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INTRODUCTION:
THE ART OF
VERBAL WARFARE
IN EDWARD
ALBEE'S
MASTERPIECE

Edward  A lbee ' s  A
Delicate  Balance
stands  as  a  towering
a c h i e v e m e n t  i n
American  theatre,  a
play  that  dissects  the
fragile  truce  between
l o v e  a n d  h a t r e d ,
d e p e n d e n c e  a n d
freedom,  sanity  and
m a d n e s s .  F i r s t

performed in 1966 and
awarded  the  Pulitzer
Pr ize  for  Drama  in
1 9 6 7 ,  t h i s  w o r k
remains one of Albee's
most  psychologically
intricate  examinations
of human relationships.
At  the  heart  of  this
masterpiece  lie  the
monologues—extended
speeches  that  strip
characters  bare  and
reveal  the  raw,  often
uncomfortable  truths
they  spend their  lives
a v o i d i n g .
Unde r s tand ing  A
Delicate  Balance
E d w a r d  A l b e e
m o n o l o g u e s  i s
e s s e n t i a l  t o
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appreciating  how  the
p l a y w r i g h t  u s e s
language  as  both  a
weapon  and  a  shield,
creating  moments  of
devastating clarity that
resonate long after the
curtain falls.
Unlike the more overtly
theatrical  monologues
in  Who's  Af ra id  o f
Virginia  Woolf?,  the
speeches in A Delicate
Balance  are  quieter,
more  internal,  and
a r g u a b l y  m o r e
frightening  because
they  reveal  not  just
conflict  but  the
terrifying  emptiness
that  lurks  beneath
polite  society.  These
monologues  function
a s  e m o t i o n a l
e a r t h q u a k e s ,
disrupting the carefully
maintained  surface  of
suburban respectability
a n d  f o r c i n g  b o t h
c h a r a c t e r s  a n d
audience  to  confront
u n c o m f o r t a b l e

q u e s t i o n s  a b o u t
identity,  responsibility,
and the cost of love.

THEMATIC
FOUNDATIONS OF
THE MONOLOGUES

Before  examin ing
specific  monologues,  it
is crucial to understand
the  thematic  terrain
t h e y  i n h a b i t .  A
Delicate  Balance
E d w a r d  A l b e e
monologues  explore
several  interconnected
themes  that  give  the
p lay  i t s  endur ing
power.

The
Illusion of
Stability
A l b e e  c r a f t s
mono logues  tha t
s y s t e m a t i c a l l y
dismantle  the  illusion
of  a  stable,  ordered
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life. Agnes, Tobias, and
t h e i r  c i r c l e  h a v e
constructed  elaborate
de fenses  aga ins t
chaos, yet each major
speech  reveals  the
cracks  in  this  facade.
The  ba lance  they
maintain is not one of
harmony but of mutual
a c c o m m o d a t i o n — a
fragile  arrangement
t h a t  d e p e n d s  o n
everyone  pretending
certain  truths  do  not
exist.

Fear of
Isolation
and
Abandon
ment
The  terror  of  being
utterly  alone  pulses
t h r o u g h  e v e r y
significant  monologue

in the play. Characters
speak at  length about
t h e i r  d r e a d  o f
abandonment, yet their
words  o f ten  push
others  further  away.
This paradox—the fear
of  loneliness  driving
behavior  that  ensures
loneliness—is a central
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
mechanism that Albee
explores  with  surgical
precision.

The
Burden of
Responsi
bility
What  do  we  owe  to
those  who  need  us?
This  question  haunts
t h e  p l a y ' s  m o s t
powerful  speeches.
When  friends  arrive
seeking  refuge,  the
characters must decide



4

4 A Delicate Balance Edward Albee
Monologues

2023-11-17

w h e r e  t h e i r
responsibilities lie—and
their  answers  reveal
the  moral  bankruptcy
at  the  core  of  their
comfortable  lives.  A
Delicate  Balance
E d w a r d  A l b e e
m o n o l o g u e s
frequently  circle  back
to  this  theme,  forcing
characters to articulate
(and fail to justify) their
ethical positions.

KEY MONOLOGUES
AND THEIR
ANALYSIS

The  p lay  features
severa l  extended
speeches that stand as
some  of  Albee's  finest
writing.  Each  reveals
character,  advances
theme,  and  creates
moments  of  theatrical
intensity  that  define
the  work.

Agnes's
Opening
Monologu
e: The
Architect
ure of
Control
The  play  begins  with
Agnes's  extraordinary
opening  speech,  a
m o n o l o g u e  t h a t
establishes  her  voice,
her worldview, and the
central  metaphor  of
balance.  Speaking
directly  to  Tobias  and
the  audience,  she
reflects  on  the
p o s s i b i l i t y  o f
madness—not  as  a
dramatic  break  from
reality but as a subtle,
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creeping dissolution of
the self.
" I  m i g h t  v e r y
easily—tomorrow, next
week, next month—go
q u i t e  m a d , "  s h e
b e g i n s ,  a n d  t h i s
confession  sets  the
tone  for  everything
tha t  f o l l ows .  He r
speech is meticulously
constructed,  moving
f rom  the  abst ract
possibility of insanity to
the concrete details of
her  dai ly  l i fe .  She
describes her fear not
as  a  dramatic  event
but as a quiet slipping
away,  a  loss  of  the
internal gyroscope that
keeps  her  oriented  in
the world.
W h a t  m a k e s  t h i s
monologue so effective
is the tension between
its  content  and  its
delivery. Agnes speaks
w i t h  p e r f e c t
c o m p o s u r e ,  h e r
language  precise  and
controlled, even as she

d e s c r i b e s  t h e
dissolution  of  control.
She is, in this moment,
demonstrating  exactly
the  balance  she  fears
losing.  The  speech
establishes her as the
play's  emotional  and
intellectual center, the
character  who  sees
m o s t  c l e a r l y  t h e
fragility of their shared
existence.
T h i s  o p e n i n g
m o n o l o g u e  a l s o
introduces  the  play's
dist inct ive  verbal
s t y l e — a  b l e n d  o f
formal  elegance  and
raw emotional honesty
that  characterizes  A
Delicate  Balance
E d w a r d  A l b e e
monologues.  Agnes
speaks  in  complex,
grammatically  perfect
s e n t e n c e s  t h a t
nonetheless  convey
profound  unease.  Her
language is a cage she
has  built  for  herself,
beautiful but confining.
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Tobias's
Monologu
e on
Harry and
Edna: The
Failure of
Friendshi
p
Perhaps  the  most
devastating  speech  in
the  play  belongs  to
Tobias,  who  recounts
his long friendship with
Harry  and  Edna.  This
monologue,  delivered
in the second act, is a
meditat ion  on  the
nature  of  friendship,
the  passage  of  time,
a n d  t h e  g r a d u a l
erosion  of  intimate

connection.
Tobias  speaks  of  how
he  and  Harry  once
k n e w  e a c h  o t h e r
completely—or thought
they did. He describes
their  conversations,
their  silences,  their
shared  understanding.
B u t  a s  t h e  y e a r s
passed,  something
c h a n g e d .  T h e
friendship  became  a
routine, a habit,  a set
of  expectations  rather
t h a n  a  l i v i n g
c o n n e c t i o n .  " W e
stopped  ta lk ing ,"
Tobias  says,  and  this
s imple  confession
carries  the  weight  of
decades of neglect.
The  monologue  builds
toward its  devastating
c o n c l u s i o n :  t h e
recognition that Tobias
and Harry have nothing
left  to  say  to  each
other.  Their  friendship
has become a shell, a
form  without  content.
Yet Tobias cannot bring
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himself to acknowledge
this  directly.  Instead,
he  speaks  around the
empt iness ,  us ing
language to avoid the
very truth he is trying
to express.
T h i s  s p e e c h
exemplifies  the
paradoxical power of A
Delicate  Balance
E d w a r d  A l b e e
monologues.  Tobias
uses  words  to  hide
from  himself  even  as
h e  b e l i e v e s  h e  i s
revealing  his  heart.
The  audience  sees
what  he  cannot:  that
his eloquence is a form
of  evasion,  that  his
c o n f e s s i o n  o f
emotional  bankruptcy
is itself a performance
designed  to  avoid
genuine  feeling.

Claire's

Drunken
Monologu
e: The
Truth-
Teller's
Curse
Claire,  Agnes's  sister,
functions as the play's
t r u t h - t e l l e r — t h e
character  who  refuses
to  participate  in  the
shared  delusions  that
sustain the family. Her
monologue in Act One,
delivered  while  drunk,
is a furious indictment
of the comfortable lies
everyone else tells.
She speaks with brutal
honesty  about  her
alcoholism,  framing  it
not as a weakness but
a s  a  c h o i c e — a
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conscious  rejection  of
the  hypocrisies  that
define  her  sister's
world. "I drink because
I  like  the  taste,"  she
says,  "and  because  it
makes me feel better."
Th is  d i rectness  is
shocking  in  a  world
w h e r e  e v e r y o n e
speaks  in  code  and
evasion.
Claire's  monologue  is
a l s o  a  p l e a  f o r
connection.  Beneath
her aggressive honesty
lies  a  desperate  need
for someone to see her
as she really is—and to
love  her  anyway.  She
attacks  not  because
she  wants  to  wound
but because she wants
to  break  through  the
polite surface and force
a  genuine  encounter.
Her  words  are  both  a
w e a p o n  a n d  a n
invitation,  a  challenge
and a cry for help.
W h a t  m a k e s  t h i s
speech  so  compelling

is its moral complexity.
Claire  is  not  simply  a
victim  or  a  heroine.
S h e  i s  c r u e l ,
manipulative, and self-
destructive. But she is
also the only character
who refuses to lie. The
audience  must  decide
whether her honesty is
a  v i r t u e  o r  a
sickness—or both. This
a m b i g u i t y  i s
characteristic  of  A
Delicate  Balance
E d w a r d  A l b e e
monologues,  which
resist  easy  judgments
and force viewers to sit
with  uncomfortable
questions.

Agnes's
Second
Act
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Monologu
e: The
Terror of
Depende

ncy
In  the  second  act ,
Agnes delivers another
extended  speech,  this
time  reflecting  on  the
nature  of  dependency
and  the  obligations  it
creates.  The arrival  of
Harry  and  Edna,  who
have  fled  their  own
home  in  a  state  of
undefined  terror,  has
d i s r u p t e d  t h e
household's  fragile
equilibrium.  Agnes
must decide what she
owes  to  these  friends
who  have  suddenly
become refugees from
their own lives.
Her  monologue  is  a

masterclass  in  moral
reasoning that  reveals
its  own  inadequacy.
She  argues  that  the
friends have no right to
demand  shelter,  that
their presence imposes
an  unfair  burden  on
the  household.  But
even as she makes this
case,  her  language
betrays  her  unease.
She speaks too quickly,
too  precisely,  as  if
trying  to  convince
herself.
The speech culminates
in a confession that is
both  shocking  and
inevi tab le:  Agnes
admits  that  she  does
not want to help Harry
and Edna because she
is  afraid.  Their  terror
has  in fec ted  her ,
reminding  her  of  the
fragility  of  her  own
carefully  constructed
life.  She  sees  in  their
panic  a  mirror  of  her
own hidden fears, and
she  wants  them gone
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so  she  can  return  to
h e r  c o m f o r t i n g
delusions.
T h i s  m o n o l o g u e
reveals  the  mora l
failure at the heart  of
the  p lay.  Agnes  is
intelligent,  articulate,
and  self-aware—but
her  awareness  does
not lead to action. She
understands  her  own
cowardice and accepts
it.  The  balance  she
mainta ins  is  not  a
moral achievement but
a surrender to fear. A
Delicate  Balance
E d w a r d  A l b e e
m o n o l o g u e s
repeatedly expose this
g a p  b e t w e e n
understanding  and
doing,  knowledge  and
virtue.

STRUCTURAL
FUNCTION OF THE
MONOLOGUES

Beyond their  thematic
c o n t e n t ,  t h e

m o n o l o g u e s  i n  A
Delicate Balance serve
specific  structural
p u r p o s e s  t h a t
contribute to the play's
overall effect.

Rhythm
and
Pacing
Albee uses monologues
to  vary  the  p lay 's
rhythm,  alternating
between  rapid-fire
dialogue and extended,
c o n t e m p l a t i v e
s p e e c h e s .  T h i s
variation  creates  a
musical structure, with
moments  of  intense
verbal  conflict  giving
way  to  quieter,  more
meditative  passages.
T h e  m o n o l o g u e s
function as arias in an
opera—moments when
a  single  voice  rises
above the ensemble to
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express something too
large  for  ord inary
conversation.

Character
Revelatio
n
Each major monologue
reveals  something
essential  about  the
character  who  speaks
it.  Agnes's  speeches
show  her  intelligence
and  her  emotional
distance.  Tobias's
monologues reveal  his
weakness  and  h is
l ong ing .  C l a i r e ' s
outbursts  demonstrate
her  honesty  and  her
despera t ion .  The
characters cannot hide
during these speeches;
their  words  betray
them even when they
are trying to conceal.
T h i s  f u n c t i o n  i s
particularly  important

in  a  p lay  where  so
much  is  left  unsaid.
The  characters  in  A
Delicate  Balance  are
masters  of  evasion,
sk i l l ed  a t  ta l k ing
around  difficult
s u b j e c t s .  T h e
m o n o l o g u e s  a r e
moments  when  this
evasive  strategy  fails,
when  the  truth  forces
its  way  through  the
defenses  of  language
a n d  c o m p o s u r e .
Unde r s tand ing  A
Delicate  Balance
E d w a r d  A l b e e
monologues  requires
paying  attention  not
just to what characters
say  but  to  what  their
way of saying reveals.

Theatrical
Impact
O n  s t a g e ,  t h e
monologues  create
moments  of  intense
focus  and  intimacy.
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The  other  characters
f a l l  s i l e n t ;  t h e
audience's  attention
narrows  to  a  single
voice.  These speeches
are  opportunities  for
actors  to  demonstrate
their  craft,  to  hold an
audience  through  the
power  of  language
a l o n e .  T h e  b e s t
p r o d u c t i o n s  o f  A
De l i ca te  Ba lance
understand  that  these
monologues  are  not
pauses  in  the  action
b u t  t h e  a c t i o n
itself—the  moments
w h e n  t h e  p l a y ' s
deepest  truths  are
spoken.

LANGUAGE AND
STYLE IN THE
MONOLOGUES

Albee's  language  in  A
Delicate  Balance  is
d i s t i n c t i v e  a n d
d e s e r v e s  c l o s e
a t t e n t i o n .  T h e
m o n o l o g u e s
d e m o n s t r a t e  h i s

mastery  of  several
stylistic  registers.

Formal
Elegance
M a n y  o f  t h e
m o n o l o g u e s  a r e
written  in  a  formal,
a l m o s t  c l a s s i c a l
English.  Agnes  speaks
in  complex,  balanced
sentences  that  reflect
her  desire  for  order
and  con t ro l .  Th i s
f o r m a l i t y  i s  n o t
artificial  but  organic  to
her character—it is the
way she maintains her
grip  on  reality.  The
e l e g a n c e  o f  h e r
language  is  itself  a
form  of  defense,  a
barrier against chaos.

Colloquial
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Directnes
s
In  contrast,  Claire's
monologues  often
e m p l o y  a  m o r e
co l loqu ia l ,  d i rect
register.  She  uses
contractions,  slang,
and  blunt  statements.
This  linguistic  style
reflects her rejection of
p re tense  and  he r
determination to speak
plainly.  But  even  her
directness is a kind of
performance, a way of
c l a i m i n g  m o r a l
superiority  through
linguistic  honesty.

Repetitio
n and
Variation
Albee  uses  repetition
as  a  structural  device

within  monologues.
Characters  return  to
c e r t a i n  p h r a s e s ,
circling  back  to  key
ideas  as  if  trying  to
convince  themselves.
This  repetition creates
a  hypnotic  effect,
drawing  the  audience
into  the  character's
psychological  process.
I t  a lso  reveals  the
obsessive  quality  of
their thinking, the way
they  cannot  let  go  of
c e r t a i n  f e a r s  o r
desires.
Understanding  the
stylistic  features  of  A
Delicate  Balance
E d w a r d  A l b e e
m o n o l o g u e s
enhances  appreciation
for  Albee's  craft.  He
was  a  playwright  who
u n d e r s t o o d  t h a t
language  is  never
neutral—that  every
word,  every  pause,
every repetition carries
meaning.
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CONTEXT:
MONOLOGUES IN
ALBEE'S OEUVRE

To fully appreciate the
m o n o l o g u e s  i n  A
Delicate  Balance,  it  is
helpful  to  consider
t h e m  w i t h i n  t h e
broader  context  of
Albee's  career.

Comparis
on with
Who's
Afraid of
Virginia

Woolf?
Albee's  most  famous
play  features  its  own
p o w e r f u l
monologues—George's
"History  of  Western
Civilization"  speech,
Martha's  " I  am  the
E a r t h  M o t h e r "
speech—but  these
operate  differently
t h a n  t h o s e  i n  A
Delicate  Balance.  The
earlier  play  is  more
theatrical, more overtly
d r a m a t i c .  I t s
m o n o l o g u e s  a r e
performances  within
p e r f o r m a n c e s ,
designed to wound and
entertain  in  equal
measure.
In A


