technique,
that is, the creation of characters as types and symbols. Albee's
characters show thig dissolution of individual Personality, but they
still have force and interest as dramatic figures. They are ambig-
uous,‘parad?xical, and particularly dlsquletlng Creations because they
are recogniéable exaggerations of real kinds of human beings, not
totally blzarre creations of fantasy. As exaggeratlons, Stereotypes,
symbols, and personifications of states of mind or of mindlessly
accepLed ideas and ideals, they are, simultaneeusly, distinctly, individ-
. ualized characters, and, jush as distinctly, Everyman or Everywoman.
With this basis in reality, they cannot be Summarily dismissed, and one
musg recognlze.that they constitute effective parodies of authentic
human personalitjes. This point is well emphasized by Daddy's 1nab111ty
to rememher the name of the eff1c1ent, busy Clubwoman who comes to the
apartment in The Ameficanlggegm. Mrs. Barker, although a distinctive

character Creation, also ig representative of 3 contemporary type and

as Daddy's behavior 1mp11es, her specific name does not matter.

—

. 39



40

In Albee's original plays, over half the characters have no specific
names but, instead, are identified by a generic designation, that is, a
function name such a; Mommy , Qaddy;‘Crandma, Nursé, Lawyer, Long—Winded\
Lad%;'or"BESt Friend. This imperson;l method of identifying people by
thef;'function or by their relationship to some other person or factor
outside ;hemselves suggest; that these characters are somehow cut off
frqm a complete, full, and sglf—sufficient life, The'generic designatiogs

imply théir state as némeless, dehumanized ciphers like Rice's Mr. and

Mrs. Zero in The Adding Machiné or their ubiquity, like that of the

o

: ‘
"Martins" and the "Smiths" in Tonesco's Bald Soprano. Furthermore, one

almost unavoidably holds certain expectations for those who fill the

traditional roles which the generic terms designate. However, Albee's

use of function names constitutes another example of his ménipulation of -

Ay

the audience member's expectations. .For example, the basis of the

function name "Mommy" is a female's relationship to her child; in the

o

traditional relationshipy, this was assumed to be a protective, loving;

unselfish role. However, the Mommies in The Sandbox and The American

nggg are, most importantly, childless, as well.as'egocentric,floveless,
and unresponsive. The Daddies are sickly, impotent, subjugated, and
pathetic. Grandma, who looks the part of the-traditional grandmotherly
lady, being described as an eighty-six-year-old, "finy wizened woman
with bright eyég" (5B, p;8); is, instead,.independent, vigorous,'and
cynical. The Grandma in Albee's plays objects to the culturalhassumpf
tions about old peoplé by mocking them. She rejects the stereotyped

attributes of old age, "colitis and lavender perfuggyf(72); instead, she

"drinks and smokes" (AD, p.80) and uses bad language. -And, being a'very

«
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resourceful person" of "pioneer stock" (AD, p.112), she makes money on
the side by cheating in baking contests.

In the same way, the Angel of Death in The Sandbox is a revefsion
of the usual depiction of this figure as a "grim reaper" or a withered
old hag; instead, he is a handsome, athletic, sexy-looking young man
of twenty-five, dressed in a bathing suit. The Nurse in The Death of

Bessie Smith, who comes from an old Southern family that was once a

great "name," is given no specific name, emphasizing that she is now

as empty of humanity as that. family name--no longer a great one--is

of power. The Nurse reverses the behavior that one would normally
. ) z

-expect from a person filling that role. She neither nourishes, protects,

nor cares for any other person in the play. Instead, she brings emotional’

and physical pain to all those around her, enen attempting to stop the
Intern from giving medical aid to a badlyfinjured person. The LaWyer
in Tiny Allcg is a sinister, Susplci//§ man who cold bloodedly shoots and
*hills another person, and the Cardinal in that play is corrypt and
vicious and willing to "sell the soul" .of one of his followers for a
large enough sum of money. Similarly, the Minister in Bok—Mao—Box belies
his labei as he remains absolutely silent, ano oossibly asleep, and J
offers no consolation or aid to the,wdman who taiks to him, desperately
seeking help in finding meaning éBr her life. The‘Wife and the Mistress
in All Over, who calmly. sit together awaiting the death of their husband
and lover, like, reSpect, ‘and have sympathy for each other.
Therefore, since the actions ‘and attitudes of a Person within a

role are Histortions of the usual, traditionalbe;pectations for that"
role, it is not surprising that the interactions among characters fail

£ : 1 the usual expectations. The Mommies and Daddies have

41

P



42

r

effected an exaggerated reversal of sex roles (a trait which continues
among the men and women throughout most of Albee s other plays) Agnes,
in A Delicate Balance, states that the "'sexes are reversing, or coming
to resemble each other too much, at any rate." (QE, p.65) The resulting

interactionSrbetween male and female between Daddy and Mommy , parody

both that situation itself which Albee percelves in contemporary
3

American society and the entire traditional concept of a supposedly ~~
loving, intimate relationship in which one person was expected to be ‘ \\\

a passive and submissive functionary of a larger, more forceful, ego-
centric person. Daddy remains cowed and dependent while Mommy , aggressive,
manipulative, and self-assured, makes and forcefully directs all the plans,

Daddy whines and fawns while Mommy dismisses him with a contemptuous

laugh. With The, Sandbox and The American Dream, in which Mommy aqd
Daddy first appear, Albee begins his questioning not only of sex roles
but also of the basis of traditional family Structure, Mommy and Daddy
‘éo not'loye each-other, and their attitude toward an aging parent is
based not on love but on eXpedlency. Grandma is treated as a bothersome
housepet or a housekeeper; but when she becomes older, unable to."earn
her keep" (AD, p. 67) and more trouble, Mommy and Daddy react by wishing
for the arrival of the Van Man or by encouraging her to die, as in
&he Sandbox. Grandma, one must note, is not entirely- blameless either;
"she refers to her only daughter as a "big cow" (SB, p.1l4) 4hd frequently
-
regrets the effort expended in ra1s1ng Mommy. Mrs, Barker recognizes
the 51milar1ties and relationships that strongly exist between Grandma
and Mommy, and, using her typical form of. distorted cliché, asSerts to

a

Grandma: "You're your daughter ] mother, all right!" (AD, p. 95)



.

The treatment afforded the "bumble of joy" by Mommy and Daddy,
described by Grandma in a grimly humorous monologue is shocking and
cruel That neither parent can remember the name of their first adopted
child isvnotvsurprising; the child was simply another object to them, a'
~ Possession that should have furnished the nequisite satisfactions, but

it proved to be defective, ‘The relationship between. the Wife and her

Daughter and Son in All Over is equally as brutal. All three characters

deside to love and to be loved, but thelr only verbal and phy31cal
vexchanges are marked by hostility, bitterness disgust, and regret.

The Son and the Daughter, loveless and 1neffectual, cry out throughout

the play in attempts to be heard and seen and to have their ex1stence
" and worth acknowledged by their. mother but they are 1gnored/or‘rebuffed
by the Wife. In these and many other cases, one sees that the words, |
actions, and.lnteractions of the characters in Albee's plays conflict
with one's assumptions about theiappropriate behavior for the traditional_
rqles that the‘oharacters,ostensibly.are filling, according to the
generic, function names that they bear. a

When characters are given names, as in'Wno's Afraid of Virginia

Woolf? and A Delicate Balance,, the empha51s is not on the uniqueness of

~

each»of the individuals but is on, the s1milarit1es among these characters
~ who are symbols of all human beings trapped in inauthent1c1ty This \
point is emphasized by the description given by Albee of Edna and = -/
Harry-—as very much like Agnes and Tobias" (DB, p 9)——and by the final
words of Edna to Agnes as the visitors prepare to leave their friends'

home' o o » . .

AGNES ; Don't be a stranger.

~

EDNA: Oh, good Lord, how could we heﬁvoeur lives are . . . the same,
R . : (DB, pp.170-171)

X

43

&i



. - J\‘J//// - - ) .
: | 44

The ﬁwo,couples live in the same wealthy suburb and beloﬁ% to the same
club; the men share business interests and, one summer long ago, committed
) .

adultery with the same woman; the women make their trips to the city
togethE; Their sameness is even more pointedly emphasized, however:
When Edna scolds Julia,;her godchiid, for her childish behavior, Albee's
stage directions indicate that she."become[s] Agnes." Furthermore, at
one point in Fhe play, Agnes says to Harry, fWill you make me a drink,
‘Harry, since ybu're being Tobias." (DB, p.lle C. W. E. Bigsby states
that Edna and Harry are to be seen as extensions of the personalities

of Agnes and Tobiaé: "Thus, while the friends can be granted a

separé&e identity, they can also be seen as expressions of the suppressed
. fears of Agnes and Tobias. "t As well, one must assume ghat the sameness

c

of-the lives of the audience members to those of the charactetrs on stage
is to be inferred. ™
Functioning in the éame way, as simultaneous foils and parallels,
Nick and Honey can be seen as younger versions of George ané Martha,  as
copies .of George and Martha fweﬁty years eariier when they had’the
dreaﬁs of their youth. But those dreams wére destroyed by the reality
of lifé and experience, and they Sought coﬁpensation and cons&latiqn
by'creating iilﬁsions £o'1ive in instead éf new dreams to strive for.
Since the ;elationship betwgén Nick and Honey is founded on the same
kinds of'déceptions, evasions, and dishonesty that characterize the
lives of George an? Marfha,‘Fhe older couple serve as’'a warning to
Lthe.younger one of what théy will become if they do not. make éﬁanges
in their lives. o |

The relatlonship between the two spec1f1cally named characters in

The Zoo Story is slightly different. Jerry and Petér in;tially are
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seen as two quite dissiﬁilar characters. Peter, with his tweed jacket,
plpe, and horn—rimmed‘glasseg,'is Soth the epitome and a parody of Fhe.
. <
ideal, conforminé, consuming, middle-class man. Ironically, Peter's
first act in thé play is to wipé his glasses fastidiously; however,
he refuses to see beyohd the narrow limits of society's imposed standards
of behavior or morality. Jerty; on ghe other hand, is'essenggél man,
stripped‘of all props that impose stability or ostensible meéaning on
to man's life. He is without a home, family, friends, vocation or
avocation, possessions, social position, or innocence-~all Qf which
Peter has. He comes to Peter with a newly discovered awgteness of the
necessity,'buf"near impossibility, of human love and. contact. By the
end of the play, Peter has taken over a part of Jerry's role. Peter .-
. ; N , ' .

has been forced into cortact with Jerrvs and just as Jerry's interaction
- Y 3 y

with the dogﬁdrove him to seek a deeper understanding of.contact and

co tion, so Peter's interact;oﬁ with Jerry will persist in his
mind and wiY1l uﬁdoubtédly‘drive him to'egfect changes ‘in his lifé.
Peter leavts his old secluded park bench, which nog beloggs to Jerry,

a changed‘person.f Frightened, bewildered, and unable ever again to
be exactly whét he was before, Peter’ia not free; -However, at least he
is aware of the existence of his cage whicﬁ separates hiﬁ ffom contact
with other human beings, and thaf is a necessary fi;sé étep in his

possible escape. ' ‘ : : "‘-'if.;$

In The Zoo Story, Who's Afraid Qf:Virginié Woolf?, and A Delicate

.-Balance, tﬁe'au&ience member is edcouraged to-see the saméness of the
lives of all the characters on stage and, by éxtension, of his own life.
In only one ‘instance does the ascribing'q$'names to gertain characters

' seem to make a real statement about the differences betweern the named ¢
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and the unnamed characters in their levels of humanity, authenticity,

and entrapment. In the play The Death of Bessie ‘Smith, only three’

characters——Bernie, a minor figure who is seen only once, Bessie Smith,
who never appears on stage, and Jack, who is briefly seen in three

- (o)
Scenes--are given specific names. The rest of the characters are

identified by function names. Gilbert Debusscher offers an explanation

for the naming of the three characters:

All three are authentic Negroes who suffer, hope and die
because they have been born black. . . . The Orderly, who
has disowned his essence, has also lost his name. In
contrast w1th the other Negroes in the play, he is only the

anonymous orderly "2
;'_/

The Orderly,'the Intern, and the Nurse interact on the level of destructive

-

games, and aéf%seem to have compromised varying amounts of their humanity
in attaining their minimal security. They lack the independence and

1

humanity of Bessie and Jack, which comes across in the few scenes which

' concern them. Nonetheless, James Baldwin has complained that \the play

is "bloodless," and that there is nothin that strongly illumihates
| ing g

"the contrast between the wonderfully reckless life and terfible death

of Bessie Smith and-the whited sephlchre in which the nu¥Se is writhing." n3

vBaldw1n S statement clearly points up the real paradoxical’ effect of the

play. Although the names emphasize thé contrast’between the two groups.

of characters, thosé {fsidé and those outside the confining walls of the

hospital, the play also is meant to point up the s milavitles in the

s

poeiti ns of all- the characters. Not iny Bessie Smith, but also the
Nurse, the Intern, and the Orderly, are shown.to be trapped and in some
way destroyed by an environment contaminated with.many'kinds of fear and

hatred. Racism can deveiop only in a society in which other nalues have

come to be considered more important than human ones and in which

¢

o
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intellige e people repress their ability to empathize. Such
1 3 .

v-tably be equally damaging to all who live within ic,

i examination on a literal level of the names of the
charaﬁ ¥ B Albee's plays reveals paradoxes and creates dissonance

in the bf the audience member or reader, an examination of the

possible J}bolic significance of some of the names, both specific and

generic, s depth and complexity to the characters. Awareness of
- . o

possible Mhsions and symbolism inherent in a character's name does not

N

- provide thé#igey that transforms the rest of tho play into a one-to-one

-

allegory. Hcwever, it does add to the complex texture of the play, as

~the charactergilkbecome more elusive as they become more allusive.

For exj _fithe name of the character Peter in The Zoo Story is
the Greek -wlrd for "rock." Lee Baxandall has noted the significant,

ironic double symbolism of this name: Peter is "the rock on which

47

institutions standﬁag as well,'because of his abdication of responsibility

for his own life and his resulting dehumanization, he also.simply exists

‘as an object 'in the world, equivalent to-the stones and trees around

’

him. A third plau51ble symbollc 1nterpretation of the name is presented

K

by Rose Zimbardo in her traditlonal Christlan interpretatlon of the
play. In that 1nterpretation, Peter is seen as Saint Peter of the
Bible, 'an exerage worldling who is stripped by the uIeSunuble Jerry of

hls mater1al goods and led toward a revelation of truth, "o and who
»

betrays and then comforts Jerry. Of course, in Zimbardo's interpretation,
Jerrx\if Jesus, a "thirty-year-old outcast whose purpose-is to estab—

- lish contact w1th God who I'm told turned hlS back on the whole

- thing some time ago,'"6 \&nd with mankind as represented by Peter.

e ed



£

Thus, Jerry dies to "save Peter's soul from death by spiritual starva-

tion,"7 and his dylng pose on the bench made of wood and iron is seen
.‘v-\ %

as a symbol of Christ's crucifixion. Compounding the biblicaL
interpretatlon, Baxandall states that rry is a kind of modern- day
Jeremiah denouncing false gods and seeking to reawaken men's ind1v1dual
consciences., However, analysis of the symbolic implications of the
names of these two characters is not limited to one interpretation.
Epitomizing the analyses of The éoo"§£g£y as the depiction of an attempt
at homosexual contact is Paul Witherington's assertion that Jerry,
willingly seeks and accepts the knife held by Peter and thus "acts out
the implications of his name Jerry (slang for chamber pot) with Peter
(slang for penis). 8' Nonetheless,fhowever dissimilar the results of

Witherington's and Zimbardo' S name- analy31s are, both flnally assert

%!that Jerry basically is to be seen as a’ figure who is seeking meaningful
contact with other human beings. N

\
Y %
§

The names“of -George and Martha in Who's\Afraid of~Virginia/WOolf?

elicit inevitable associations with George_and\Martha Washington, 1In
: \*
several published interviews, Albee has affirmed\that hebhad in mind

this couple when he chose the names of his characters who are to

represent the accumulated history and traditions in Amerlca.‘ Albee
%

further stated that the_fantasy child, described by George as "Sur own

little all-American something or othen;% can be seen as "the revolutlonary

5

\
Principles of this country that we haven't lived up to yet. "% Furthermore

\Ruby,Cohn points out that just as "the legendary George Washington could

not tell a lie, Albee § George murders in the name of Truth, "10“ The name
S .

of the character Nick also has elicited Strong associations First,

.

since on one level George and Martha represent the ideals underlying the

~

48



49
St
founding of Ameriga‘such as personal fféedom, equality, limitless -
»

opportunities for all, demecracy, and so on, their opponent, the

‘\
sclentist who is the symbol of the "wave of the future," has béen
: -1
"related to Nikita Khrushchev [as] . . . an exponent of a totalitarian

-

. 1 | L .
soclety.ﬂ f} Second, as an ambitious, soulless climber, who appears to
tolerate his wife only for her family's money and who will usejiy

to "0ld

method to gain more power, the character also has been related

2 ) - N
Niqk."l Honey, his wife, is "the qﬁﬁntessence of sweetness, of which

the appetite must eventually sicken and,so die. "3 N

1

The role played by the character Claire in A Delicate Balance is

emphasized by her name, which suggests her clairvoyance in anticipating
the arrival of the "terror" via Harry and Edna and the clarity of her
-insight. Although Agnes speaks the following words in a sarcastic

manner, that does not negate their accuracy in describing Claire:

-
a

Claire could tell us so much if she cared to. . . . Claire,
who watches from the sidelines, has seen so very much, has
seeh us'gll so.clearly, have you not, Claire. You were
not named for nothing. (DB, p.110)

Julia, the confused daughter of the household, is gp?led "Miss Julie"

. ON N PR\ ’ .
by ‘Claire at one point in the play, emphasizing her sij
frustrated, self-destructive heroine of Strindberg's ﬁ? yw

Af;arity to the

weakness and confusion also reéuit from the influence qf hé*
her life. The verb form of the yo;d Harry means to torment, t@g

harass, and to invade and‘apteﬁpt destruction. Harry and Edna dé have
all these effects,oﬁ the lives of the friends whose house they invade ' ,
with.tﬁeif‘strange fear and their "plague;" Further associatioﬁs with
the.nameslof the remaining characters in the play have been pointed

out by Professor Ruby Cohn:
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Harry, whom clear-sighted Claire calls "0ld Harry," is a

nickname of the devil, whereas Agnes is the lamb'of God.

The two coupiles, who are idéntical, range from angelic
_expressions of love t§ diabolic noncommitment. The other
two names,.Tobias and Edna, figure in the Book of Tobit.

Albee's parallels with the Book of Tobit are obscure;

nevertheless, the Book of Taebit is concerned, like A
Delicate Balance, with ties of blood and with the burial
of the dead. Albee's Tobias is occasionally called Toby
or Tabe, and like his biblical eponym he is faced with
the problem of Being. 14

s ) 15 . . '
In Tiny Alice, two characters have function names, one character

oo

bears the name of his function, and twd characters have specific names,
\ .
Julian and Miss Alice. In several places, Albee has rejected the

suggestian that J{lian is to ¢all to mind Julian the Apostate, and,
(
hence, .apostasy, and that Alice, whose name is derived from the Greek
L 3 .
p
word for "truth," is to stand for the idea of Absolute Truth that Julian®

finally accepts. Nonetheless, the associations in the mind of the

audience member persist. William F. Lucey has suggested that the name

-

. . 16 L . .
"Miss Alice" means "mis (not) truth,” and that Julian can only arrive

" through a compléx, ambiguous, and sometimes

at real truth, at "Alice,
contfadiétory route which involves his acceptancéx;nitially, of

1~”mistruth." The tiny model andVJulianR;cixcuitous route also call to ,

mind the tiny Alice of Lewis Carroll's Alice in Wonderland. C. 'W. E.

Bigsby elaborates on the obvious parallels bét&een the two works:
. s :

R

For clearly, Alice's Wonderland, as'an escape from "dull
reality,”" can be seen as a parallel to Julian's wonderland _,
of religion, in so far as it grows out of a similar
unwillingness to accept the restrictions of reallty
Moreover, the confrontation of reality and 111031on whlch
lies at the heart of Albee's play, is achieved in Carrcdll
with a symbol which, like Albee's, is eigentially Platonic.

| of the.unnamed characters, the designatidns of thé Intgrn aﬂa the

Orderly in The Death' of Bessie Smith and.of ''the American Dream" in- the

-

play The American Dream are-particularly significant as ironic comments
N N 30N : , .

s .



on the spiritual states of the mén bearing the labels. For éxample,

the Black Orderly does not dare‘to disturb "the establishéd order; he

acquiesces to, and tﬂus perpetuates, the status quo. As an intelligent,

articulate and ambitious Negro mgltin a white supremacist society who

has seen the negative results of earlier rebellions by Negro people, the

Orderly has determined for himself that passivity is safest, although

it makes him unaccep;able both to blacks and whites. Thus, althou

the Orderly g%ds the play with "his back to the wall" (BS, p.80), in

both the literal and figurative meanings of that phrase, he stillArefuses

to take a chance and attempt to break out of his destructive, degradin
place in the social order. ' /,ﬂffﬂfp

. In coéé;%st, the Intern breaks freeof his’"internment"——his";

confinement within the arbitrary, stifling boundaries that fear has

imposed and maintained-jto becq@e irrevocably involved in the real

.

world outside the white, sterile hospital walls that have bound  him.
- i -
When he makes an independent decision to break out of the constraints
imposed b§ society, and.when he re-enters the hospital cavered with the
blood of a black woman whom he had tried to help, he enters a potentially.

"free" man. As the Nurse's threat indicates, he can no longer be an

-Intern in that HBSpital; but on a deeper level, he no 1oﬁéer can be

interned and dghumanized by his society's false values. In The American
Dream, the young éan whom Grandma labels "the American Dream" is
- described as a "clean—cut, midwest farm boy type, almost insultingly
good-looking in a tyﬁically American way. Good pfofile, stréight nose,
honest eyes, wonderful smile . . ." (AD, p.107). .However, the dream
is hollow, because, as the ybung man explains,."I have no talents at

»

all, except what you see . . . my person; my body, m§ face. In every

PR
&

A
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other way I am incomplete . L (AD, p.113) The "American Dream” g
has retained his attractive, seductive shell, but he has lost his
substance, vitality, and purpose. Like The Angel of Death in The Sandbox,
whose looks, personality, and even initials he shares, he brings with him
only hopelessness and death. The 'Dream" is now merely a soulless,
uﬁfeeling automaton that will "do almost anything for money." (AD, p.109)
In gvefy possible way, Albee's use of names—;specific or'geperic——
serves to stimulate audience reaction. Irény, resulting from the juxta-
position of generic names of characters and one's immediate éxpeCtations
for a character beariﬁg that function name with the actual words and
actions of the characters, is effectively uséd by.Albee in six of the
nine original plays being considered in this study. In the other three

plays, the inter-changeability among the named characters and the multiple

symﬂolism of the names of the characters work to create the same effect,

that is, to forestall what Jerry in The Zoo Story called "the old

~ pigeonhole bit" (ZS, p.22) that attempts to impose a rigid, one-dimen-

sional order and explicability on people, objects, and ideas. The
ambiguity of the names of Albee's characters is simply one more way in
which he aﬁtempts to stimulate the audience member to remain open to’the
action of the play, to see and hear what che‘characters ‘do ,and say and
not immediately and mindlessly to impose old expectations and assumptions
onto the play and thus close off the ability of the piay to present new

and disturbing ideas.

What Albee's characters do say and do in the plays will stimulate

<

awareness and new ideas in the minds of those audience members who are

willing to approaéh the play with openness;‘but, as stated earlier, a

r'd

state of cognitive dissonance precedes the state of awareness. Like

b
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their names, the'actions and reactions of the characters in Albee's
plays--actions and reactions which constitute a parody'of authentic human
behavior and interaction and of meaningful ac&lvityﬁ;help create this
necessary dissonance. Albee's plays are reiatively actionless. Set in
-~
an enclosed physical area, the moveme?t of the characters is equally as

restricted. At the end of the play All Over, the Wife says, "All we've

done is think about ourselves. Ultimately." (AO, p.110) This statement

T .

describes the basic action in each of Albee's plays; the characters
engage in confessionals, recriminations, self-pity, self-loathing, and

debilitating regret, not in physcial action or in words that fqrward an “\\
v -

action-packed plot. The plays have the unfolding of complex ideas,

>~

not of a plot, as their aim.

The physical immobility of the characters parallels theif'mental

and emotional stasis. Peter rises from his bench only in the last few

minutes aof The Zoo Story. The Nurse in The Death of Bessie Smith does

not move from behind her admissions desk during the final seven scenes .

£

of the play. The Long-Winded Lady, the Old Woman, and the Minister do o

o

not move during Box—Mao—Box. The characters in éll.QXSE sit in the same-
chairs or stand in the same positions throughout almost all the play.
Even when some characters in the plays do move about thekstage, it is
an aimless, nervous activity, not productive behavior. For example,'

Jerry's movement, his pacing around Peter's bench, resembles that of

- i

‘a caged animal. Mao wanders around the set and among the audience members

in the play Box-Mao-Box, but his movements are as automatic and unvarying

as the propaganda line that he mouths.

Somencharacters in the plays seem to lose their ability to move,

as they become engrossed in the speech or action of another character



So although withdrawal from a strange, disconcerting, unpleasant situation
might seem to the uninvolved observer to be most reasonable, the
chdracters are unable to act to leavé.\ Jerry's strange words and

~ behavior "achieve a hypnotic effect on Peter" (Zs, p.29), entrapping
. € , Lo
. y . .

~

him and arawing him into Jerry's plan. The Intern and the Orderly are
-Tepeatedly drawn to the Nurse's desk and her abuse. Nick and Honey

try at first to leave George aﬁd Martha's house, but their hosts insis;
tﬁat they stay. By the end of Act One, they themselveé’have become part.
of th; games being played igd.are unable to leave. 1In the same way,

Julia and Claire remain in the house in which the "plague" has arrived.

These characters initially mirror the discomfitufe of the audience members;
however, like the audienice members, they unintentionally but irrevocably /
are drawn into situations in which the‘potential for destruction increases -
in direct correlation to the inérease in their inability to move or to

make independent decisions.

When characters do mové, most of thei; actions result only in an

increase of pain for themselves or another character. The characters

seem not to know how to make real human contact. They reach out des-

perately in Eny‘possible way, like the dog in The Zoo Story, but others
fail to see that the. apparent violence is the.closest approximation to

a loviﬁg:gesture that some people can-generate. All Jer;;}s actiong

are plé&ned to teach to Peter.a "good" lesson, which Peﬁer does not wish
to learn. Jerry's motives are basically kind, bp; his ph?sical contact
with P;ter is disturbing and frightening to Peter. Jerry ticklés,
shoves, puncbes, and slaps Peter in an attempt to make coﬂtact, but

Peter feels only the disturbance and pain. Peter's action consists eof

»



O
his resistance to Jerry, his participat}on in the violent murder/suicide
of Jerry, and hlS €scape to increased mental anguish,

Action 31m11arly appears to result in pain in other of Albee' s
plé§s For example, Mommy and Daddy leave the living ‘room of their
apartment in The Amerlcan Qgggg_only in order to try to destroy Grandma's
few remaining possessions. George is roused to few overt acts, but all
aré destructive ones, such as his "shooting" of Martha?\QEs attempt
to strangle her, and his repeated slaps which get her ready for the
final round of battle in the third act of Who's Afraid of Virginia
Woolf?, The only time Edna acts during her stay at the home of Tobias
and Agnes is to slap Julia. 1In All Over, no one moves from his sitting,
standing, or lying position €xcept to inflict paih Ol someone else:
first, as the Wife and Daughter each calqu walk across the room to :
exchange slaps? and, second, as the Daughter bursts into the room with
photographers and rebo?terS, forcing both the Wife and the Mistress
into frantic, defensive attacks on the intrudersl

Within the enclosed worlds of the Plays, no character can move
without af%ecting some other character in a d£;:§¥Qi3§/w3§?3s in
Sartre's ﬁﬂ.gﬁié’ and .few characters seem capabléjof making a deliberate
decision to leave the situation. Furtﬁermore, no outsiders move into
the restricted, static, stagnating.spacg to bring relief or to prqvide
a sense of proportion or perspective, Inétead, the artival of thése
-from outside the enclosed éfea,_such as Mrs. Barker and the "American
Dream," Jack and Bessie, Nick and ﬁoney,'Edna and Harry, or the reporters

in All Over, increases the tension withln the room and directly helps

to precipltate the climax of the- play.
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The predominant immobility--broken only by pacing, pushing, threaten-

ing, strangling, tickling, slapping;‘shooting, and- stabbing--constitutes
a parody of meaningful human physical action and contact, just as the

wfempty,and exploitive sexual relationships the Cellbacy, and the implied

'homosexuallty of Albee's characters are a parody of. normal heterosexual '

contact. No positive, healthy, meaningful sexual contact is achieved

7L

" or shown in any of Albee's plays, even though sex 'is one of the major

. forces underlying the action of the plays. In Tiny Alice, for example,

Act Two begins with a "love scene" between the Lawyer and Miss Alice,
but it is a mockery of conventional, dramatic love scenes, with brutality

on the Lawyer's part and'passivity,‘fear; and loathing on the part of
. | :
the female. In every instance, the characters' sexuality is repressed,

-

perverted, misused, or frustrated which points up and parallels the
. emptiness and dlstortlon in all other areas of the characters' lives,
The sexual contactsof Jerry in The Zoo Story epitomize this situation:

: LR
He escapes his landlady's aggressive lust, which drives her repeatedly

’

to trap him in the hallway, . by saying,."[j}ytf~fove; wasn't yesterday
: enough for you, and the day before?" Theik sexual contact consists of

an entrapment, a lie, and then the landlady's giggles and groans "as

she thinks ‘about yesterday and the day before as she beli&ves and o

Al
relives what never happened " (ZS p t8) Jerry's actual encounters are

>

hardly more substantial, as he engages in a series of one-hour affairs
‘with "the little ladies;“ His only satlsfylng experience w1th sex

occurred when he was flfteen when for a week and a half he was a

homosexual: "I thlnk I.was very much in love . .". maybe just with sex.

But that was the jazz of a very spec1a1 hotel, wasn't 1t? And now;,

3N
14
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"oh, do I l‘ve the little ladies; really, I love Fhem. For about an hour."
(2s, p.ZSlj o

The marriages shown in Albee's plays are habitual, joyiess;
atrophied interactions, reflecting the dishonest reasons for which

they took place. This is most obvious in The American Dream, in which

Grandma, with gleeful maliciousness, relates to Daddy Mommy's motivations

for marriage to him:

When she was no more than eight years old she used to climb

up on to my lap and say, in a sickening little voice, "when

I gwo up, I'm going to mahwy a wich old man; I'm going to

set my wittle were end right down in a tub o' butter, that's . -
what I'm going to do."" (4D, p.69)

Ty
-

To Mommy, marriage is no more than a commercial transaction in which

she bought the security of wealth and position with her sexuallty

Mommy declares that she has won her rlght oo "live off" Daddy and to

have all his money when he‘dies because she used to let him "get on
top of ther] and bump [his] uglies." \(ég, p;67)v Following his operation,

however,.Mommy no longer interests Daddy. Even the joyless, mutually
~ [
exploltlve and distasteful sexual ;elatlonship that Mommy and Daddy once

had no longer exists: . “

GRANDMA: Xﬂh [Mommy] wanted me around so you could sleep
in my room when Daddy got fresh. But now it isn't.
important, because Daddy doesn't want to get fresh
with you anymore, and I don't blame him. You'd- A
. rather sleep with me, wouldn't you, Daddy? o '
MOMMY: Daddy doesn't want to sleep with anyone ‘Daddy's

been sick.
DADDY: 1I've been sick. I don' t/exen/;ant to sleép in
-the apartment. (AD, p.70) .

However, in a gfoteeque parody of the txaditional assumptionS'about
the roles and reactions of males and females, Daddy does "blush and . f
n

giggle and [go] sticky wet" (AD, p.79) when Mrs, Barker strikes the

stereotyped "cheesecake" pose and coyly noves.the hem of her slip in
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order to reveal her knee. In a similar way, middle-aged Mommy's sexual
interest is aroused only by theﬂfrrival 6f the handsome, well-built
young man who is the Hollywood paradigm of the physicallyi;ttractiVe
male. She "sidles up to him" and intimates more conversation "maybe
later tonight." IAQ) p.127)

Similarities exist between the marriage of Mommy anHiDaddy and

those of the two couples in Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf?. Nick, who

resembles the "American Dream" boy phyéigally, emotionally, and morally,
and who thus is making plans to use his sexﬁality to improve his
pésition of political and financial power by "plow[ing] a fe$;pertineﬁt
~wives" (VW, p.112), married anéy for her money.  The two families ‘had
expected an eventual marriage begween Nick énd Honey, and Héney had an
hysterical.pregnanc&: "She blew up, and then she went down" (VW, p.94);
‘but, mostly, Nick was attracted‘by her father's wealth which consisted
of "Godly money ripped from the golden tee;h of the unfaithful, a pfagﬁa—
tic extension of tﬁe big dream.” (VW, p.145) The deception underlying
' fhe.marriage is sustdined in the'insincere, although almosﬁ obgequious,
interactions between Nick and Honey. They maintain a rfgid forﬁglity
and distance in public that apparently continues into their“private
relationsh?p, because, when Martha suggests that their liaisop would
.éend Nick "back to [his] little wife all fefreshed,” he states with
serious grimnesS, "'She wouldn't know the difference." (W, p.164)
Martha, like Mommy, has her §exual interest aroused only by the
"undergfaduates" (VW, p.208) and by her series’of "crummy, totally

pointless infidelities . . . would-be infidelities." (W, §.189)

George is the only man who has ever satisfied her sexually, but now,

because love and hate, kindness and cruelty, and violence and tenderness, -

S

~

N
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are so strongly and complexly intermixed in their relationship, Georée
caﬁ interest Martha sexually only by a particularly vicious and well-
executed move in their serie; of destructive games. Although both |
George and Martﬁa imply -that some kind of genuine love first drew them
together, and may still exist, both also acknowledg; that circumstances,
as much as love and desire, effected their marriage. Martha explains
that she was looking for a husband whom her father.could groom for the
future presidency df the cbllege, and since George was '"young .
intelligent . . . and . . . bushy-tailed, and . . . sort of cute" and
she "fell for him" (VW, p.81), she combined.praématic politics with
self-interest and married him. The example for the expedient marriages
Y
of both these couples was set much earlier, however, by the marriage
of Martha's father to his second wife, "a very old lady with wartg who
was very rich" (VW, p.109). She lived only a short while after he£:
marriége but left, "asigz from some wart medicine," a will, lééﬁing
money for Martha's father, for his college, and for his daughter.vl,

In the play Tiny Alice, Julian is married to Alice, through Miss

Alice, for a myriad ofécomplex and unexplained reasons; the onlf

unambiguous reason for the marriage involves, as usuai, money. Julian
, \ v

accepts the marriage as a form of religioué sacrifice; but on.a deeper -

level ‘he*desires the marriage and the sexual relationship because,

-
»

in his mind, sex, religious ecstasy, sacrifice, and martyrdom are
inextricable, as ﬁg/demonstrated by his early dreams of artyrdom at
the hands of gladiators or in the jaws of lions and by'hi% hallucina-

tions of sexual union with the woman in the asyfum who thought herself

to be the Virgin Mary. S .
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Julia, the daughter of Tobias and Agnes in A Delicate Balance,

marries for equally complex reasons and consequently, finds comparabile

Y
dissatisfaction. She seeks the same final satisfaction and transcen-

dence that Julian desires, but hers takes the form of a de31re to return

to the irrespon51ble security of childhood, of a-desire to "lay claim
l . .

B

to the cave." (DB, p.100) She marries and separates four times: first,

»

arcompulsiye gambler; second, a homosexuai; third, a playgoy;:and
fourth, a dissident who hates everything that she and her parents
represent. Obviously, the marriages had no hspe of fulfilfhsnt and
continuation; it appears that she chooses, or has chosen for her, the
most potentially unlikely partﬂers, s0 thattthe marfiages cannot last.
%ﬁen with unquestioned justiflcation, she® can return home to the
security of her'childhood room and to "the four-hour talk, the'soothing
racapitulation. + + - apat on the hand, a éentle massage, [asd her
mother] slowly, slowlylcombing [her]-hair." (DB, p.116)

Ha;ty, in A Delicate Balance, verbalizes the emptiness anq unhappi-
ness of all the marriages between tharacters in Albeé}s plays:

v B
Edna and I . . . there's . . . So much . . , over the dam,

So many . , . disapp01ntments, evasions, I guess; lies
maybe . . . so much we remember we wanted,»once +« . SO
little that we've . . . settled for . . . we talk, some-
times, but mostly . .'. no. We don' t . . . "like." O0h,
sure, we like . .., but I've always been a’ little shy--
gruff, you know, and . . . shy. And Edna isn't . . .
happy [. .-.]1 . (W, p.163) '

Therefore, Edna and Harry take to separate beds,- Agnes and Tobias
' R o . ] . . .
take to separate rooms, and in All Over, Albee's latest play, the °
‘ Husband and the Wife take to separate houses and separate lives. In

‘the marriages that Albee deplcts-—based on material consideratlons

© on meeting the expectations of a conformist society, on guilt and the

o

kY
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Ho&ever, Martha and Nick's calculated lust andﬂmanipulatibe desire

61

* desire for self-punishment, and on all sorts of ulterior reasoms, but

never on selfless love and._.genuine concern--dissatisfaction is inevitable.
Because they are initiated and carried on for these same reasons,
even the illicit sexual contacts of the characters are sad and unsatis-

fying. 1In each instance, one or both of thehpeople involved are using

the other person for ulterior purposes. The characters' sexuality is

a ploy or a weapon. Even lust is not uncomplicated and spontaneous,

and desire almost inevitably leads to frustration. In Who's Afraid

‘QEAVirignia Woolf?, Martha uses Nick as her strongest wedpon in her

"total war" with George; and Nick, in his ambition to become a powerful
"Inevitability," recognizes Martha as ''the biggest goose in the gangle
(sic]" (ZE, p.114) and thus a necessary part of his climb to power.

Martha cynically recognizes this fact: .

'

You're ambitious, aren't you, boy? You didn't chase me
around the kitchen and up the goddamn stairs out of mad,
driven passion, did you now? You were thinking a little
.bit about your-career, weren't you? (VW, p,194)

result in frustration, furnishing no satisfaction for either of them
on even the most basic physical level.

In the same way, the mutual desire of the Nurse and the Intern

4 : . .
in The Deatfi of Bessie Smith results only" in the frustrating nightly

ritual of "an infuriating "and inconclusive wrestling match." (8BS, p.61)

Tobias, in A Delicate Balance, tried to use a brief affair with Claire

tordistract him from awareness of the meaninglessness-of his life and

k marriage, but neither he nor Claire takes any

3 ;hat'summer\}ong égo; nor dobthe_Wife and the

g but a pathetic "mercy to each other" in their
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"late summer . . . arrangement' (AQ, p.32) wﬁich they‘recall in All Over.
In each of these liasons, someone hopes to gain something: relief from
loneliﬁess, escape from awareness, power, or something else:

However, in two relationships described in the plays, the fo£;e
behind the sexual contact is wholly negative. The most destructive
relationships are those engaged in by the da;ghter of the Long-Winded
Lady in Box—nao—Box and by tﬁe daughter of the Wife‘in All Over. AOne
calls her mother from the %oom in which she is staying with two very
yéung Mexigan boys, while the other lives with a brutal, corrupt married
man. In goth instances, it appears that the dagghters choose relation-
ships that will further demeén themselves iﬁ their para&bxical efforts
to punish themselves for their own ineffectualify and lovelessness;
tb spite their mothers, Wbose expectations they were unable to méet;
and to make one last desperate élea to their mothers for aLHEmpnstration
of love and concern. The dadghters,at this ad;anced stage of alienation,
are unable to make coﬁtact with their motﬁéfs in any -positive way,.but
some kind of contact is absolutely necessary to them, even if it is
vbased on hatred; so the daughten;pe;sist in théirvp;thetic, degrading
affairs.

As all these examples clearly iliué(rafe, selfless love is rarely’J

- [ S '

‘a factor in any of thg sexual contacts among. Albee's characters.
Consequently, thé integgction is emotionaI}y unsatiéfying ana, in most
cases, destructive to all the‘peopie involved. Significantly, most
of the sexual contacts reﬁain physically unpfoﬁuctive. Mommy and Déddy
and George and Martha cannot have children; énd Peter and‘his wife,

as Jerry correctly guesses, are "not going to have any more kids,"

(zS, p.16) " Honey's fear of childbirth drives her to commit her “secret



little murders" (VW, p.177), while, in Tiny Alice, the woman in the

asylum who believed that she was pregnant died 3& cancer of the womb.

In ‘A Delicate Balance, foilowﬁng the death of their only son, Tobia;
deliberaﬁelyiEhOOSes to héve no more children so he will not have to
face the possibility of further pain and loss:

AGNES: . . . I think it was a year, when you spilled on

my belly, sir? 'Please? Please, Tobias?" No, you
wouldn't even say it out: I don't want another child,

another loss. '"Please; Please, Tobjas?" And guiding
you, trying to hold you in? [. . .] Don't leave me

then, like that. ©Not again, Tobias. Please? I can

take care of it; we won't have another child, but please °*

don't . . . leave me like that . . . such . . . silent
sgd, disgusted . . . love. (DB, p. 143)

- "

Daughters marry and have affairs but remain childless. The only son
to appear in the plays, in All Over, isAa fifty—two—year-old; weak,
and insignifiéant personlwhASe futility is already taken for granted
by all the .other characters. He has never married and has produced
no children. This, the Wife comments, is best, since now the line
will end at its zenith. | o | s
Therefore, no children are born'to carry on fhe line. In none
of the sexual relationships dep;ctédAby Albee is the egotism of
sexual desire transformed into thé éacfificenof unambigqpus, selfless

love, with the symbolic embodiment of that sacrifice in the form of a
. . o ! ] \
child. , Sex remains divorced from love in Albee's plays; thus, the

transformation does not take place. When this situation exists, "sex

seeks other outlets, searches for excitement, gratifies the normal

. : . rs . . . 18 :
desire for self-sacrifice in all kinds of perversions," repressions,

and fq;és of self-punishment. As presented in Albee's plays, sgxual
relationships, and the, results of‘thqse relationships, constitute a
parody of human sexual contact that is based on love or even égnuine

L

desire.
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Similarly, the "games" played among the characters in Albee's plays

vconéti%ute a parody of.’honest, positive interpersonal activity. As
r
compensatory aclivity, the games fill the void in the lives of the

fgrticipants. They substitute for satisfying, intimate interactions

ased on frieﬁdship or love and are clearly differentiated from other

7’

activity by their ulterior quality and their destructive "payoff" for

.one or more of the players. Eric Berne, author of Games People Elgx,/
defines a game as "a rECurringuseL of tranSactioﬁs; often repetitous,
superficially plausible, with a concealed motivation; or:aore collo-
quially, a series of @pves Wiéh a Snare or 'gimmick.' . . . Every

game . . . is basically dishongst, and the outcome has a dramatic;

19 Much ofxthe action in

as distinct from‘merelyuexcitiné, quality."
Albee's plays consists of game playing by the characters. In each
game there is a winner and a loser. Audience interest is created and
held by the resulting suspense as one attemptsto determine who will
win and how he wil . win. The suspense generated by Albee's plays is

"true' suspense, because it usually is impossible to predict, at the

Feginning of one of Albee's plays, what the outcome of thecharacters'

game-plaving interactions will be. A player may not ‘consciously be

aﬁare that he is engaging in a particular series of circu;tous “
trané;ctions in order o attaif specific results, or, as Jerry in
IEE‘§99 St?rZ puts it, that he i¥ going "a very‘long distance out of
his‘way to come back a short distance correctly” tg§) p.21). But this
faét does rot mitigate the inpénsfty with which he acts or the posstble
seriousnéss of the game aftd its éonsequences: As Jerry sits on Peter;s

bencﬁ; inng;ofaa knife wound, he asks, ". . . could [ have planned all
i - .

this? No . . . no, I couldn't have. But I think I did." (ZS, p. 48)

1

7
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A knowledge of éame theory and an awareness of the predomi?ance of
inauthentic responses that occur in game-playing help one perceive and
.understand the patterns of character-interaction that recur in Albee's
plays. Some éharacters such as Péter, Julian,“and Nick and Honey at

first try to keep the encounters on the level of pastimes, that is,.
. : .

'3

”;emi-ritualistic, simple, complemeﬂta;y transac‘;tions”2 that are’
candid bQ{J%uperficial and may invoive some conteSt or competitiveness
but no serious threat or conflict. However, the remaining characters
in Albee's plays, with the exception of thése in Box—Mao-Box, consis-
tently play second and finally third-degree games, engaging in a series
of circuitous, repetitive, spiraling interagtions that graduaily
increase in intensity and violence, leading to a climax of destruction
or self-destruction--the snare or the payoff--for one or more of the
players. Within Albee'i plays, characters repeatedly use the same
‘kinds of transactions§ variatigns on éhe same stories, set speeches,
accusations, arguments, and confessionals. They skillfully play complex,
sophisticated’forms of the life, marital, party, and sexual gémes
outlined by Berne.

Martha's soliloquy atlfhe beginning of the third act of Who's
Afraid of Virginia Woolf? points up the vicious circularity of this
kind of game—ﬁiaying which is repeatédly.used by the Fharacteis in
that play21 ) )
I cry alllll the time; Eut deep inside, so no one can see
me. I cry all the time. And Georgie cries all the time,
too. We both cry all the time, and then, what we do, we
cry, and take our tears, and we put'em in the ice box, in
the goddamn ice trays until they're all frozen and then

“« « . we put them . . ., in our . . . drinks.. (VW, pp.
. 185-186) ‘ '
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As Martha's words imply, the "loneliness and need of the characters make

them desire contact, but they also fear the poésfble pain of real

relationships, so they settle for the dishonest form of contact that

games can provide. The futility, frustration, and dissatisfacti

games, and,hence, new tears.

The reader feels that. the characterg in Albee's plays have gone
through the same words and actionslmaﬁy times before, except that thi§
time the words and actions that constitute the game have moved to the
third level of intensity, where consequences become absolute and
irrevocable. At the third level, the specific game being played must
eventually be ended in some way; the pihyers cén;ot stop in‘mid—game
or resume the game on a lower level at some laFer point in time.
Therefore,AAlbee;s plays follow the pattern of a third-degree game.
They build eitﬂer to physcial violence or go a highly emotional speech

in which a character verbalizes the real pain and disgust that he feels

in the face of existence; both frequently are accompanied by a literal

3 <
1-

or symbolic death.

For exawmple, in The Zoo Story, Jerry makeg_h{é desperate and
poignant plea for understanding in "The Story of Jerry and the Dog,"

beginé to attack Peter with increasing verbal and physical violence,

‘

and eventually impales himself on a knife held in Peter's un&illing

-

' R
hand. In The Death of Bessie Smith, the Nurse's verbal exchanges with

’

the Intern and the Orderly increase in tension and hostility, .culminating

v

" in her speech asserting her disgust with "everything in this hot,

stupid, fly-ridden world. [. . .] I WANT OUT!" (BS, pp.70-71) Almost

il
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immediately the discovery is made that, through neglect and injustice,

Bessie Smith has been allowed to bleed to death. In The American Dream,

absurdity builds upon absurdity until the Young Man, a parody of what
the ideals that originally constituted the "American Dream' have now
becomé, tells of his disfigurement and dehumanization; immediately
thereafter, Grandma leaves with the mysterious Van Man. In Ehglg Afraid

of Virginia Woolf?, following the "Fun and Games" of Act One and the

"Walpurgismacht" of Act Two,.emotion and action are most intense in the
third act "Exorcism" 4s George's recitation of the Requiem Mass alternates
with Martha's hysterical pleas and protests following his announcement

of the death®®f their son. Julian's death speech at the end of:Tiny
Alice is comparéble in impact and intemsity; it is the culmination of

a long, indirect series of ambiguous and complicated actions and

exchanges which gradually increase in violences But as Julian's death

©

occurs, silence and darkness replace the pounding heartbeats and the

ominous shadows. In éiDelicate Balance, Ehe bitterness and sad regret '
of all the characters become progressively more overt, building to
, Tobias's "aria" at the end of Act Three and the departure of Edna and
Harry, who take with them as they leave any hope fér geﬁuiné relatiqnships
which would give meaning to the lives of Agnes and Tobiaé. Their
ﬁdeparture is the\death of hope for‘the@selves'and for the other characters.
Finally, in él;_gxgg, tﬁe bickering, regrets, ;ec;iminations, attacks,
and self-indulgent confessions among the characters who await the death
of the Husband increase in hysteriéal intensi;y until thg,final announce-
.ment that.it is "all over."

A few characters such as the Intern, George and Martha, and Julian

may have been so deeply shocked or hurt~-emotionally and/or physically--
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that games become irrelevant and insufficient for coping with the

extremity of thé situation. They all have gone through the symbolic
game of "peel-the-label" and have reached "the marrow . . . aﬁd that's
what you gotta get at." (!Edep.213) Consequently, Martha and George
speak in monosyllabic queétiohs and ahswers that admit their real fear
of life without games and illusions and their écute awareness of the

emptiness of their lives without their "beanbag" at the end of Who's

Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, a title which means, according to Albee,

"Who's afraid of life without illusions?" The Intern leaves the
hospital in which he had been entrapped by his own fears; énd Juli;n's
dyimg words aéknowiedge his-acceptance of "Alice." These characters,
and possibly Nick and Honey, may havé gained sufficient insight from
the situation to choose to accept reality and to leave games and
dishonesty behind. On the other hand, other characpers such as Peter,

Mommy, Daddy, the Nurse, the Orderly, and all the characters in A

BV B
Delicate Balance, Box-Mao-Box, and All Over apparently react to what

they have seen, heard, and been a part of by retreating eve further
into a world of inauthentic reactions andfself—deceit. As Berme states,
only a few fortunate people seem to be able to go beyond games to
achieve awareness, spontaneity, and intimacy; and since "all three of

‘ L . o w22
these may be frightening and even perilous to the unprepared, many

‘

people deliberately choose to continue to live in a way that is a

3

destructive perversion and a parody of meaningful human interaction.

Although, as George ironically states in Who's Afraid‘of Virginia

Woolf?, self or socially imposed isolation, compromise, "accommodation,

malleability, [and] adjustment . . . do &em to be in the order of

things" (!E, p.102) for Albee's characters, and although'thé characters
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may choose to remain in the illusory safety of the cave or the womb and
{ !
may appear to prefer withdrawal, games, roles, and disguises, the most

significant common trait among Albee's characters is dissatisfactibn

with their lives. From Jerry and Peter on, the characters are seeking

-
[

something; none are contented or satisfied.. Théy want or lack (twe
recurring words in the vocabulary of Albee s characters) escape, contact,
confirmation, reassurance material success, meaning, lqve3 or some

kind of "satisfaction.” However, many\of them are trying to "get
satisfaction" from the wrong things in the wrong ways. Thus, Mommy

and Daddy wait, in The Amerlcan PEEéﬁ fordthe SatleaCtlon of gettlng
their ice box, thelr doorbell, and the leak in their johnny fixed. They
also want a new "bumble of joy" to replace their earlier defective one.

At the end of the play; when -all the characters materlal de51res are
fulfilled, when ' 'everybody's got. what he thinks he wants" (AD, p.127),
they.nrink "Tb satisfaction! Who says you:ican't get Satisfaction these
days." (AD, p.126) 1In The Death 2£_Bessie §31£E, the Nufse seeks a
return to the attitudes and behavior of the past,“the Intern wants to

care for the wounded in the.SpanishACivil War, and Jack and Bess;e and

the Oraggay want to get to the "North," where, in the Nurse's derisive
words, nobody s any better than anybody élse." "(BS, p.47) All seek

to éscape to another-time or place in. which they think thelr needs and
de51res will automatlcally be fulf1lled None admits that simple L;

escape 1is 1mpossib1e, that there is no "place" where one can find

ready—made personal freedom or authentic 1mposed meaning for his life.

Peter retreats into middle~class conformity;- Julian ‘looks fofjsatisfaction-

and meaning in religious obedience ang sacrificé; thé characters in

o
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Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf? and A Dellcate Balance try to fill the

.emptlness of their llves by drinking, promiscuity, and game—playing.
In seeking satisfaction,‘some characters even try to force contact
and communication the futility of which is best illustrated in "The

-

Story of Jerry and the Dog" and in Tobias's story, "The cat that I

had." Each man's story reflects the methods he used in seeklng to flnd
and maintain a relationshlp Supposedly based on* love. hithin the stories
and the plays, the two men try to ;orce contact with andther character,
but both Jerry and Tobias learn that hnman love, l&ke dogs and cats,
cannot be‘fo}ped. It must be carefully nurtured and encouraged and
.protected, and it can never/be taken for granted, but coercion simply

is a concept that is alien to the concept of genuine human relatlonshlps

The fact that all the characters are in some way dissatisfied and

.are desperately searching to fill the void in their own lives'and, thus,
that their actions'can never be seen as pure, selfless gestures under-
.cnts the idea that any of the characterslare to be seen as unequivocal ~
~'sacrificial or "saviour" figures.’ Albee's characters are far too
complexnand self contradlctory to flll any one-dimensional role in the

plays. In fact, some of the characters who effect the release and thus

" the "salvation' of other characters such as the Nurse in The Death 9£

Bessie Smith or the Lawyer in Tiny Alice, are very negative characters
with fe% ortno.heroic qualities "who 1ndirectly or accidentally force
other characters to ‘react because of that very negativity, Although

Jerry,icrandma, and George frequently have been“interpreted as
‘ . X

svraightforward 'saviour" figures who make great sacrifices in order

to enlighten other characters and althougthulianifrequently is seen

s

ko At
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as’ an "innocent!' who is sacrificed, even martyred, because of his inability
to understand or withstand the forces of evil, one must recognize ghat
their roles in the plays are far more complex.

For example, Jerry is far more sensitive and symbathetic than ?eter,
but he is neither simply a "misunderstood waif" nor a Christ-figure.
Jerry is very eécentric, occasionally hostile, and overly defensive.

To a stranger, he asks rude and apparently unreasonable questions, does

L

not listen to many of the replies, is curt in his own responses, and
does not explain himself. He is not kind to his pathetic Qandlady and

attempts no offer of help to the tenants who share his roominghouse.

In his desperation to fulfill his own needs, he fails to see that Peter

o

also is suffering. Consequently, there is double irony in his question

to Peter: "Don't yqu have any idea, not even the slightest, what other
you h y , g ,

«

people néed?" (Zs, p.45) 1If his interaction with Peter is an attempt

at combining cruelty and kindness to create the "teaching emotion,"

-

the kindness is hardly visible. Jerry wantS Peter to respond to him in
. 1

a particular way; since Peter does not, or cannot, meet Jerry's needs
willingly and spontaneously, Jerry proceeds, in a sense, to punish

him. The dissonance within Jerry's own life has nottggen resolved, so

v

his ostensibly saafificial gesture cannot be motivated solely by concern’
Sl B
for Peter. His self-sacrifice, in order to pass on a new awareness

of life to Peter, reeks of a desire to escapé a‘meaﬁingless life.by

a death that appears to have meaning. Jerry forces Peter to make ¥
contact with another humad‘béing, and Jerry is coqurtéd: "Pgter o v e .
* thank you. I came dnto.you and yoﬁ;have comforted me. Dear Peter."

(2S, p.48) He seems to -think, as well, that he has passed on his

mésSage; but the pigy Provides no evidence of -any new moral or metaphysical”
- - ! .
i . N :
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awareness in Peter. The larger interaction between Peter and Jefry
has been enacted in miniature in the parable of Jerry and the dog, and
all that is gained is further loss. Similarly, Pjter's only observable

gains are increases in fright, frustration, perplexity, and guilt. For

’ [

_Peter, the parable concludes in despair, not salvation. -
Grandma, like Jerry, frequently is taken to be a wholly admirable

. B ‘ -
character whose attitudes and\behavior are set forth by Albee as standards

G ' : .
for the audience member, but this evaluation of Grandma is overly simplis-

«

tic.. She dﬁégvrepiésent the last of an energetic, enterprising, but
vanishing generation, and she does represent the past and "the epoch
of the still-dynamic national ethic and vision." 3 However, she does

not represent infallible, rejected wisdom, for she has both the virtues
: ' - e} ’

and the vices of the 'old pioneer stock" of which she is a part. She
is commonsensical, pragmatic, forthright, and compassionate to the Young

‘ N o . - . ~
Man, but she also is cunning, rudely blunt, acquisitive, and uncqmpassion-

ate towards her daughter. Im fact, Mommycseems to be simply an extreme

version of Grandma. "Grandma's ostensibly sacrificial gesture,.her
: y

.

leaving' at the end of the play to allow her place to be taken by the

Y

Young Man, the "American Dream" which promises "satisfaction' to Mommy and

’

Daddy5 has a sardonic aspect to it, because she is the only character who

is aware of what the dream once might have been but who recognizes its

- present hellowness and corruption. - ;

In Who's Afraid of Virginié Woolf?, George is frequently interpreted
. — , . . !

as .a saviour figure, as a wise, almost omniscient and omnipotent
9

character, who determines the need for and then effects the enlightenmment

. 9, - :
“of all the other characters. However, the destructive games that have

¥

.
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reSultef in Eheir present State of unhappiness could not have continued
if one/person had chosep not to play; but George is as involved in the
games as Martha is, ang he plays as intenéely and as well as Martha
does. As the loser of the first- round of games, he is sefﬁ&ng révenge.
By mere chance, a fluke--because he throws his book at the door cﬁ{mes

: .

in his rage and despair, causing them to ring,” and becafise Honey hears

them and, in her drunkenness mistakes the rip for that of a caller
, g &

action that destroys their i1lusions.

Thus, one sees that Albée pProvides no characters: with one—dimensional
roles Br unambiguous motivgtidné.' All the(characters are dissatisfied;
none have easy, "righth answers or solutions fo their state of dissétis—
féction."They desire contact but do not know how té achieve it.

— .
Unﬁerneath the surface of bipterness, Pettiness, frustration, and disgust
is, a strong desire for tenderness and Fove. Under the apathy and |
cynicism is vulnerability. However, none of the characters are honest W
and Straightforward with themselves‘or o;hers except in moments’ of
extremgﬁdesperaﬁioﬁ, and theh if is usually too late, The characters'

words and actions usually contradict their real desires and needs in the
Same way that they conflict with the“aracters' assigned roles. As
well, the words and actions may contradict each other, and both may

belie the truth. And without honesty, fulfillment of the characterg'

'1ack§'and'bant§'is impos@iible,

2
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In the chronological Aevelopment‘of Albee's plays, there is a
pattern of decline id\hdﬁg for the characters' eventual attainment of
honest interaction and the resulting fulfillment. In several of the
plays, the presence éf a strong, vital, independent figure’from an earlier
generaFion, such As Bessie Smith, Grandma, Martha's father, or the Husband
in All Over, pervades the onstage action and functions as an ironic

%

contrast to the misdirected, wasted energy of the present generation
\

of Mommies and Daddies and to the total emptiness and ineffectuality
of the future generation. This pattern withip the plays of a reducﬁ;on
in vitaiity, self-sufficiency, and a sense of pu;pose from one generation
of characters to the next is only one‘of the patterns that emerge from |
Albee's playgvand create‘progressively less optimism about the characters'
possible attéinment of satisfaction. The pléys have less and less
physical action and become more purely verbal; and since words are
shown to be almost worthless in achieving contact and commgqication among"’
human beings, the progressive.decrease in movement among the characters
means ﬁhat virtually no contact will be possible. 1In Box-Mao-Box and
All Over, Albee's most recent works, the characters are practically
immobile‘throughout the plays.w |

The advancing age of the characters also points\to the unlikelihood

of change. In Zoo Story, both Jerry, in his late thirties, and Peter,

in his early forties but looking younger, are relatively young, as are

the main characters in The Peath of Bessie Smith. In The American Dream
3 ‘ 7 -

‘and The Sandbox, Mommy, Daddy, and Mrs. Barker are middle-aged, as are

both Martha (fifty-two years old) and Géorge (forty-six years old).

According to Albee's statement to John Gielgud, for whom he wrote.the

part of Julian, all the.characters in Tiny Alice are supposed to be in

A
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their fifties. 1In A Delicate Balance, the ages of Agnes, Tobias, Harry,
Edna, and Claire range from fifty to the early sixties; in Box-Mao-Boxs
the characters are older, from sixty to eighty, as are most of the

e members of the younger generation,

characters in All Over. fhe ages of
the hope for the future, also increase--from the handsome Young Man of

twenty-five in The Sandbox and The American Dream, through Nick (thirty,

although he iells George he is twenty-eight) and Honey (twenty-six)- and
Julia (thirty-six), to the Daughter (forty-five) and the-Spn (fifty-two)

in All Over. The average age of the characters.advances from approximately

thirty-five years old in The Q%o Story to sixty-five years old in All
_Over. The decrease in wvitality and hope for change emphasized by the
advancing ages of the characters is also emphasized in the decreasing

individuation of the characters. There is only one specific name for a

‘character, Mao, in Box-Mao-Box, and there are none in All Over. The
- B ‘ —_—
plays become starker in their settings, more dissonant, more verbal,

and less frequently mitigated by humor, even black, sardonic humor.

Nonetheless, although there is a pattern develqﬁﬁﬁé & less hope

within the characters and less hope for tﬁem, Albee's plays are not

!l - :
fatalistic or nihilistic. The strong, vivid statements of the growing

evil of thi§?§esent situation of mankind is an attempt to force

awareness and a desire for change, before it is too*latej; it is anm -

attempt to forestall the fate of Tobias or'gf the characters in All
Over. The parodies of recognizable types of people in contemporary

society and of their actions and interactions are an attempt to stimulate

~

audience'members to self-awareness and change, not to despair. One's
difficulgy in identifying with the complex, contradictory characters is

to serve a positive purpose. At first one may attempt identification

4 . id

"/'
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as usual with a character in one of Albee's plays, but as Ehe play

develops one becomes progressively more wary because even the seemingly
ﬁ"good" characters are being undercut and exposed. Irony underlies

the development of evep-the most syméathetic characters; all must be

judged. No one-dimensional heroes or villains can exist in Albee's

_ —_—T

plays. Of course, within the context of the plays, some characters

seem to respond to a situation better than others, but no charactef

unambiguouslyirepresents the accurate "or authentic response to a

-

situation, just as no easy scapegoat is provided.

‘ onsequently, characters such as the Nurse in The Dgath 2£‘Bessie
\ ‘Smith, Mommy, 'or the Law;er in Tiny Alice are not presented as the
source of the evil that infects their lives and poisons their rélation-
' . ships witRyother people; insteéd, they are finally seen as pathetic,
, &
~sick products of sick environments, as.victims as much as vié§imizers.
Even the '"Destructive Woman"zﬁ.characte; (inc;uding Mommy, the Nurse,
Martha, Agnes, Alice, the Wife and the Daughter), whose power to cause
pain "andlaestruction ié almost limitless, is finally seen to deserve

compassion as well as censure:

- - From her inner constriction and the spite that this begets,
she mocks and terrorizes the . ... men; and she does this

v .

o because she is too weak to fight her way out of the impasse
" of her life. She insists on accepting the constraints the
A community imposes. Her dominance over the men embodies
AP the environment's stranglehold on all of them.  But just
J'ﬁ%;ij this power maims her as well as her victims; underneath
. e fi"' the grinning grimness of her will she is consumed by

self-abominations4-

The Nurse says, "I am tired of my skin . . . I WANT OUT!" (BS, p.71),

§
~

and the paradok 6f the women's destructivene&s is epitomized in Martha's
#Mmission: "I disgust me." (VW, p.189) 1In the same way, the apparently
innocent characters such as the "Americen Dream" boy and Julian and

those other*characters who scem to be trying®somehow to change their

A
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bad situations such as Jerry, the Orderly, and To%ias are never wholly

free from culpability: '"The bad guys elude all attempts at labeling;

and the good guys emerge as monstrous frauds."z6

Therefore, with a vivid, and sometimes shocking, presentation

of complicA{;d characters who exist in complexly problematic situations,

but with no presentation of the "right" or "wrong" ways of dealing
with the situation, the au@ience member is required to £eact indepen~
dently. The norms for e&aluating the behavior of the characters must
come from within the mind of thé reader or audience miber. He must
determine for himself who is ﬁor;hy of respect and.emulation and

which kinds of‘people, attitudes, and behavior deserve real criticism
and attack outside the theatre situationﬁgtThe dissonance that is

. o '
created in the mind of the audience member by Albee's method of

characterization is not a sign of the aesthetic incompleteness of the

play. It is, instead, a sign onglbee'é ability to create characters

o
1

kY

who do not fit into any one stereotybed g%tegory and who must be

énalyzed in order to be completely understooq

« by

~a
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Chapter Three: Language

' N .
o
The paradoxes and parodies that epitomize Albee S setthégs and

character creation also continue in his use of language and creation of

“ )

dramatic dialogue. 1In Dialogue jn American Drama, a quite comprehensive
) .

Survey of the use of language by modern American writers of drama, Ruby

Cohn concludes her discussion of Edward Albee's language with the
P i ‘
assertion that he is "the most skillful Composer of dialogue that
S F
wl : o
Amerlca has produced."’ One's agwareness of thv cumulative influence

on Albee's style of the language of ‘Strindberg, Pirandello, Eliot,

Iongsco, Beckett, Genet, Coward, Tennessee Williams, Pinter, and other
. . .
maJor modern playwrights does not dlmlnlsh one's awareness of the

dlstlnctlveness of Albee's dlalogue The verbal skill that Albee
f" ! '

. N N
possesses fand demonstrates is, in some ways, ironic, because some of

the most 51gn1f1cant and conslstent thematic concerns of his plays are

\

with the 1nab111ty*or unw1111ngness of modern man .to communlcate and
with the failure of language, that 153 the ineffectuslity of words
themselves to convey meaning. ) ‘ -

Writing frem this point in time, A%bee has a choice of several

different ways of dealing with this idea dramatically, First, he has

o

the examble of the playwrights iv the Aristotelian tradition, such as®

[y 7
Ibsen, Shay,‘and Miller, who percelve the drama as a verbal rational

artistic medlum Ln which one present§ the problem and createq;char—

Qr
a -

acters whq represent varying ways of rGSpondlng to the prOblem and
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who engégc in dialectics concerning the problem.. Albee also has the f
Artaudian example of disregarding language altogether and attempting

to shock his audicnce into awareness through visual images And incan-
tations, and he has the ecxample of the writers of the "Theatre of the
Absurd," who show the absurdity and ineffectuality of language by

creating absurd, ddsjunctive,sand ineffectual dialogue, as in Ionesco's

The Bald Soprano. Albee's reaction has been to combine all three

approaches, developing a unique, if eclectic, style. Albee's demon-
. o2
stration of his concern for the failure of contact and communication

increases the cognitive dissonance in the minds of the audience members

because he does not create characters, such as some of those of Beckett,
IS o . W . 7

who have lost the ability to speak coherently; instead, most of Albee's
characters deﬁonstrate remérkabié verbal skill.

The audience member is almost inevitably caught up in the virtuos-
ity and abundance‘of Albee's dramatic dialogue which ranges fr?m the
highest to the lowest styles--from Jamesian precision and refinement

to unmitigated obscenities to farce and melodramaﬁj&n his skillful
H 7

']

juxtaposition of the most diverse kinds of language: "cliché with
pompous rhetoric, slang with archaic formality, hysterical fluency

- . . 2 :

with monosyllabic ekhaustion."™ The characters' quick repartee, puns,

clichés, stories, do&blé'éqtehdrgs, clevér or heavy-handed insuits,
T “& » ! ?I . . < -
" slang, dialects, repetitions, 3nd'§€ne¥al word-play combine to create
’ A * H ’

carefully orchestrated conversations that focus:the audience's attention
. “ *

.

on the language. . ~

Al

Albee's characters directly call further attention to the

mechanisms of 1anguage and to their use and manipulation of that

‘ladbuage as they define their terms, conjugate their verbs, and

L]



quibble over the most proper use of words, and as they modify, paraphrase; 2
correct, and improvise on each other's words and phrases. Many of ﬁhe

characters are quite conscious, and self-conscious, of the formulation

] !
{

and verbalization of their thoughts in precise words, images, and
$ !

syntax. Whether Albee's characters are engaged in quick and forceful

thrustvand parry exchanges, in the relation of seemingly irrelevadt
and absurd sfories, in H%autlfully constructed speeches, or in intense,
complex monologues that reveal their deepest fears, the audience meﬁper
is almost inevitably fascinated, at first, by the»powerful,vcolorf;l
language sboken by those characters: {\

However, a disquieting awereness about the lenguage begins slowly
to develop as the audience membeg‘realizes that the surface or form -of
the brilliant language is all that there is. Albee pushes words as
far as they will go--his characters stretch the }imits of their
vocabularies and their inQentiveness—-in order to expose what, if - .
anything, lies beneath the wofas; and one, if he listené perceptively,
is eventually forced to conclude that the language of the characters

is as empty of communication as the lives of the characters are of

-
“meaning. It is form without content, and the excessive concern of many

of‘the*characters for the structure of their language is a device to

attempt to cover and compensate for the loss. In general, the words
of the characters do not fulfill the most basic requirements of effective

language in establishing communication, that 1s, in- effectlng the
exchange of meaningful information between human belngs. Furthermore,
langpage is ineffectual in helping the characters determine the

difference between truth and lies or reality and illusions. -Because,

words can relay an untruth as easily as they can transmit truth, words .



“

. . , )
fail to give a character assurance that he knows about other/ people and

his world. The

as denotative .and connotative indices'

inadequate to e

_ - ;
characters realize that their words "no longer behave
Y

' and, thus, that their words are

licit understanding; so they usually attempt to compensate

by increasing the virtuosity, intensity, and quantity of their language.

As Arthur K. Oberg explains in his article "Edwdrd Albee: His Langhage

and Imagination

)" mere dialogue is never assured of effectiveness in

communicating, so it "attempts to surround: what it would control, seeking

victory in its copia and in an intensity which is related to this

_ - ' X
abundance." For AMlbee's characters, words seem to retain assured” power

only in their infinite capacity to cause p;§n.

Albee's plays are "all talk," buf little positive communication

results among the characters. Absorbed in their individual desirgks, \

needs, problems
»

- (\/—\‘\\
7
1}

N

, and sorrows, the characters withdraw emotionally from

other people; with rare exceptions, these isolated characters try to

£i1l theiv empty lives with compensatory diversions, and talk is one of

these. The characters speak 'at" one another in a non-sequential and

non-consequential manner, indulge 1n vocalized free association—-

"exercising' and "walking what's left of [their] wits" (VW, Pp.33,34)--

and both manipulate others and are themselves controlled by their

language. ' The characters--many of whom get’their vocabulaéies from

»

television (AD,

~and their facts

p.89), their ideas from Book Club sglections (AD, p.65),

from Time Magazine (ZS, p.l3)——nonefheless hope. that

someone will ‘hear the desperate plea for acknowledgement of their

existence, worth, and need. that lies at the center of all the endless,

e~

frequently cruel, talk. However, their hope is usually futile} Ipstead,

one realizes. that -all this well articulated noh—communicatioﬁ, no matgter

A
By
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how brilliant and forceful, is indeed a parody of the real intent and

workiﬁgs of a‘language system., And, as in the other cases of deliberate

, .
parody by Albee, the intent is serious. Albee imaginatively tries to

force the audidnce member to recognize GRS emptiness and/or habitual

mindlessness’ of \he language that the characters speak, which is ¢
contemporary, cdll quial, stylized dialogue that includes not only the
vocagﬁlary and synta.,‘bUC'espeéiallylthe rhythm, of modern American
idiom.,‘Si?qe this also is the language of the audience member, he is
forced to examine the vitality and effectiveness of his own language
as well.

Albee's dial%gue is unequivoeably colloquial while being, simul-
taneously; highlyﬂartificial; it is language‘thaL is not exactly that
which is used by real people), but it is "vEry mhch,like" it, with
distortions and exaggerations that increase its intensity. One of the’

best:examples of Albee's création of heightened colloquial language

that is typically modern American, yet distinctly in.his own style,

o

appears in his first play, The Zoo Story, in Jerryl!s explanation of his «
family background:

But good old Mom and good old Pop are dead . . 2 you know?
. « I'm brokén up about it, too . . . I mean really.

BUT. That partlcular vaudev1ﬁle act is playing the cloud

¢ircuit now, so I don't see haw I dan look at them, all

‘neat and framed. Besides, or, rather, to be p01nted about

it, good old Mom walked out on good old Pop whan I was ten - .

and a half years old; she embarked on an adulterous turn

of our southern states . . . a journey of a year's duration
f . . . and her most constant companion . . . among others,

.

among many others . . . was a Mr. Barleycorn. (ZS p.24)
He contlnues to explain that hlS good old Mom parted with. the ghost

in some dump in Alabama," and, as a “northern stlfﬁ," she was somewhat
less welcome. Soon thereafter,:his good old Pop "slapped into the

[

+
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front -of "a somewhat moving city omnibus," fgagébat "saft of cleaned
, T ‘ \ ,
things out. family-wise." To this slangy, breezy, yget poignant narrative
°

. . g e
that is both idiomatic and imaginative, .Peter's ogﬁy response is ''Oh,
my; oh,W®" (ZS, p.24), since he cannot or will not acknowledge and

react to the loneliness being transmitted.

ok ‘ ’
In keeping with the verbal freedom that began to develop in the

United States during the mid-1960's, the language of Albee's characters

began tg mirror the expllCltness that 1ncre351ngly became the norm.

In fact, the~first words of his play Who s Afraid of Vlrglnla Woolf?

set the tone for thd~jdiomatic langugge that follows throughout the

play. The Act One stage lights coﬁ&-up-simultaneouély with Martha's

loud exclamation: "Jesus H. Christ." (W, p.13) By 1971, in his most

. ] l‘x.:'-
recent play All Over, the language of his characters reflects the \
further move towards an almost total elimination of verbal taboos. In

4 -+ . N

this play, a seventy-one-year-old matron, the most refined and

"respectablawcharaeter, refers to "fucking——as it is called in public
by everyone these daysl" (A0, p.32) As this speéGh indicates, the use

N
of slang termlnology by Albee's characters does become more self-

conscious in the later plays. 1In A Delicate Balance, for instance,
nearly every use of slang is accompanied by the almost apelogetic'
explanatory phrase, -"as they say"; nonetheless, the characters continue

to use highly idiomatic, highly cOntemporafy expressions.  Therefore,
oy

the language that appears in all Albee's plays is, in general that RECE

which is used "by everyoae these days '-~self- 1ronlc, cllche—rld”

o

effecting a strange combination of directness and diffusiqq, a.}

v B

" towards monologue-—and analysis and evaluation of that language is

.
L]

.- immediately relevant to the i1ives of the audience members,s
. N M 5 A N - .

¢ - ¥ . . B
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. Characters within the plays eﬁcoﬁrage the analysis and evalﬁation
~of their language by repeatedly calling attention to .their language
usage and to their verbal skill or lack of skill. Compounding the

-

other differences betwéen Jerry and Peter in The Zoo Story is the

difference in their levels of articulacy.  Jerry spcaks,forcefully,"
p ‘

if indirectly, and states that "I don't talk to many people . . . But

every once in a while I like to talk to somebody, really talk; like

=y

te get to know somebody, know‘éll about him." (ZS, p.17) Peter ‘on -

the other hand, announces his inarticulacy: "I'm . . . I'm normally
. . "
2 N '
e« . uh . . . Teticent." (ZS, p.19) ~-His speech is characterized by

‘hegitations (indicated by the many ellipsis marks that punctuate his

dialogue), by the many "uh's" that interrupt his flow of words, and by
. BN

his many unfinished sentences. Peter attempts to turn his inability

&

or disin¢lination to make verbal contact into a joke: "I . . . I%don't

express myself too well, sometimes. ~I'm in-publishing, not writing."

(28, p.20) Howevér, Jerry is determined that contact will be made

a

"and refuses to allow Peter fo find refuge in his usual fdon-committal

inanities and cliché-ridden speech. B

*

In‘Who's_Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, both George and Martha
acknowledge each other's‘véppal'ability in words that also imply their
dislike of their purely destructive, pufely‘verbal intéractions: -

Martha says ‘to Geofge, "[Y]ou never do anything [. . .] . You just*sit

around and télk" (VW, 9:7); and. George correctly explains Martha's -

& 3 -

. verbal ability to Nick(and Honey: '"Martha's a devil with 1éﬁguage} she

really is."'_{yﬂ;'pZZl) .Julian, in Tiny Alice, asserts that his
fluency is deliberate: ”Articdlé;e men often carryvset paragraphs'

O v . . ~
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i
(TA, p.116); and the Lawyer -accurately describes and demonstrates his

-3

characteristic use of language with his assertion, "I speak plainly."

‘

(TA, p.7) Agnes, in A Delicate Balance, sarcastically apologizes for
. the force and precision of her verbal attacks: "If I scold, it is
because I wish I needn't. If I am sharp, it is because I am nelther

less nor more than human, and if I am to be accused of making teo much

»

of things, let me remind you that it is my manner and nét the matter.

I apologize for being articulate." (DB, p.23) Comparably, both
Grandma and Mommy in The American Dream are conscious of the skill
: -~

‘with which they engage in the verbal contest that continues between

t
+

them: b Lo -
MOMMY: Nonsense. O0ld people have nothing to say; and if
0ld people did have something to say, nobody would
. listen to them (To, Grandma) You see? I can pull -
that stuff just.as easy as you can.

GRANDMA: Well, you got the rhythm, but you don t really
have the quallt‘[ . -] Look. I'll show you how
it's really done. [. . .] You see? Rhythm and
content. You'll learn. (AD, pp-85-86)

N

.

&.

'In the same way, Nick--although unable to compete in verbal games |

"on the same level with Martha and George—-asserts his awareness of the.

-

power of 1anguage: .
’ i
All right . . . what do'you want me to say? Do you want me
to say it's funny, so you d&an contradlct me and say it's
'sad? Or do you want me to say it's sad so you can turn
around and say no, it's funny. You can play that -damn .
little game anyway you-want to, .you know. (W, p. 33‘
. k. .
All these characters express. self—awareness and an_ awareness of the

-

uses to which langgage can,be put, and as,Arthur K. Oberg.states;'"After \\\\~
such knowledge“there ¢/ . oe neither fotgiveness>nbr naiveté."? .

“.\":4 - N '
En the same way- that the characters écknowledge thelr artldulacy

» a . t

or inartlculacy ard thus draw attention to ‘their words, - they call

»

furtﬁention through. all their varied-talk 4bout "talking." As

~
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noted earlier, Jerry asserts his lntention to ”really talk" to Peter,
and he stralghtforwardly asks, "Do you mind if ‘I ask you questions?"
(Zzs, p.17) He entices Peter to stay by promising to tell him stories:
"Because after I tell you about the:dog, doiju Lhow what then? *Then-

. . then I'll tellyyou about what' happened at the zoo:" (ZS, p.29)

In The Death.gﬁ Bessie Smith, the Nurse's vitriolic abuse of the Negro-
Orderly beglns when he uses words that she does not understand and

phrases that are beyond her ability to comprehend He speaks in a far

L

more reflned and educated manner than the Nurse does int conversation

"’

and "

"o

with the Nurse, he uses the words voyeurq condone,"

contempt,
. . !
and the phrase "it's a matter of proportion." Her _response to his

\ - @,

intellectual superiority, as ev1denced by his verbal ability, is to

attack him in the most devastating and brutal way possible, h& reminding
him that his educated "talk" will be of no use to him as'a "nigger" in
. : t

a white, racist society:

Condone! Will you listerfto ‘that: condone! My! Aren't
you the educated one? “Whaf '+ . what does that word
mean, boy? That word: condﬂhe’ Hunh? You do talk same,
don't you? [But] You have a great deal to learn. (BS,

p.4l1) . O

.\jD/fShe also attacks thke Intern for his .talk of golng to Spaln, and she

. /1\ . -
brlngs up the subjécts of talklng to the Mayor in order to gain polltfcal

“‘favors and of ‘the emptiness of”nromises" that are all talk.

3

Slmllarly, Who's Afra1d of V1rg1n1a Woolf? is fllled with characters

v

references to thelr own language. Ihe Qharacters in that play seem to

>

have existence only on a verbal level; and they consistently call atten~

. A o - . i -
tion to the.language of the »play in va‘r10u§ ways. For &ample, Honey
S . - . -~
repeatedly covers her ears w1th her hands and reJects "such language .

(vw p.69) as is spoken by the three other~characters~ George~accuses A v

.
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Martha of being "obsessed" with a particularly ugly phrase, and he

~

asserts that "college-types" like themselves should know innumérable
complex verbal games to play .since the existing games cannot. possibly

be "the limit of ' [their] vocabulary." (VW, p.139) As the games
F .
increase in intensity and destructiveness, Nick threatens Geprge that

he will begin to play "in your language." VW, p.150) However, talk
“about talking is most frequent and insistent in Scene One, Act One
of Tiny Alice; words and phrases such as "talk," "address," 'conversation," -

"gibbcrish,” "small talk," "talking business," '"say," "speak," "call,"

L4

1" ”whispered, 1"

"?discuss, and "interview'" recur more than forty times as

N - ’ -;' B

the Lawyer and the Cardinal, accomplished Verbal duelists, set the tone fot
) o < : - '

the words and action that are to follow.

Further attention is drawn to language, as language,.when the

characters ‘correct their own speech or that of others, quibble .over

words, make\up‘;erms, define, modify, and'conjugate.thei% words,ﬁand

engage in many varied forms of word-pléy. In The Amerxcan Dreama only
.{'ﬁgﬁ

Grarnidma and Mrs. Barker dlSCUSS the relative correctness of the words

"bundle" and "bumble': . _ . : i, ;')

MRS. BARKER: A what? “* ° o e N N
=~ GRANDMA: " A bumble; a, bumblgaof 3p ’ L
MRS. BARKER: Oh, like byndfes g i . |
GRANDMA : Well,iye Very muth 11M§1¢ Bundle, bumble;
who cares? A pp97— hooY : ' :
- s

S [

However, din Who S Afrald of Vlrgrnla Woolf?, aIi of the characters '

correct each other's use of nduns,;vronouns, aﬁjectives, verbs, an%
. o v o S
adverbs Nick correctsGeorge's use of ! chromozpneg” to "chromOSomes

(__, P 37) and makes the dlstlnctlon for. Martha benween the words

- "mitrpphone"‘apd "microsqopeq'(yﬂ, p.l92).“ Honey corrects Martha's = .
. K o . i . ) ¥ 3

» ' use of the word ”gOod" as an adverb (VW, p.72), and she innogenily S+

A R S v . L



.firmry cbrrectsTobiJs's use of articles when discussing her drinking.™" ¢

—

_very clearl<,indicates the level of withdrawal and’impersqpality that

" Agnes has "achieved: . o . I

makes a telling observation when she insists on the correct gender in
, : ;
the use of the word "Floozie"

4 GEORGE : Tut, tut, tut. .
MARTHA: Tut, tut yourself . . . you old floozie!
_HONEY: He's not a floozie . . . he can't be a floozie
you're a floozie. ‘
MARTHA (Shaking a finger at HONEY) Now you watch yourself!
(VW, pp.73- 74)

1

But it is George, with the most fully developed and refined verbal

repertoire, who makes the most corrections, as he points out the proper

‘term in all the following sets of words: "something" and "somebody,"
ag?ﬁn and,"atheist,fr""gangle" and "gaggle," "got" and "gotten,"
' 5 . .
] f ] ”t\ : "o " " oty st . Mnme . 1t v
bongs'" and "chimes, abstruse'" and Sbstract, , him’ and "it," and.
3 4 . .
' ‘ i

’

llnry‘lly al’ld HOur. "

The Lawyer in Tiny Alice, who is nearly comparable to George in

verbal sacuity, disiigguishes between a "bequest" and a "grant" for «

Julian; and he-asserts that '"There's no such woﬁé7as screep," a word
. g p

~

which Julian thinks "has a nice onomatopoétic‘ring about it." (TA p. 34)

Toblas, in A Delicate’Balance, asserts that the grlm/Serlousness of

Agnes's words changes. the "epigram," VOne does not apologize to those
‘v

for(whom one must," into an "aphorism" (DB, p.18); Agnes dlstlngu1shes

between the adjectives ' 1nst1nct1ve .and reflex in order to correctly_

deseribe Tobias's defense‘of Claire'(2§2~p.l7); and’Claire,*in her turn,
. ; =3

“~

The proper usage; she asserts, is "a" dlcoholic; not "an" alcoholic.
(DB, p.34)  Agnes's cool correction of Tobias, when he answers her

question about Julia's Behavior by stating that Julia is "in hysterics,"
. . . ’ » \:\\,‘ ;

CF
A4

i

&
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AGNES: (Controlled) What, what was she doing, Tobias?

TOBIAS: I told you! She's in hysterics! ’

¥ AGNES: (Tight smile) That is a condition; I inquired
about an action. (DB, p.113)

¥

In the play Box-Mao-Box, unlike the other plays because it is a

play in which none of the characters interact, the emphasis on correct-

ness continues, nonetheless, as the Long-Winded Lady corrects and refines.

89

her own speech. She changes "comprehend" to "believe" or "accept,” s

y © .
"recall" to "retain," "plup" to "plit," and "crullers" to "doughnut

’

C ey o . . .
’-*{centers"; as well, she more acclurately explains her place in-the-accident.

- of the emptiness that éharacteriggs their existences. The Lawyef's

&

that occured as "doing it" rather than "being in it." In Albee's most

recent play, the correction of one character's spgech by another
character ' in the play const}tutés the first exchange of the play and

involves the accuracy of the use of the term '"to be dead":
. f‘.‘/‘ ! )

THE WIFEE _Is he dead?

THE MISTRESS: I wish you wouldn't say that: is he dead?
THE WIFE: I'm sorry. , '
THE MISTRESS: It's not your curiosity I mind [. . .]
It's the form. [. . .]
THE WIFE: No matter, let me rephrase it, then. Has he
. .. died? (A0, pp-3-4) : h j"
All this concernAby characters in many of the plays for appropriate-

ness and correctness in language emphasizes the .importance they place on

words, which they ‘hope will create the identity and supply the meaning\

S

which dre missing from their lives. Instead, however, the misdirected: T
. a. .. ) o ] : oL . .

<. concern and emphasis deflects them:from examination of the real causes

) -
. ~ . ;v
recollection in Tiny Alice clearly points out this ulterior use of

wdrdé»by the ‘characters: "
I recall. Suddenly I gecall}it. When we were ‘children.
[. ...] and we would explore . . . thosemost priyate parts)
. of one another, [. .- .] we would talk of other things?
- A : T

v ' s =

-,
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\ -
[. . .] How, as our shaking hands passed under skirts or.
undid buttons, sliding, how we would, both of us, talk of

other things . . .:Dh, the subterfuges. -(TA, p.152)

While .the characters' words expose the meaninglessness of their ldves

to the audience member, the words also appear to hide that meaninglessness

from the characters’ awareness and act as a substitute for meaning.

However, the characccrs remajn uahappy and dissatiaficd, S0 onc can see

that mindless verbiage? regardless of the correctness of its form, ié .

an insufficient substitute for meaning or hiding place from meaningless-

*s -

¢

ness. oy . L N

° "

Since existing words appear to have lost their power, characters

invent words or terms that may“carry some fresh impact,'%nd these
O

inventions draw further attention to the language of the characters.
For example, Grandma invents the term "bumble, of joy" by slightly . P I

d%storting the usual term; the distortion of the term emphasizes the

.

distortion of parental love shown by Mommy and Daddg towards their

"bumble."  The Butler in Tiny Alice creates the word "screep" (TA,

P.34) to refer to the sound made by birds, and the Wife in All Over

- ‘
used.''floration" and then wonders if such a word exists: (A0, p.97) - 4

o ’ 4
In other instances, in.ordey to. attempt to estabplish a clear oy

~ .

tjanlng for words so that thetchances of being understood are p0831bly

increased, characters .go so far as to deflne ‘words which are uiﬁgtln

“épeaking._ For example, when theeLawyer asks the Butler to accompany .

‘ s
\ 3

.him to his interview with the Cardinal, in order "to back me up, when @

-

£

I want emphasis," the Butler asks forii:clarification of the word

.o ' -
"want," emphasizing the importance .of Ahat recprrent word in Albee's
’ ) ! , - ] T B ) L A .
plays: .« Yn the sense that my fatfer used the word? Wants emphasis;- /

. r

laCks'emphasiSZ" (TA, p.99) In'A Délicaté Baiance,,Agnes defines the T

Sy
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-

ong‘ggrd that, 'in a broader sense, defines the entire existences of ail
’

the characters: "maintenance." She.asserts that maintenance, which is
synonymous with the phrase "to keep in shape,' does not denote change
or alteration. Instead, "When we keep something in shape, we maintain

RE
-

its shape--whether we are proud'%i‘iﬁét shape or not is another matter--
H' >

we keep it from falling apart. We do notgftLempt the impossible. e

maintain. We hold." (DB, p.88) And Agnes does work to maintain the

facade of stability, friendship, family love, and meaning that her family

M .

has established,’gpmbining the proper proportions of truth and deception

«

that are necessary to sustain the delicate balance. Similarly, the
"motto" that Tobias straightforwardly puts forward, ""We do what we can"

(DB, p.19), is precisely relevant to their momotonods, self-deceptive,
&

. LN N )
empty lives. All that the characters seem to believe that they, can do
Y ;

is simply maintain this state without attempting to make positive

ity 5 P

‘chaﬁges. The motto of the next family that is presenteg by Albee, the

s

famiiy in All Over, is a grim rejoiner'to "We do what we can.”" As theuy
Best Friend explains,hthe family motto in All Over is "Yod@end up‘wiﬁhh

. . , ¢
what you start. out with!' (A0, p.25), which has meaning in the play on

’
.
’

many levels, since the characters are ééqn to "end up' with the same

lovelessness, emptine§$,gand dishonesty that they start out with in the -

play. - Because, of fear, passivity, and self—aecep;ign:gthéy will only

3

maintain and will not even attempt alteration. - TH
e \ - ;

L2

stasis, and their elevation of stasis into a family po¥icy, clearly

®

J

sHow that their position is éyen less hopeful than that of the . 5@

characters in‘é.Deliéate Balance. , ’ . . ¢
. N B \

.The ngg:Winded Lady in Bok—Mao—Box also emphasizeé declining hope

. : 3 . N ; v . : ' .
as she defines the word "discomfited": "not in the semnse of utterly
JI . . ) ': . ‘- ! :\‘\ )

91
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. : ¢
M
dcfeuted——thOugh that would be more than enough--but in the sense of

confused, or Preoccupicd. (ESE’ wp-56~57) “She asserts that if one
. . .t \
> were not too discomfited, he might have been able to hear the qound
- ¢
[}

that she made as she onttrtd the water after fqlling from the devk

of a ship many years ago.  The Long-Winded Lady's c¢xcessive emphasis 9

on the correctness and the form of her words is at the expense of her B
N A _ t _ S/ o -t “/" .
emphasls on. undcrstandrng why she inexpllcably fell over the railing ef . , /’
. . o

A}

. . o -
the ocean liner. The vord "discomfited," in the sense of utterly
defeated, dooes indeed apply to the Long-Winded Lady, if not to her

hypothetical onlookers; and her indirection and defle;tion ironically ’ )

: . . B
serve to draw the attention of the audience membe.s to that aspect of

. :
N <

the falllng incident which shdf\églects tao discuss. ) /
/

' - In contrast to'thése definitions, CGeorge's definition of ""ABMAPHID" ‘ﬁ?t

¥ <

“is a self-conscious mockery of his ‘own state and that of N{ck as well:

o B 4

Abmaphld has been variously descrlbed as a wastlng diseasé of the

-

frgnngl lobes, and as a’ wonder drug It is actually both.f (W, p.37)

‘In . the same way, his declension,'"Cood; better; best; bested" (W, p.32),

~

. is an ironic commed: °n-the failure of his own life and the’ failure that

he foresees for Nick, who lives an even more dishonest life than George

<

does. )

A further kind of self-conscious play-.with language by the charac-

ters, which has the Paradoxical effect of emphasizing the characters

%n multiple ways. The Bye—Bye Adoption Ageqcy, which Mrs. Barker
represents in The American Dream,is an obvious pun on the modern North

. . . I3 ) 3 I3 -‘
American compulsion to buy and buy in an attempt to gain satisfaction
Q

,-l A
o
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’
through the acquisition of mn?&rial goods.  Mrs. Barker'sg name implies -

her role as g3 g1ib hawker of, wares in this kind of consumer society in
. L -

r ﬂ
which everythifg has its bPrice and in which beople are viewed asg objects
i N

and possessions and, as such, are expected to meet certain-arbitrary,

artificial standards. Grandma's play on two of the meanings of the word

"allowance" further emphasizes these points: "You gon't make a\lowances
» .

for people. 1 want an.allowance.," (AD, p.70) Similarly, when Daddy.

asks, "I wonder if it might help us any 10 I said I feel misgivings,
that 1 have definite qualms" (AD, p.82), one at first a;sumcs that Daddy'
is'bocoming_SCnsiLive to the situation in which apprehension is a. ;
justifiable Tesponse; however, he quickly féIIOWS with the fqllowiné
explanation of the origin of‘his qualms. They mostly are located "right
around where the stitches were." (AD, P-82) Grandma's cal] for
allowances to be made for individua] human beings and Daddy's statement
about the qualms that he feels in the face of hi; env&ronment aid -
the audience member in undergtanding the attitudes and personalities of
these characters, . >

>In the same‘ways, the Nurse's bawdy punning in The Death of Bessie
Smith reflects her personaliéy, her concerns, and the sickness and
corruption of the society of which she énd»the Mayor are representatives:

The Mayor ang his hemorrhoids . . . the mayor's late
hemorrhoi;l\g().y - . are a matter of deep concern to ¢ is
institution; for the mayor built this hospital; the mayor
is here with his ass In a sling, and"the seat of govern-
ment is now in Room 206 [. . .]. (BS, p.40) .

!‘”f‘

.The sexual puns and innﬁendoes iﬁ the play, comparable in vividness aﬁd\
explicitness to those in a Restoratioﬁ play, clearly indiéate that sex .
Is neither sacred norfroménkic. The Nurse initiates and perpetuates

the conversation in which the Intern states that the sheets of his bed

P B

Y
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J
are like a tent, "poled center-upward in my love fof you" (BS, p.53),

/ : N
and she apparently sets, up one of the Intern'sy speeches byfm1m1ck1ng
. i N
his words about the sunset and referring to fiim as a "monstrous burning

14

intern hanging on the edge of my circumference":

INTERN: Here am 1 . . . here am | tangential, Whllt all
‘th_ while 1 would Serve more nobly as 4 radlant” not
outward from, but reversed, plunging straight to your
lovely vorrex. BS, p.51)

However, ip her state of self-maintained isolation, the Nurse insists

on continuing the sexual relationship mainly on a verba] level in order
to perpetuaee her contro] over the lmatern. Q

Martha, in<ghgl§<é££g£g of Virginia Woolf?, demonstrates comparable
skill 1n explicit sexual ,puns as she tells Nick that he, as anbiologisf,
is "right at the meat of things" (W, p.63) and as she asks him, "yoyu
don't need any props, do you, baby?" (v, 2 61) Honey unwittingly
sets up a pun for George when she observes that, Martha and Nick dance

"like they've danced before"
GEORGE: 1It'g a familie\\agnce - - . they both knowqit.
EERRY .] It's a very old ritual [. . .] o1d as they
‘I$ome. (W, p.131) ’

However,‘Martha ig{disappointed in Nick_because, like all the other
ambitious men who have gzeﬁed her, he can "get [his] courage up, but

that's all, beby!” (VW, p.189) Although she usually uses much more

—

direct ways of éttacking George, in one instance she uses 3 pun on the
word "groom' to attack him, just asg she repeatedly uses puns to attack
Nick for the dlfference between his "dandy potential and the fact

that, nonetheless, he is "certainly a flop in some departments."

_(YE, b.l88) George also has dlsappolnted her. She explains, "So,

. @

anyway, I married the '§.0. B., and I had it a1l1 planned out.

94
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He was the groom . . . he was going to be groomed”S(yE, p.83) by her

N
\

father so that he could evehtually take over the college; but George

refused to fit into her schema, and part of her hostility towards him

.- M

is a result of his inability or disinclination to accépt his compulsory
"grooming" along with his chosen role as Martha's groom. Nick's heavy-
handed punning is indicative of his role in the interactions among the
. »

characters. He is aware that verbal games are being played and that
words are the weapons, but he lacks the :og}/gkill of accomplished

£ V,\ . P

’ i ©

-

players such as George and Martha. Non(zholess, George reacts wjth

Pleased surprise to Nick's clumsy show of skill: _
GEORGE: . . . We should live on Crete, or something. - »
NICK: (Sarcastically . . . as if killing a joke) 4nd
that, of course, would make us Lretins. (VW, p.106) s

George's imaginative Punning. on Martha's abusive, coarse words is typical
of their verbal interactians:

MARTHA: I can see what you're up to, you lousy little .
N\

GEORGE: I'm up to page a hundred and. . .M
MARTHA: Cut it! Just cut it out! (W, p.171)

As the night wears on in the play, Martha increases in brutality

L]

and vulgarity while Ceorge becomes progressively more internalized and

creative in his attacks. She becomes a "Gatling gun," inflicting

it

aimlesé, pointless butchexy, while George becomes more prec%ée and
deadly. The character the Law%gr, in Tiny Alice, combines Gebrgeﬁs
cold, direct intellectual sm and Martha's obsession with sexual
innuendo and her brutal diffusidn in,ghe,puns;that he creates. He
characterizes Julian as a "bird of prey": '"Pray. P-R-A-Y. What a pun
I could £§ke 5n that; bird of pray." "(TA, p.45) However, he does
not develop the punj he only intimates that it could be developed,

" which corresponds to the total lack of completeness and resolution in

Fd
N e

o
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‘the Long-Winded Lady in Box-Mao-Box, who gtraightforwa%dly says that her

~ ' i 7_/\‘

any aspect of the play. Similarly,.he merely comments to the Cardinal -

on the. fact that Brother Julian is a "lay" brothegh and he finds it

"very funny," but Says nothing, when ‘Julian, a celibate, returns
- " i v :

from the chapel and asserts that "the organ is . . . ip need'of use."

(TA, p.81) He uses puns to disguise his threat to Miss Alice as he
jealously warns her to avoid "burning down' or being "consumed" (TA, M
P.89) 1ih her relationship with Jufian In only Oone instance does

Julian succeed in verbally outmaneuvering the Lawyer, in'beating the

~
# LY

Lawyer at his own game. Julian apparently unwittingly makes a very apt -

® sollcltor

LAWYER: And so zgg object, as well? To my mention of
the Church as solicitor.

JULIAN: 1In England I believe ng would be referred to
as solicitor. (TA, p.82) .

Julian is apparently comparably unaware of the 1ron1c implication$

&

of . his ii?éated use of the word "asylum" and of his desire, at the end s

of the play, to return to his asylum. The first definition of the
: . - * -
. M oY
word "asylum" is of a place of safety and refuge from attack or sejizure
“ . &
by outside forces; onLy seCOndly does the word refer to an 1nst1tut10n~ \

I

for the care of mentally §11 people. Julian's lack of(self—awareness

about his motlvatlons for seeking the asylum’is comparable to that of

fall into the water 'was more of a‘seaing than a landing, you might ga
+ « « 1f you like a pun" (Box, p.60),'but who cannot or will hot

"see'" anything about herself, her relationships to other people, and

her futile life. Sﬁk does not see that her fall into the sea must

~n
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_ they want." (28, p.42)

)

{ .0 . . '
surely have been an unconscious suicide attempt, as a response to the
[\ . - . .
e€mptiness of her tife. She will not see and thus learn {har changes

Y ’ ) .
must be made go that her life wil] become bearable to her. Her life

"t T

mirrors the decline from art," which involves the ability to create

-

with form and beauty, to Pcraft,f which refers to ga lesser skil]

involving, little or no creative thought and innovative change. And

: . ) . . . .
she also excels in craft in another sense of tHat word, that is, in

deceiving herse]f. She demonstrates skillfulness in‘hanging wordg/
together and narrating a poignant and engrossing, if quite fragmented,

story; but she Seems incapable of the Spontaneous, imaginative flashes
9. o ~ -
%

~of insight thar would shoy her the way outaof the impasse of her life,

giving her existence meaning, form, and beauty. ’ -

The Long-Winded Lady is only one of Albee's characters whoge
languége reflecté the‘staleness, neariness, and stasis of their lives.
The use of pré&ictable, cliché-ridden Speeth by characters such as
Peter,,Mommy, Daddy, Mré.‘Barker, Honey, ann the three characters inp
the play'Qudtations from Cnairman<§§é’Tse—Tung parallels the narrowness,
conformity, and~Self~deception that'charactgrize al& other aspects of
their lives. Thig is weli illu§trated by Peter's‘responses to Jerry,
in Ihg_ggé_sgggz, which are‘conventionql,;usnally pnlite, and generally "

: -

bromidic; he Speaks moderately, hesitantly, and with inhibitions, like -

he thinks and lives. He can respond easily apd quickly to Jerry only

. .\ . -
proper, socially sanctioned rebutta]; "People can't have everything

x

-
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’

Earlier'reactions by Peter to Jerry's questions and statements
-
had foreshadowed this reply Fo%(example, when discussing two of hlS

favOrite authors, he never moves beyond inane, predlctable comments,

even after he "warm[s ] up" to the topic: 'Baudelaire, of course
uh . .. is by far the finer of the two, but Marquand has a place .
in our . . ., yh . . . national . . ." (Zs, p.21). Jerry's responqs.to

this textbook beglnnlng to a discussion whlch should involve enthusilasm v 4

"and’hlghly individual responses is terse "Skip 1it." Later, when

Jerry asks Peter about his experience with pornographlc Playing cards,
Peter qu1ckly gives the pPredictable response: Oh, now; look here.
I didnjt need anything like that when I got older. (ZS P- 26) But

some of Peter's most self—reveallng words follow Jerry s narraé{on of

“""" "~

the events in hls devastatlng past and present Peter brlskly begins °
a reply that demonstrates his total rellance on soclety s codes and
values; "Well, it Seems perfectly slmple to me. . . ." But hig

recitation of another cliché is- 1nterrupted by Jerry: "Look! Are you

- 8oing to tell me to get married ‘and have parakeetg?" (Zs, p.25)

Throughout the play, Jerry consistently 1nterchanges Peter s wife,

children, and birds and cats when he speaks of g;em, bed%ﬁse he sees

Evefyman, persists in cllnglng to his rlght to .the bench. Relying ~

solely on phrases and 1deas tnat come into hlS mind and to hig lips

ready-made he appeals to custom ("[. . -1 I see no reason why I should




«

give up this bench. I sit on this bench almost every Sunday afternoon

in good weather." él) he appeals to society's tacit restrictions
g p- Pp y

1]

("People can't have everything they want. You should know that; it's

a rule; people <can have some of the things they want, but they can't

have everything.” p.42); and he appeals to the law -("Get away from here.

If you don't move on [. . v]1'1] get‘a Policeman here and make you
i

80. I warn you, 1'1] cal] 4 pOllCLman " p. 43). He finally tries to

%"

dismiss Jerry by doing the old plgeonhole bit," by trying to apply
> s
an easy, classifying labe] and calling Jerry "mad. " But, at thig

point, ad homlnem will not work because, as Daniel R. Brown asserts in -

the Satire Newsletter, calllng Jerry a SChlZOphrenlC with a suicidal

g 6
complex does _not eradicate hés Social cr1t1c1sm and it is hlS valid

criticism of Peter's conformlty that persists ip dlsconcertlng Peter.
None of Peter! S responses, _appeals, threats, or labels can deter Jerry.

He persistently refuses to do the one thlng that Would affect Jerry;
o

sympathetic, intimate level, Thus, the verbal’ exchanges betWeen Jerry

EY
oA

and Peter, with urgency and vVehemency on one side and 1ntractab111ty

on the other, slmultﬁneously deplct and State the problem of human
,: -
separateness whlch Jerry wants to overcome Operatlng on entirely
N . . @

dlfferent verbal levels, the twe men use language that .exemplifies

the great differences between tHeir assumptlons attitudes, and levels
' Aiad _‘|

of awareness. : v _ ' o -
Mommy and Daddy, in The Sandbox, and(?rs Barker, who joins them”
. N . '
in The Amerlcan Dream, share Peter s level of non-awareness, and'.hence,

they operate op a comparable verbal 3evel.  In the: earlier play, MOmmy's\

and Daddy s speech obv1ously ‘consists of "lines,"-ang thelr self-conscious

. ) M . \ v
-
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method of delivery focuses the audience member's attention on the lines
and the emptiness of genuine feeling and emotion of the statements  that
comprise the lines. For example, after Mommy correctly interprets the

- meaning of thé three off-stage rumbles--that "the time has come for

[NY

poor Grandma'--she mouths\the‘words that are proper and expected: "I
can't bear it!" baddy's response, made "vacantly'" and perfunctorily,
"is eqUally as predictable: "I . . . I suppose you've got to be brave.'

(SB, p.17) 1In the same way, rather than an honest admr/;lon that wdrds
are 'inade uafe in the face of death, Grandma's death elicits a strlng

of standard clichés of mournlng from Mommy and Daddy:

¢

Our long night is over. yWe must putsaway our tears, take

off our mourning . . . and face the future. 1It's our duty. l |
[. . .] It's hard to be sad . . . she looks:. . . so happy.

It pays to do things well. (SB, ML18—19)

™ =

.These hhrases mimicked by Grandma w1th bltter mockery, are recrted
in ways that are equally as insincere. During’Grandma's death séene‘
, Mommy 1s descrlbed as "Beginning to weep," as ! Whlsperlng'through her
'tears,' and as being "Barely able to talk" (SB, P. 17) because of her
ostensible emotional state. In truth, nelther Momny nor Daddy feels

.2

any grlef at Grandma s death, but they know: that they should. Therefore,
they rely on - the words and gesturesthat other people have USed in real
expreselons»of Ppersonal grlef hoping that they have Satleled socxety s
requ1rement by exactly follow1ng the proper form, even if there is no

: feeling to glve(5ubstance to the form.

- In The Amerlcan Dream, Albee-dontinues hig examlnatlon of the

Ilves of characters who-are all form and no substance. He reduces

the plot of the play to a series of unanticipated arrivals and abrupt
departures and the characters to absurdly exaggerated sterotypes as he

sklllfully employs many of the wverbal techn1ques perfected by IOnesco

-

t
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in The Bald Soprano. The dialégue of the characters clearly cetches the
trivial, frequently'pointless, subject matter; the abso?ﬁ%ion in petty
/degailnand meaningless distincF@ons;~the nagging:'yhininé, and éetulance
of‘tone; the combination of aggression and compl%isance; and the soclo-

L ’ .
logical jargon and automatic cliché that characterize the speech of

modern man. The language of the characters in The American Dream has
a basis in reality, so it cannot be summarily dismissed, but it is
"typical” speech that is ‘carried to the limits of exaggeration and .
. , A ,

parodyt.. Thus, the ‘talk is disconcerting because the clichés that recur

so often are slightly distorted. The characters' responses are impéccably
! : S ‘

pfoper in fprm'but{ﬁproper in content. Neither the p%ififudes nor the
insultsAelicit/exéctly the usual“reaetions; and words do‘ﬁot decéésarily\
" match apparent reélity. . o, |

Mommy eed Daddy's‘ve:ba%'interaction concefn;ag the hat thet Moﬁmy
bought‘vividly illustrates Albee's technique. 'Daddy,_whé is "all ears"
‘at the mention of Momﬁyts story, tonelessly repeats the last words of
her nerrative-"to show he ie paying attention." (AD, p.59) This | :
gind of response is typica] not enLy of Daddy but also of Peter in The -

200 Story, who repeats words from Jerry's description of his landlady-—

"disgusting" and "unthinkable'--as his response to Jerry's words, and

also of Honey in Who's Afraid of‘Virginia Woolf?, who f;equently'uses
— T == . 2 \
-words from the speech of other'eharacters in formulating her responses.
. %

This trait shared by Peter, Honey, and Daddy suggests‘that these

L

charaeférg have become almost 1ncapable of orlglnal thought and honest,
~. .
personal responses. \ s

. In Daddy's case, it also suggests his SUbjugation to Mommy, who

in primer prose tells of her delight at finding a hat that she liked: 'ffd{

>
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"Oh, this is a lovcly llttle”hdt ¢ this fhat; oh,
my, itgs lovely. What color isMt?"  And|they"s id, "Why,
"this is beige; 1sn t it a lovely little b at?"  And .
I said, "Oh, it's just lovely." And so,,1 Ought it
(AD, p.59) = . N
. . /
However, upon encountering the chairman of *her woman's club--"She's

a

just a dfeadful woman, bwt she is chairman of our woman's club, so

’

naturally I'm terribly fond of her."

hat was wheat-colored, not beige. She returned the hat,

scene," and received an-exchange:
DADDY: (Clearing his- "throat) 1| would imagine that it was
’ the same hat they tried to sell you before.
MOMMY: _ (With. a little daugh) Well, of course it was!

-DADDY: That's the way things are today; you just can't )
get satisfaction; you just try.
Well, 1 got sdtlsfactlon

NomMy : . (AD,, p.61)

P

This pqintless story sets the tone for the improbable, zany, almost
comic-strip quality of the dialogue that is to follow as it
anticipates the main action of the play,
beings is demanded in exactly the same way that satisfaction _-
from a purchase that one makes at the~etore.

the iong- i1ted

When Mrs. Batker arrives,

(p.6O)—JMommy learned that the

in which satisfaction from hum

"made a terrible

an

demanded

‘they" who is the sales -

102

simultaneously

representatlve from Bye—Bye Adoptlon Aoency,

through incongruity and- dlstortion,

hesitates to.let Mrs. Barker im the door,

continues.

the emphasis on language,
For example, when Daddy

the.following exchange takes

You made up your mindj: you were g

place:- ' ) . ’
DADDY: I° d like to talk about 1t some. more.,
“MOMMY THERE S NO NEED
. firm; you were masculine and dec131ve
- DADDY: We mlght consider the pros and the’.
MOMMY: ' T won't argue with you;

were rlght Open the door.
Guest and host automatlcally exchange the

although the- ‘structure is 1mpeccable, the

" attention to theée«soclal exchanges that have lost all meaning:

it has to be done; .you

(AD D. 73)
‘requ131te amenities; but
content is dlstorted calling
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MRS BARKFR My, what an unattractiveagpartment you

have' 7 .
MOMMY : Yes but you don't know what a troublc it is.
& Let me tell you . . . (AD, p.77)

Similarly, Mommy rolls all thc,bropcr soclal questions into two long
distorted ones: "Would you like a cigarette, and a drink, and would
you like to cross your legs? [. . -] Are you sure you're comfortable?

© . Won't you take off your dress?"  (AD; pp. 77,79) .
\ . _

Mrs. Barker's most frequent response is "I don't mind if I do,"

-~

which she useb in both eppropriatenand inappropriate places. Similarly,
Aehe uses other phriases that frequently are repeated in conversations;-

but in this instance her use of automatic, thoughtless, hyperbolic

phrases (how fascinating, how enthralling; how spellbinding, th gripping,
how disgusting, -ow engrossing) results in completely inappropriete
responses fo Crandma'§ story of the mutilation ef Mommy and baddy's
original bumble of joy. Throughout Gfandma's narrative, clichés are
given literal; physical enactment in order to demonstrate the real
cruelty and 1nsen51t1v1ty that underlies the language that is habitually-
used by people As the characters in The American QEEEE demonstrate,
the mindless acceptance of habitual words ‘and phrases determines, to

a great extent, individuals' expectations for other people and for

situations andvdelimits their conceptions of possible responses and

behavior‘ . . o ;
o , )

In Who's Afraid gg_Virginia Woolf?, Honey S responses to people,

situations, and stories comblne the essentlﬁi staidness, restraint, and

Raivety of Peter with~the giddiness, zani?éés}‘and unpredictability of
- e f’ 'j{ 4

the characters in The American Dream, She is at least°<e/limited in

[ ) )
imagination and rigidly trapped in rules and conventions“as Peter is,
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(. . Al
but her drunkenness slightly loosens her control, so she makes conven-

’

tional comments and "polite" conversation that are always slightly
P / y

“
Y

awry, always slightly inappropriate: N

1

GEORGE : (fg HONEY and NICK) Martha is the only true pagan \\
on the eastern seaboard. ‘
HONEY: 0h, that's nice. Isn't that nice, dear? ' (VW, p.73)

In Quotations from Chairman Mao Tse-Tung, Mao, the Long-Winded
’ t

Lady, and the 0ld Woman differ'greatly from each other in man&”ways,t
but the language of each of the three is similar in effect to that‘pf
Honey; Peter, Mommy and Daddy, and the other characters who rely on

preconceived ideas and preformulated bhrases to help them maintain their

states of isolation, emotional withdrawal, and dninvolvement: Mao
speaks pedagogically, straightforwardly reciting his facts and infor-

) ’ N g . ~
mation in a non-histrionic, reasonable, yet forceful mManner. However,
‘ N -

one quickly observes that Mao's words are not spontaneous and that his

ideas are not open to questign. He is totally committed Lo a particular

social, political, and economic theory, and what heaspeaks is theldogma

of the Chinese Communist Pérty,‘much of which is taken from the Red

*'.Book of quotations frem Mao. He presents a propaganda line that is

_ , s .
¢~ filled with the ‘jargon of the group: B ‘ //

.Commnﬁism is at once a complete Systé&.ﬁf proletarian -
ideology and a new social system.” It is [.. .] the most
complete, progressive, revolutionary, and rational system
in human history. The communist ideological afd social ‘
> System alone is full of youth apnd vitality, sweeping the'
4 world with the momentum of an avalanche and the force of

" a thunderbolt. - (Box, p.44) , IS

In the descript®on of Mao that precedés‘the'play; he is said to be
aware of the other characters and the audience, but he is not to

react to either.  He is intent only on dissemination of Marxist~Leninist,
G- ‘

»

i

)

404
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theory and tactics, an inflexible, unvarying, closed system, to the .

people around him:

Whoever sides with the revolutionary people is a revolu-

tionary. Whoever sides with imperialism,

feudalism and

bureaucrat-capitalism is a counter-revolutionary. [. . .]

eople of the world, unite and defeat t he

and all their running dogs. (Box, pp. "80,

U.S. aggressors
118) N

Mao is intent on dividing the people of the world into two groups, his

'

friends andv the enemy , but'he is not interested in genuine, personal

interaction with the individual people who comprise the two arbitrary
- | s

'8

B NY

S

groups.

The O0ld Woman's speech, a closed system Comparabie{to that of Mao,
< -

consists of the sing-song recitation of an’ old,

maudlin poem. She

also is not engaged in interaction with sthe two other charaeters,

afﬁhough she does Occasionally react to them by gestures. She speaks

only to the theatre aud%encé. The 0ld Woman eats her apple and her

Ny e
P2 3.\"»"; pE-Y

can of potted meat between stanzas and remains

relatively uninvolved

even in the emotion underlying the verses of the poem that she

repetitiously recites: "Over the Hill the the

Poor-House." 1If-the

peem about the‘plngt;of a lohely, rejected old woman is, in fact, a

-

.7.‘ Pag . . ‘o
recounting of the events in her life, fone sces

N B

@

. with some?ody else's words and somebody clse's

<

that she has been

reduced to{reacting to orfe of-Ehe most cruel and devastating situations

conception of the

pProper emotional reaction in that situation. Her acceptance of empty,

~
0 -

sentimental clichés thaf serve to predetermine

-

her behavior and

completely limit her range of possible responses to the situation is

L

visu%lly paralleled in her quite restricted movement on the stage.

The LoﬁgJWiqded Lady, a twentieth century version of the abandoned

"'01d Woman, recounts her experien®es in a slow,’

. : i

circuitous, introspective

105
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manner and is totally unaware of the.presencb bf‘thg,other characters
or oi the audience. §pe talks to (or, more Precisely, "at'") a dozing
Minister who sits near her, using the Minister as "4 sounding .board"

Box, p.34) for her verbalized free associations. She narrateg self-
20X, p

.revealing srories about herself and her interactdons with other people

[}

in language that sounds dispésyionate and well-rehearsed. She persis-
tently returns to the story of her fall from the Ocean liner, but she
. ’ ) N - ) . ‘

worries only about determining the exact sound that her body made as

it hit the water. She returns to discussions ¢f her daughter, but

(\ ’ - >.- <
she only te]]g stories of her daughter's sexua] indiscretions and .

fecounts her daughter's exact words. She retufns to natratjves of

)

her husband's dying and death, but she rarely goes beyond tﬁg'simple

recounting of events and of other people's words in order to express
, .
. ) . . {
her own feelings and redctions.

Althougﬁ the Long-Winded Lady's vocabulary, concerns, ideas,

Speech patterns; and idiom differ greatly from those of Mao

-

and the 01d Woman, one se s the basic similarity that undeflies the .
Speech of the three characters. The three dissimilar characters

represent three levels of banality: "the despair of the middls class,
theéheartbreak of’ the dispossessed, and thé rote of the professional.
insurgent."7 Like Peter or Honey, they'skillfully use particular

rhetorical devices-~inane responses, clichés, dogma, quotes, recitation

of stsries and poems--that keep them psychologicaliy, and sometimes | ’
even physically; distanced ang that allow thep to avoid‘facipg a

pPainful or disruptive situation in aﬁ honest, personal way. As long

as they can‘iely on feady—made language and o not have to think about’

— s
their words, they can avoid thinking about the Situation to which the

/

-~

words refer,

—_ .



ppws

v a '

r The language of these characters can be contrasted to that of the

k)
[

o
N

other charagffi} in the plays who are more nearly oh" to themse lves,
who share at least the minimal, bitter self-awareness of the Daughter

in Al} Over:

I feel like a child, rebefliousv misunderstood and known

oh, so very well; sated and . . . empty. I'm on to myself;
there's no mistake therd I'm all the things you think of
me, every one of you, and I'm also mauny more. . (A0, p.58)

P ~
¥

Jerry in Th? Zoo Story, who is on to the emptiness™ and misunderstanding
. £

that make uﬁ his life, is unable to use the language of the Peters of

the worild. He may be almost-blind to seme of his own deceptions or to

the iﬁsbnsitivity of some of his responses, but his minimal awareness

and admission of the "sated and empty" quality of his life disallows

[3

his-accepgance and use of Peter's kind of language.
N - »

Instead, Jerry's vocabulary and syntax‘reflect his desires and
attitudes. His words are unpredictable and frequently disconcerting,
liké the events in his life have been. When’ he tells stories,® théy are
vivia and emotionally engaging, and his‘responseg_are blunt but honest.
He sees no need‘any longer Lo hide any part of humaﬁ life from himself
or others, so he finds no words or ideas unacceptable, and he uses no
euphemisms. He openly speaks of[living next to a "colorea queen" who
frequents the fjohn," of owning é pack of pornographic playing cards,

and of his sexual encqunters. Jerry describes how, for eleven days,

he was "queer, queer, queer . . . with bells ringing and banners snapping

[}
e

in the wind" (ZS, p.25); and he announdges- his Present inability or

-,disinclingtion "to‘have sex q}th, or, how ‘@& it put? [by people such

as Peter] . . . make love to azybody more than once. Once; that's

it." (28, p.25) Peter reacts to all this information in his predictable

’

manner: B «

107
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PETER: (Embarrassed) I'd rather not talk about these
v things. (§§) p.26)

)

The only instance in whichnJerry uses a clichéd expression is equally as
disconcerting to Peter as are his usual imagery and figures of speech,

~ »
because he uses it in what would gppear to be a totally inappropriate

place. As he quizzes Peter, he learns that Peter has two daughters, no

sons:

Tns

JERRY: But you wanted boys.
PETER: 'Well . . . naturally, every man wants a son,
but . . . 1
a JERRY: (Lightly mocking) But
crumbles? (ZS, p.16)

that's the way the cookie

Even by the time of this.interaction, which comes quite early in the
play, Jerry has become aware of Peter's typical\way of responding, and

he mocks this kind of reliance on .clich&s. And even though the cliché

-

anno}sfPeter at first, he quickly accepts it as the proper way of

. : . ~
evaluating the situation: . N

JERRY: That is the way the cookie crumbles.
PETER: Yes . . . I guess so. (ZS, pp.16-17)

Although The Sandbox and The American Dream have moved far beyond

realism and differ in tone from The Zoo Story, Grandma's use of language

in both these plays is quite similar in many ways to that of Jerry.

.

Reacting to an environment in which proper, conformist, cliché-filled
speech is the norm, Grandma uses that kind of language in inappropriate

situations so that the absurdity and meaninglessness of the content is
£ L

poiﬁted up. For example, as she concludes her account to Mrs.\Barker
of the mutilation and destruction of -a child by Mommy and Daddy, she

i ,_:“,‘
asks, "How do you like them apples?" (AD, p.101) She‘%ses clichés in
a literal, not a figurative, way, so that the real meaning of the words
that comprise the worn-out expression are again brought to the: audience

4

member's consciousness; thus, she states that the unsatisfactdry original
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bumble of joy "ecried its heart out," that it "only had eyes for its
Daddy," that it "kept its nose up in the air," ang failed to provide
satisfaction in Many other ways:

- “ . they found out aj] sorts of terrible things about

it, like: 1t didn't have a head on it's shoulders, it had

no guts, it wag Spineless, its feet were made of clay

jast dreadful things. (AD, pp-100-101)

Grandma slightly misquotes or distortsclichés, simultaneously mocking

the inaﬁity of the original anpd Creating justAenough dissonance with
the distortion to focus attention on the content of the newly created

. _ f
phrase. This is most vividly dfmonstrated‘in Grandma's expression in

which the structure ("deformitf’éf a standard cliché) paralle;s and

thus reinforces the content: "We live in the age of deformity."
AD .86 . \
(AD, p.86) ) "’\r”

-

Grandma also 80oes beyond clichés iﬁ some instances to make state-
ments that are intense, imaginative, real, and meaningful. The juxtapo~
sition of these comments,nespecially those about the sgdness and lorelinessg’
of old age, with the other dialogue of the play, which ponstitutes a

parody of ganguage.and communication, magnifies the significance ;na
meaning of these few honest, human attempts at communicétion. onethe-

A - .
less, they remain attempts. Although Grandma recognizes

nd>reacts
against*®he clichés that control the characters'.liv anq.fill their
Speech, and although her reactions su;elx suggest fhe poééibility and
preferabiliéy of otherbvalues and other ways of lifé, she is finally
ineffectual in counteracting the ”complacency, cruelty{ emasculation, .
.and vacuity" (AD, p.54) that surround hér.

When other characters who are "on to themselves" to greater or

lesser degrees--such as. Martha, Geofge, the Butler, the Lawyer, Agnes,

J
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Toblas, Claire, and the characters in the play All Over--use clichéd
expressions, their methods aqd mockery are comparable to those of
Grandma. For example, using a cliché‘that is in direct opposition to
the tone, language, and action of the rest of the'play Who's Afraid of -

Virginia Woolf?, George calls for "Everything in proportion." (W, p.39)

However, the next cliché that George uses eventually comes to be seen

as a warning to Martha of the events that are to follow in their games:

!

"Eyerything in its place, Martha . . . everything in its~OWn'good time."
(W, p.59) Using further apt:disﬁoreions af familiar'terms and sayings,
George claims that the faydrlpe faculty sport at the college in New
Carthage is '"musical beds" (VW, p.34), and he describes his past llfe
with Martha as "blood under the brldge (Xﬂ, p-141) Martha attacks
George's acceptance and reliance on the adéée that "the worm turns': ;|

MARTHA: Y0u mov1ng on the- prlnclple the worm turns? Well,
the worm part's 0.K. . . . Ccause that fits you fine,
but the turning part . . .. unh-unhd You're in a -
straight line, buddy-boy, and it doesn't lead any- |,
where . . . except maybe the grave. (W, p.168)

ko

George continues to use clichés, self—cohsciously’and for effect, which

TN
seem vivid and accurate. For example, in reacting to Nick's hypocrisy,

PR

- .George bitterly sfates, "You gotta have a swine to show y0u where the

o

truffles are" (VW, p. 149), and with equal amounts of mockery, bitterness, *

and sadness, he describes himself and Martha as "vicious children, with

their oh~so-sad-games, hopscbtching their way through life, etcetra, ;
etcetra." (!K, p.197) Finally, with the ironic use.o£ﬂthe expression,

"All truth belng‘relatlve" (W, p.222), and w1th his slight dlstortlon

of a stereotyped 1mage to- descrlbe their son, George 1nd1cates that

he is living less completely in a world of illusion than Martha. is and

H
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that he accepts the fact of the unreality their "blond-eyed, blue-
haired.s;n." (VW, p.72)
In the play Tiny Alice, the Butler completes a cliché used by the N

-

Lawyer in his contemptuous description of the Cardinal and acts as
if it were a fresh new image. The Lawyer mentions the Cardinal, who

is "a most unusual Prince of the Church--a prince of a man, in fact--

a prince whose still waters . . . well, you finish it":
3 .
BUTLER: (Pretending puzzlement as to how to finish it) _
whose still waters [. . .] (Pretending to be talking to- ‘
himself) . . . run quiet? Run deep? Run deep!. That's

good! . (TA, p.38)
In reference to Julian, both Miss Alice (''He who hegitates loses all,"”
;p‘67) and the Butler ("Special people, special problems," p. 129% also

use clichés mockingly while misleading Julian. But the.lawyer remains
s ’ '; .
the most coldly malevolent and audacious, as is indicated by his flippant
) ) )
distortion of  very mundane images in order to discuss the possibility of

<

killing Julian:

LAWYER: (Calmly) You know we may‘have_to shoot him; you
know that may be necessary. [. . .] If the great
machinery threatens . . . to come to a halt . . .
the great axis on which all turns . . . if it needs

~o0il_. . . well, we lubricate it, do we not. And if
blood™is the only oil handy . ... what is-a little
blood? [. . .] Well, let's make that saint when we
‘ come to him.  (TA, p.142) o

+ A similar conscious distortion is created by Agnes in A Delicate
' v o ' ' .

Balance, for similarly malicious purposes, in an attack on her sister

Clairé: "As the saying has it, the one thing sharper than"a'serpegg}s L
tooth is a si;ter's ingratitudef" (DB, .p.16)- In her reciprocal attack,
Claire skillfully aistorts the étereotyped form in which formal apologies
take plaée. She begins with words which imply that certain 6ther words

and ideas wiil follow, but one's expectations-are not fulfilled, and the

¢ -
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unfulfilled expectations serve to increase one's awareness of the actual
words that Claire speaks: "I must apologize, Agnes: I'm . . . very sorry.
[. . .] I apologize that my nature is such to bring out in you the full
force of your brutality." (DB, "'p.22) - ‘Since Clalre is co;?ect in asserting
that "like sister,. like gister, by God" (DB, p. 34), oneyls not surprlsed
that both sisters attack with equal effectiveness and devastation when
they use adages and steteotyped'expressions straightforwvardly:
AGNES: [. . .] t do believe there are some with [no)mar—
tyrdoms] and others who have. known Job. The helpless

are the cruelest lot of ally they shift their burdens so.

CLAIRE: If you interviewed a camel, he'd admit he loved hls
load. (DB, p.117)

This skill at verbal abuse that exists among all the members of
Tobias's fahily 1ncreases the lrony of Clalre S assertion that "all
“happy famllles are alike" (DB, p. 84) ; thereﬂif no happiness shown in any
of Albee's families. They are alike ih~their lovelessness; Similarly,
Agnes's irhnic assertion that "there is nowhere to rest the weaty head -

. « or whatever" (EE)Ap.65) suggests the lament made with equal ‘sadness .
and self-mockery by -the Mistress id the play éll{92§£= "What a sad and
shabby time we live in." (DB, p.42) The.charasters inbA Delicate
Baiance and All Over appear, finally, to arrlve in the same 51tuation in

“

whlch the Long-Winded Lady in Box-Mao—Box finds herself. Her statement:
at 1he end of the play is the paradigm of the use and man;gulatlon of
clichéd, stereotyped expre551ons in-order to call attentlon éo the almost
mindless use of words and phrases in everyday speech and in grder to
point up the real meaning and seriousness underlying thé words. With

"a sad little half- laugh " the Long-Winded Lady  concludes the play and

sums up her life: "Good heavens, [. . .] I have nuthing to die for."

(Box, p.118)
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The characters' use of dialects amd‘foreign languages is equally

2

as revealing as thelr use/ff—ciichés is,-both when the clichés are used

4 -
‘automatically and unconsciously and when they are used self-consciously

and ironicaily. The use of dialects—-an Irish brogue, a southern draw
a hillbilly twang, "cute'" baby-talk, and so an—is limited in Albee's

plays to those characters who not only are articulate but who also -are

'more self-aware. They may not know exactly what their problems are, and

g

they may not know haw to deal effectively with their situations, but at
. WY . .
least characters such as Grandma, George, and Claire are well aware that
' Ly

problems do exist and that it is a "fiction that everythlng in this
$lipping land of ours is peachy-keen.' (AD p-54) Grandma, for example,
reQlizes the dlshonesty underlying Mommy and Daddy's marriage, and she -
uses baby-talk to enlighten Daddy about Mommy § motive for marrying him:

When she was no more than eight years old she used to climb

© up on my lap and say, in a 51cken1qg little v01ce, "When I

gwo up, .I'm going to mahwy a ‘wich old man, I'm going to set

my wittle were end rlght down in a tub o' butter, that's

what I'm going to do." (AD, p.69)

Grandma quotes Mommy s exact words and mlmlcks her pronunC1at10n so that

the words clearly stand out from the background. As well, the humor

and the ‘innocence that are generally associated with childish mispronun— e

ciations serve to create a strong, ironic contrast with the"sophisticated;
soulless cunning that underlies the meaning of the words. The same kind
of emphasis through juxtaposition results when Martha uses baby-talk to

call for her constant flow of liquor: "I'm firsty." (WW, p.16)

MARTHA: Oh. Well, theq, you jusf trot over to the
barie-poo.. . . . ) : %

GEORGE: (Taking the tone from her) . . . and make - your
little mommy a gweat blg drink. (VW, p.48),

"Similarly, Claire, in A Dellcate Balance, states that. she used her

"little—glrl voice" when she dlunkenly marched to the front of the
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Alcoholics Annonymous meetiog and announced, "'My name is Claire, and
I ama. . . alcoholic.' -7- . and then 1 curtsied; I made my little~

gir] curtsy, and on my little-girl feet I padded back to my chair."”
(DB, p,34) | -

These same characters also speak in voices thft a?e not their own
when they say thlngs that are intensely felt and whlch would reveal their
teol feelings to other people’if they did not‘hide behind a "funny"
voice. George and Martha, 1n particular, seem unable to make gerlous
assertions of need or palh.ln their own voices. They cover their .
expressions of feeling with a humorous dlalect that aiso may be bltterly
1ron1c.. For example, Martha' s imitation at the beglnnlng of the play of
Bette Davis in "some goddann Warner hrothers epic" antlcipates the'veibal
subterfuges aod games that are to follow: |

~ MARTHA: (L995§ about the room. Imitates Bette Davis) |

What a dump. Hey, what's that from? "What a dump7"
(W, p.6)

As Martha peripherally egplains, the reason for the assertion by the

character in the.movie is that "she's discontent" (YE; p 6), and thlS
' LN LI

bit of explanatlon increases in 31gn1f1cance thr0ughog¢ the)play
5

! 5

George 51m11arly refuses to deal reallstlcally with hls dlgcontent and
sadness. After telling Nick the story of the boy who acc;oengally
killed both of his parents and who has . ‘remained in an as?lumedu:ing the
. pdst thirty yeéars, GeOfge makes one short, serious statementt "Some
things ére sad} though." However; in order tp hide his vulneyability,
he quickly switches to a humorous dﬁaleot that mocks.his former

seriousness:

GEORGE: - (Imitates_§ Rep—taiker) But ya jest gotta buck up
an' face 'em, 'at's all. Buck up! (W, p. 97) .

14 - ~
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As Martha sits alone at the beginning.of Act Three of the play,
she moves through baby-talk, through role-playing a conversation between
herself and George, and through absurd stories, toasts, songs, and‘

noises in a monologuewfhat clearly suggests the loneliness and unhappiness"

in her life. But she will not speak of this misery to hersglf‘or‘othérs
»

in her "own" %el%e. When Nick discoyers her,j?ggling the icé in her
.glass, giggling, and repeating the sound."Clink! . . . Clink!

Clink! . - . Clink!" (VW, p.186), he asserts, "You're all crazy: nuts."
(W, p.188) The sadness of Martha's words+in response is ‘emphasized, -
not hidden, by 'the heavy Irish brogue that she affects as aiaive:sionary

tactic: "Awww, 'tis the refuge we take when the unreality of the world
. . ) N :
weighs too-heavy on our tiny heads." (VW, p.188) George, the most

verbally skillfulr of all Albeefs,characters,'affects a-hillbilly/?ccent,

imitates the speéch of a bashful little boy giving flowers to his

./

. ‘. zv“’- I3
girlfriend, and uses German, Spanish, French, and Latin in his attacks
, . ‘
and counterattacks on the other characters., George's use of the bashful

£

little boy's speech is particularly ironic, coﬁsidering the context
: 1

in which it is used in the play. Using a voice of innocence and humor,

1

~he offers to Martha a bouquet of sﬁapdragbns which will later come to
represent the "snapping" of all ‘the illusions that have held their : o
marriage together and which also will be seen as the flowers that lie

L2}

on the grave of their