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Michael Bi

ington sees new life —and new meaning — breathed into Edward Albee’s classic

Who'’s afraid of politics?

The revelation

title is a godsend: Who's
Afraid Of Virginia Woolf?
Bul what is Edward Albee’s

riage? Language’ Truth and illu-
sion? things. But
welchmg Howard Davies's exhila-
rating revival at the Almeida I
realised that Albee's intimate epic
is a highly polmcal play about
America Initially labelled an
, Albee is: reaﬂy acommit-
terlsnclalcamme
all go0d. ploys, Virlgina
Woolf” operatés on any humber of
levels. At its most basic it is a black
Strindbergian comed;
‘The Dance Of Death —abouta cou-
ple who exist in a permanent state
or love-hate George and Martha, a
professor and_his
older wit, bitch, boozs, lay ea
other ahve and Folopiay for their
fortunate guests: a young biolo-
gist and his upchucking wite
Exgert at probing each other’s
weaknesses, George and Martha
exist in a gate of chronic depen
dence: their marriage is sustained
not just by the idea of a fantasy son
hu!d l:iy a paralysing fear of solitude
ang

leath.
But Albee's play is political
metaphor as much as studied
domestic realism. As Christopher
Bigsby shrewdly notes in the pro-
gramme, the very names of George
and Martha evoke the Washing-
tons, the college itself is stivated in
New Carthage and George, while
his wife is playing adulterous
games in the kitchen, curls up wi xth
Spengler's The Decline
West. Even the choice of m‘ufes-
sions is highly significant. Unable

some-alteration that will produce
perfect specimens in the future. Not
to exclude religion, Albee reminds
us that Nick's father-inlaw was a
gavellmg pneacher who reconciled
od

You can’t accuse Albee of lack of
ambition: he is writing about the
decline of western civilisation. If
ing I find his views too nar-

Towly determinist, George, usl
history as form of escape, clearly
represents the failure of humanism
while Nick is meant to embody a
totalitarian future that destroys
diversity. But, even if the sense of
doom is oppressive, one should
mmember that Albee wrote the
in the early 1960s when Amer
m was slowly emerging from the
narcoleptic Eisenhower years and
when peace was seen to depend on
the balance of terror. Maybe the
fact that George and Martha finally
acknowledge the need to swap illu-
sion for reality is even a symbol of

Martha
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the early hopes of the Kennedy era.
Iam no! sul,'gesnng that people are
drawn to Who's Afraid OF Virgini
Wonn‘" by s politics: simply that
e play is much more than a
marathon bickerfest and that Albee
isan impassioned social crit
years ago he told mé that he liked
Blaystobeuseful not merely deco-
rative" and that he feared that
America was in da.nger oF becom:
ing “a non-participatory semi-
democracy”. This was clearly a
man deeply concerned by the state
of the Union.
In Howard Davies he has also
l‘ound an ideally sympathetic inter-
who understands _that
Albess play is both domestic and
cosmic. John Napier's set is a clut-
tered campus living-room that, like
the play tsef,opens up on to viider
territory. And the actors_visibly
rasp tat the play offere  batio of
ideas as well as egos.
avid  Suchet's marvellous
George is both a ruthless games-
player and a man who hides his
sense of disappointment behind a
sardonic_exterior: watching him
run_intellectual rings round the
hapless Nick, it struck me that
George was the ancestor of all
those Simon Gray academics who
conceal their hurts behind a relent-

trous Diana Rigg brings to the
party as Martha is also much more
than the conventional * blowsy
he presents us with a
mgmy intelligent woman _con-
scious of her power as the college
president’s daughter, et whosat the
same time is haunted by selfdis-
St The most sioving moment in
Rigg's stunning performance is her
admission that George has made
. the hurting, the
inbalting mistake of loving meand
must be punished for it".

Lioyd Owen and Clare Holman
as Nick and Honey also prove that
their characters are much more
than punchbags for the older
heavyweights. It is very much a
team show in which all four char-
acters seem to embody variant
aspects of Albee's vision of the
collapsed American Dream.

Some say it's too long. But, as in
Long Day’s Journey Into Night, the

which the characters slug it out
until a kind of exhaustion sets in.
Albee had O'Neill in mind but I am
not sure that his is not the greater

lations: Albee's achievement is that
he puts on stage a much larger slice
of his scarred and fatigued Repub-
lic. And to those who complain, like
Sam Goldwyn, that messages are
for Western Union, one can only
retort that Albee himself once
worked for them.

Atthe Aimel ndon -359

Who's Afraid Billington Guardian

-

Clipped By:

ianlharris
Sat, Nov 13, 2021

Copyright © 2021 Newspapers.com. All Rights Reserved.

News




	Who's Afraid Billington Guardian

